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Abstract 

Iraqi academics have had a pivotal role in shaping and building Iraqi society, identity, 

and national structures, since the country’s independence from British colonial rule. 

Following the U.S. invasion of Iraq in 2003, a significant number of academics were 

assassinated and forced into exile and internal displacement. Since this population has 

always been intertwined with the state and different regimes of power, they are uniquely-

situated to provide critical and multifaceted analyses on politics, the intertwined 

relationship between academics and power, and the complexity of exile. Through what I 

call a “genealogy of loss,” this ethnography traces the academic, political, and social lives 

of academics in contemporary Iraq to uncover the losses this population-and the Iraqi 

people- have incurred in contemporary Iraq. Beginning with the period from the 

ascendancy of the Ba‘ath Party in 1968, to the U.S.-led invasion in 2003 and up to the 

present, I examine the lives of Iraq’s exiled academics in three sites: the UK, Jordan, and 

Iraqi Kurdistan. I first examine their experience during the Ba‘ath era to explore their 

work, struggles, and hardships, as they made significant contributions to building their 

society and nation. I attempt to provide a nuanced anthropological account of life under 

the Ba‘ath regime and its ideals and complex realities. The second part examines these 

academics’ post-US occupation experiences both inside Iraq and in exile. I argue that the 

reconfiguration of the Iraqi state, and the shift from a secular, unified, one-party system 

into a divided space ruled by the occupying forces and their appointed sectarian and 

ethno-nationalist leaders and militia groups, has reconfigured the role of the academic 
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and of higher education. The occupation and the subsequent Iraqi governments used 

death threats and assassinations, sectarianism, and “de-Ba‘athification” as forms of 

governance to restructure society. Many academics and professionals were either 

assassinated or forced into exile by sending them bullets and threat notes in envelopes. I 

explore how academics’ relatively stable jobs in pre-invasion Iraq are now “contracted 

lives” with devastating effects on their personal lives, intellectual projects, and the future 

of Iraq. Such lives entail living in spaces under precarious and temporary contracts and 

with residency cards subject to annual renewal or termination. These academics now live 

in constant fear and what I call a “plan B mode of existence.” While an extreme and 

violent case, this ethnography argues that the conditions of Iraqi academics in exile are 

connected to neoliberal global trends marked by the commercialization and 

corporatization of higher education, adversely affecting academic, social, and political 

freedoms of writing, thinking, and being in this world.  
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Dedication 

To all those who were burned by the fires of war, but insist on living to tell their 

stories…To all those who didn’t survive to bear witness to what happened… 

 

To my first Iraqi educators who taught me how to breathe when they taught me my first 

alphabet…  

 

To the many poets and writers who taught me: how to let my heart and mind beat in 

harmony with every word I put on paper… that one can be a sniper carrying a pen…that 

the cooperation between humans and injustice is like a cooperation between a wound and 

a dagger…and if injustice is to end, the wound must stop cooperating with the dagger… 

 

To the Assyrian fortuneteller who read my coffee cup, one month before I left Iraq, and 

said: “your wish is to leave home and to travel around the world. Your wish will come 

true, but you will regret it. You will never find your way back...You will never find a 

home again…” 

 

To Mother Nature for constantly reminding me of my human strengths…and 

vulnerabilities… 

 

To a future that’s yet to be born…one in which everyone gets their fair share of bread and 

love… 
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Foreword 

From 1968, when the Ba‘ath party came to power, until the present, Iraq and its people 

have witnessed some of the most vicious internal and external attacks a nation has 

experienced in modern history. Since the 1980s, Iraqis have suffered multiple wars. This 

includes the eight-year devastating war with Iran that caused serious human and 

infrastructural losses for both countries, followed by the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, which 

led to the First Gulf War in 1991, that destroyed the remaining infrastructure of the 

country. This was followed by thirteen years of what many consider the most inhumane 

sanctions imposed upon a nation and its people in modern history by the United Nations 

Security Council (UNSC) (Arnove 2000). These sanctions had deeply destructive effects 

on the fabric of the Iraqi society, institutions, identity, and politics. When Iraqis thought 

things couldn’t get worse, they did. In 2003, the U.S. and her allies invaded Iraq causing 

one of the most disastrous occupations in recent history marked by countless deaths, 

endless destruction, displacement, and ongoing sectarian and ethnic violence.  

Most Iraqis I know from all ethnicities and backgrounds see the catastrophic U.S.-

led invasion as graphic evidence of how unjust this world is. They also know that the 

stakes for any so-called “third world” nation aspiring to be independent from the 

dominating superpowers are more challenging today in this neocolonial, imperialist age 

than ever before. Neocolonial agendas hide skillfully behind a million masks, colors, 

pretexts, organizations, and justifications to ensure that the “third world” countries 

remain in that category. To ensure that the “developing” world remains in a permanent 

state of never really developing. If we take seriously Hegel’s “slave-master dialectic” 
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(Hegel 2006: 70), or Edward Said’s “orientalism” on how the West defines itself through 

defining the rest, (Said 1979), then it follows that “developing” countries must be 

prevented from developing at all costs, because if they do, then who will the so-called 

“developed” world compare and define itself against? Yet the price of preventing these 

countries from being truly independent from the iron fist of the super powers is costly. 

The price for those who happen to be considered as the “wretched of the earth” (Fanon 

2004) and who dare to say “no” and choose to challenge the colonial powers has 

produced millions of deaths and refugees. We are at a point in history where the military-

industrial-cybernetics and the refugee-industrial-complex are feeding, making, and, in 

some ways, in bed with each other.  This is the Iraqi story.  

To understand what happened and the stakes of this project, focusing on Iraq’s 

displaced and exiled academics; more specifically the intertwined relationship between 

academics and different regimes of power, a brief survey of Iraq’s contemporary history 

is necessary. I challenge stereotypical assumptions, both scholarly and general, that 

blame Iraq’s problems on the fact that it is an artificially created state produced by the 

colonial Sykes–Picot Agreement in 1916.  

Iraqi historian, Thabit Abdullah, theorizes the most crucial events in the 

contemporary history of Iraq by strongly opposing this “fashionable talk” about the 

artificiality of Iraq. He writes: “Iraq is no more artificial than any other country with 

borders drawn as a result of a variety of reasons including wars, treaties, compromises, 

backroom deals, internal and external pressures, and plain chance” (Abdullah 2006:2). 

Therefore, he argues, the “sectarian divisions which today threaten the unity of the 
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country are the result not of the assertion of ‘essential’ unchanging identities, but rather 

of the unraveling of national structures” (ibid.:2). This point is crucial for this project, 

because the story of Iraq’s exiled academics speaks volumes about what happens to a 

place and its peoples when its national structures are destroyed and replaced with other 

forms of governance and other regimes of power more aligned with the occupiers’ 

agenda. Abdullah, like other historians before him, writes that far from being an 

“artificial” creation, the land known today as Iraq has for thousands of years had a sense 

of “economic and administrative unity” (ibid.). After all, it was in ancient 

Mesopotamia—present day Iraq—that humans “first established cities with laws 

regulating the increasingly complex relationships between the rulers and their subjects” 

(ibid.:5). Iraq has always been a politically complex and sophisticated place, and 

therefore its story has always been deeply political.  

Examining Iraq’s long history, Abdullah shows it has always been a battlefield 

between conflicting powers seeking to dominate the region due to its strategic location 

(Abdullah:2003). The longest battle was between the Ottoman and the Persian empires 

using religion and sectarianism as political tools. The result of these battles has been the 

latent sectarian tensions ready to erupt when provided with the ideal chaotic 

circumstances, as the U.S. invasion made possible. 

By the mid-nineteenth century, under Ottoman rule, a series of reforms and 

regulations seeking to increase the power of the central state were introduced. The 

Ottomans, facing a growing danger from Europe on colonial expansion, decided “to 

strengthen the military by organizing the country’s resources more efficiently. Ambitious 
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reforms were announced in 1839, beginning with the creation of a modern army and 

taxation system, moving, in later years, to areas such as secular education and the 

establishment of a constitution in 1876” (Abdullah 2006:8). Abdullah argues that the 

Iraqi society has always been keen on fighting for its political and human rights. For 

example, challenging some of the post-2003 occupation narratives about the first “free 

elections” in Iraq, he writes: “Recently there has been much talk of the novelty of 

elections in Iraq. Yet as far back as 1908 and again in 1912, elections were held for a new 

Ottoman parliament as well as local councils in Baghdad and other Iraqi cities” (ibid.:10). 

In fact, even the growing enthusiasm for embracing pan-Arabism in Iraq must be 

understood as an Iraqi reaction to the then Ottoman Young Turk government, which 

adopted a policy of “Turkification” to be applied to all the Ottoman-controlled territories. 

This policy, among other things, “enforced Turkish as the single official language of the 

empire. All over the Arabic-speaking parts of the empire this policy was met with stiff 

resistance, often in the form of cultural clubs which glorified Arab history and language” 

(ibid.). 

As this ethnography shows, language has always been crucial for nation-building 

and identity in Iraq and the Middle East. It has been a key factor that started pan-Arabism 

in the entire region. After centuries of colonial domination, Arabs sought to find a home 

in “Arabness”, for which the language acted as a spirit inhabiting the body of the nation 

they sought to build. After the occupation of Iraq and the dismantling of the pan-Arabist 

project in the region, the challenges of losing that home and the feeling of alienation 
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resurfaced as serious problems since 2003. In this way, the story for many Iraqis, as this 

ethnography captures, is back to where it all started.  

While responses to the Ottoman policy of “Turkification” varied in Iraq, they 

mostly stressed Arab unity and achieving the autonomy of Iraq. This resulted in the 

creation of many secret, underground nationalist organizations with nationalist goals: 

The most important was the Covenant Society which included several 

Iraqis, usually officers in the Ottoman army, many of whom would later 

play a leading role in the formation of the modern Iraqi state. Many of 

these clubs and political groups were secular with a particularly high 

participation of non-Muslims. Other groups, especially those that attracted 

elements from the Shi‘i community, sought to define the nationalist 

project in Islamist terms by emphasizing the need to protect Islamic laws 

and culture. This was also the time when foreign intervention intensified. 

(ibid.) 

The political resistance in Iraq intensified even further after the discovery of oil, which 

made the super powers-especially Britain- more determined to dominate the region. 

Britain’s invasion of Iraq caused significant resistance among different sections of the 

Iraqi society, which eventually resulted in the famous 1920 revolution to kick the 

invaders out of the country. Many Iraqis believe that the biggest outcome of this 

revolution was that it united various elements of the Iraqi society against the British 

invaders. While the revolution itself failed to end the British occupation, it, as Abdullah 

notes, did achieve two important goals: first, it enhanced national consciousness. Second, 

it forced the British to change their policy of “direct rule” of Iraq (ibid:11-2). Indeed, at 

that time, the struggle against the British invasion became the most defining factor for 

Iraqi nationalism and national consciousness. 
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Between 1932 and 1958 Iraq was ruled by a monarchy that managed to 

implement important social and economic reforms, but nonetheless failed in building 

social support. This, once again, was an important moment in contemporary Iraqi history, 

because: 

A number of global powers vied to increase their hegemony over a 

country with strategic location and rich resources. Britain was clearly in an 

advantageous position early on, but after the end of the Second World War 

and the onset of the Cold War, both the United States and the Soviet 

Union came to play more prominent roles. Throughout the period of the 

monarchy a number of developments were to sow the seeds for the 

turbulent political changes of the 1960s. Landed interests solidified their 

semi-feudal status through such draconian measures as the Rights and 

Duties of Cultivators Law of 1933 and the Lazma Law of 1952, both of 

which effectively bound the peasants to the land and gave landowners 

exemption from most taxes… By 1958, about 80 percent of the peasants 

were landless, and only 1.7 percent of landowners owned over 63 percent 

of all cultivated land… Most of the new officers, who hailed from middle-

level Sunni backgrounds, held strong nationalist views and deeply 

resented foreign controls… Another important development was the rapid 

extension of education at all levels. (ibid.16-7)  

The story of education in post-independence Iraq is particularly important in all of this, 

because it made education accessible to Iraqis from different classes and backgrounds. 

Access to education made social mobility more possible than ever before. This, in turn, 

had significant political, economic, and social implications for the Iraqi society and the 

Middle East. Since education and politics are always intertwined, the result of an 

increasingly educated Iraqi population in the 1950s and 1960s had contradictory effects: 

On the one hand, the state could justifiably claim credit for reducing 

illiteracy and establishing impressive colleges which were putting out an 

increasing number of professionals in all fields. On the other hand, it also 

produced a new generation with high expectations and an ability to 

articulate its demands and organize its activities... The 1950s and 1960s 

were decades of revolutionary change throughout the Middle East and 
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much of the world. The post-Second World War order was being 

challenged by a variety of nationalist and socialist movements directed 

chiefly against Western capitalist hegemony. In this sense, the 

revolutionary period which swept through Iraq was no different. (ibid.:15-

9) 

It is crucial to understand Iraqi nationalism and the pan-Arabist project within the context 

that produced them, namely as fierce reactions to the colonial domination of the region 

by different powers. It was under these circumstances that the Iraqi Communist Party and 

the Ba‘ath Party were conceived and received strong popular support and admiration 

from many Iraqis of different sects, religions, and backgrounds. 

The Ba‘ath, which eventually succeeded in seizing power in 1968, considered 

itself a nationalist, socialist party advocating pan-Arabism and the unity of the Arab 

people from Morocco to Iraq.  In Iraq and Syria, the Ba‘ath saw itself as a secular party 

strongly opposed to: regionalism, sectarianism, and tribalism. These three elements were 

considered backward and provided a perfect recipe for dividing nations and allowing 

colonizers to interfere by using the “divide and conquer” rule. In 1972 the Ba‘ath took the 

very popular step of nationalizing Iraq’s oil, expelling exploitative foreign companies. In 

addition to the Ba’ath’s great interest in modernizing Iraq, building a strong nation, 

particularly health, agriculture, and state institutions, it took a special interest in 

educating the Iraqi society to produce new types of Iraqi citizens deeply aware of their 

internal and external challenges. In this regard, the party sought to establish solid 

educational institutions that were strongly anti-imperialist, anti-colonial, and anti-Zionist. 

While the Ba‘ath attempted to influence education with its own principles, many scholars 

along with many interlocutors in this ethnography, convincingly argued that it is an 
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oversimplification to assume that Iraqi educators and students simply took things at face 

value. The relationship between the party and its people was dialectical.  

Moreover, the party’s agenda and vision in developing the Iraqi society and 

institutions was not always in conflict with the aspirations of many Iraqi people. These 

points are critical to bear in mind, especially regarding the Iraqi education system. 

Indeed, Iraqi academics in various higher education institutions made important 

contributions to Iraq’s education, while at the same time worked hard to negotiate with 

the party in power as they sought to build a rigorous educational system on equal footing 

with some of the most advanced educational systems worldwide. Most Iraqis I know, 

including many interlocutors in this ethnography, consider the 1970s and the 1980s when 

the Ba‘ath strongly supported education, provided fellowships to educate Iraqi students at 

the best universities around the world, and other reforms, as the golden years of Iraqi 

academia. In fact, even some of the Ba‘ath’s most vocal critics and rivals I have met 

agreed that education was more solid and rigorous in pre-2003 than it is in post-

occupation Iraq. This is important when we consider the value of what was destroyed and 

lost after the invasion for the Iraqi people and society at large. At the same time, 

dismantling and destroying Iraqi education was not just a “collateral damage” produced 

by the occupation. It is part and parcel of restructuring the Iraqi state, society, and 

identity by the occupation forces, as many testimonies in this project make clear. 

Additionally, the Ba‘ath succeeded in making many other important achievements 

in the 1970s and 1980s that made it popular among many sections of the Iraqi society. In 

this regard, Abdullah writes what is worth citing at length: 
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 Support for or acquiescence to the Ba‘ath also came as a result of real 

gains made in a number of fields. Politically, the most important 

developments, though temporary, came early. An agreement with the 

Kurdish nationalist leadership to establish a self-governing autonomous 

Kurdish region was followed by the formation of the National Progressive 

Front with the Communist Party and a number of other political groups. In 

many ways, these two agreements were the culmination of the steady, 

albeit bumpy, progress of national integration which had started during the 

monarchy. Both were cut short within a couple of years when war erupted 

with the Kurds over interpretation of the accords and the communists 

withdrew from the National Patriotic Front after enduring severe 

harassment including the execution of some of their leaders. More 

impressive were the material gains. The most obvious was infrastructural 

development including electrification of the countryside, and wide-scale 

construction of dams, bridges, roads, port facilities, hospitals, schools, and 

family homes. The problem of social inequalities was vigorously 

addressed through guaranteed employment, a campaign to eliminate 

illiteracy and a general improvement in household incomes. 

Manufacturing industry grew by a healthy 14 percent between 1968 and 

1981. Life expectancy rose with improvements in free universal healthcare 

and increased access to safe drinking water from forty-six years in 1960 to 

fifty-seven in 1980. Infant mortality declined from 139 deaths per 1,000 

live births in 1960 to 76 in 1980. The most notable exception to this story 

of material progress was in agriculture which was gradually marginalized 

in favor of imported foodstuffs. Support for the arts resulted in a dynamic 

intellectual life which hastened national integration despite the strict limits 

set on freedom of expression. In 1978, new laws were passed which 

enhanced women’s rights in areas of education, employment, divorce, 

child custody, and severely curtailed polygamy and child marriage. 

Perhaps the clearest sign of progress, however, was the rapid growth of a 

large, well educated, urban middle class of professionals, administrators, 

and businessmen. (ibid.:28) 

These details are important to bear in mind as an entry point to this project for two 

reasons: first, they are often downplayed or simply absent from the discourse on Iraq, 

especially the narrative that was spread in Western media which paved the way for the 

Iraq invasion. Second, these details provide a sense of the losses Iraqis incurred as a 

result of the occupation.  
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Considering what happened to the Iraqi people and society after the invasion, this 

ethnography takes seriously the premise that Iraq’s invasion was because of the 

productive not the destructive sides of the Ba‘ath regime. It sheds light on how some 

postcolonial states, with varying degrees of success and failure, have genuinely tried to 

make positive changes in their societies. This is not to condone or downplay the 

trespasses committed by the Ba‘ath party. It is rather a way to understand other often 

neglected productive sides that were important for Iraqis. 

This project, then, traces the losses of Iraq and its people through the eyes of one 

of the country’s most educated populations- academics- in what I call “the genealogy of 

loss” to show the extent of the damage wars, sanctions, and the 2003 invasion have had 

on the society. The impact of the invasion on education and educators has been 

enormous. It not only destroyed many achievements Iraqis have built for decades, but it 

also erased and forced out some of the country’s brightest minds that helped with training 

and shaping skills essential for running an entire society. Academics are the engineers of 

the society in the sense that they train almost everyone else to contribute to it; whether 

engineers, doctors, professors, workers, lawyers, and many other professions. It must be 

noted that the Iraqi educational system under the Ba‘ath wasn’t only interested in training 

middle class people. I remember in high school it was mandatory for all students to take 

what was called “vocational classes”, which included three full years of courses on 

carpentry, welding, electrician training courses, to name a few. This is not to mention that 

after the first three years of high school, students who weren’t interested in academic 

work were given full freedoms to pursue vocational schools which existed all over the 
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country, even in some of the poorest neighborhoods. Therefore, the destruction and 

restructuring of Iraqi academia and the killing and/or forcing out of many of its 

academics must be seen as a political tactic aimed at restructuring—and even disabling 

many parts—of the society altogether. This is where the story of this project starts, and 

this is why this population’s testimonies matter. 

While most Iraqi people I know, from different walks of life, have learned so 

much about politics, because their lives have been determined by politics, I wanted to 

research a population that is as close to politics and power as possible, yet also one that 

can critically examine and interrogate power from different directions. I found Iraqi 

academics uniquely-positioned to do so. They are able to look critically at their lives in 

Iraq before the invasion, while also critically articulate and analyze the consequences of 

Iraq’s invasion as well as the current regimes of power. As a cultural anthropologist 

deeply committed to the Middle East and Iraq, I also wanted to select a population that is 

near and dear to my heart. Looking back at my life in Iraq, from primary school years to 

graduating from the University of Baghdad, few groups influenced and shaped my vision 

as much as Iraqi educators have. Many of the educators who taught me have been deeply 

committed to the Iraqi society, to creating knowledgeable students and citizens, who are 

not superior to others in the world, but certainly don’t see themselves as inferior. And 

because most of these educators at once influenced and were affected by wars and 

politics, I knew that their voices can tell this story in a nuanced way that, as one 

interlocutor puts it, “can see Iraq as a place bigger than itself.” 
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Furthermore, having closely studied much of the scholarship produced in Western 

academia on Iraq and the Middle East, I saw that the stories of the region and its people 

are seldom told through the lenses of its most educated populations, which are not 

necessarily the elite. If we consider that the former Ba‘ath regime made education 

available for free for every Iraqi citizen from kindergarten all the way to the PhD level, 

then it follows that Iraq’s most educated people are as diverse in gender, class, and 

politics as the society itself. Therefore, the diversity of the voices of Iraq’s academics 

provides an invaluable opportunity to understand the complexity of the Iraqi society and 

culture. There are many important scholarly works that paint a picture of the region from 

the viewpoint of its refugees, gender issues, dissidents, and other important populations. 

There are a few works that examine the region through the eyes of its intellectuals. There 

are hardly any works I am aware of that examine the politics of the region through the 

eyes of its academics, who since the beginnings of the pan-Arabist project in the entire 

region, have been key actors in building their societies.  

I, consequently, chose to tell Iraq’s complex story through the eyes of its 

academics, because I wanted to challenge the stereotypical images of war-torn countries 

depicted as destroyed places with people in tents, in need of humanitarian aid in the form 

of basic foods and blankets, children with worn out clothes, and countless such images 

often promoted through certain scholarship, humanitarian organizations, or the media. I 

am not suggesting that these stories are not important. I am instead suggesting that these 

shouldn’t be the only narratives we get from war-torn countries. I wanted to choose a 

group that can diversify the voices of these populations. It is my hope that these 
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testimonies will be taken seriously, not just as some sad stories from “that part of the 

world”, but as expert and experienced voices that can make cultural, political, and 

epistemic contributions to how we view and understand the region and its challenges. In 

capturing these voices, I take seriously Walter Mingolo’s thought that scholars have for 

too long assumed that the “knowing subject in the disciplines is transparent, 

disincorporated from the known and untouched by the geo-political configuration of the 

world in which people are racially ranked and regions are racially configured” (Mignolo 

2009:160). As a result, Mignolo writes, one way to decolonize knowledge produced on 

other people is through bringing to the fore the “epistemic silences” in Western 

scholarship (ibid.: 162). The silenced voices of these academics, I contend, can change 

how we see Iraq and the Middle East, and indeed, can help us rethink some of the most 

challenging questions in the region and the world today. These stories should make us 

change the terms of the conversation if there is a genuine desire to allow the subaltern to 

speak and to pay attention to what they have to say (Spivak 1988). In doing so, as an 

anthropologist, I also respond to Lila Abu-Lughod’s call on the importance of creating 

new zones of theorizing on the Middle East, a call that dates to 1989, but remains as 

timely as when it was first written (Abu-Lughod 1989). I seek to expand, diversify, and 

push the boundaries on how we think, theorize, and ask different, new, and more 

challenging questions about the Middle East.  

Considering everything mentioned about the role of these academics, the stakes of 

what happened to them after the invasion are high, because they intersect with many 

theoretical issues. First, their story reveals the multifaceted and complex sides of the 
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relationship between academics and different regimes of power. This ethnography 

expands our knowledge about the many complex faces of the state, the various methods 

of governance that emerge as a result of changing power relations, as well as how 

academics are entangled in these political and violent changes. Turning Iraq from a 

united, secular state ruled by a single-party, into divided sectarian, ethno-nationalist 

spaces ruled by multiple sectarian and ultra-nationalist regimes and militias, has changed 

the definition, role, and place of academics and academia altogether. The “new 

academic” in post-occupation Iraq must fit with the new political realities on the ground. 

Therefore, anything related to the old political order had to be marginalized, killed, 

exiled, or displaced. This ethnography provides an alternative story on the trajectory of 

the lives of exiled academics. It shows that the three main cleansing methods used in 

post-invasion Iraq that best capture the reconfiguration of power included assassinations 

and death threats, sectarian violence, and the application of “de-Ba‘athificaiton” policies. 

Consequently, those academics who either didn’t fit into this new reality or refused to 

play by the rules of the new game had no choice but to be killed, threatened, 

marginalized, or forced out into exile.  

Second, this research contributes to our understanding of how “exile” and 

“displacement” start at “home” through violent political changes. It suggests that we trace 

the problems—and the solutions—for the exiled and the displaced all the way back home 

rather than just the current locations where these populations struggle to stay alive. This, I 

contend, is important not just for scholars, but also for policy makers who wish to have a 



 

 

15 

better understanding of the refugee crisis worldwide and coming up with meaningful 

solutions.  

Third, academics are also citizens, and therefore, the political upheavals and 

violence they witnessed as a result of their positionality in post-invasion Iraq raise 

questions, as some scholars and analysts have previously suggested, on how sectarianism 

and ethno-nationalism are not simply chaotic consequences of the war, but perhaps the 

desired outcomes of it.1 The new forms of governance that mushroomed in post-invasion 

Iraq, which are necropolitical par excellence, (Mbembe 2003), reveal much about the 

emerging forms of governance and statehood in the world as well the redefinition of the 

role of academics and higher education in all of this. Governance through sectarian 

militias (as in the case of Shi‘a vs. Sunnis) or ethno-nationalism (as in the case of Iraqi 

Kurdistan) do determine who lives and who dies, who stays and under what conditions, 

and who is forced into exile.  

In exile and internal displacement, the new conditions under which these 

academics live are anything but apolitical. They are determined by other forms of 

politics, citizenship, economics, identity, and new academic and social conditions, mainly 

governed by the neoliberal conditions of higher education spreading worldwide. The 

second part of this project, therefore, examines the conditions of Iraq’s exiled academics 

to show that far from being unique to the Iraqi context, these conditions, though extreme 

and violent in many ways, are nonetheless part and parcel of the shifting realities of 

                                                           
1 For works that made arguments along these lines see Naomi Klein, The Shock Doctrine (2007); Baker, 

Raymond W., and Shereen T. Ismael and Tareq Y. Ismael, eds., Cultural cleansing in Iraq (2010). 
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higher education worldwide marked with the corporatization, commercialization, 

precarious conditions of academic employment, and the suffocation of freedom of 

expression and thinking. This part of the ethnography shows that exiled Iraqi academics 

have been turned from actors who were formerly vital and relatively stable in their 

academic positons before the invasion, into what I call “contracted lives” in these new 

spaces, as is the case in Jordan and Iraqi Kurdistan. This move into precarious contracts, 

which also determine their residency status, raises serious questions about the role of 

academics in society in the neoliberal age.  

Ultimately, these conditions combined create a culture of fear and instability for 

academics who are constantly frightened about losing their contracts and residency status. 

Therefore, they are constantly looking for short-term plans to survive. They are hardly 

able to think, write, and teach without any sense of safety or stability. These conditions 

combined leave these actors with a pivotal role in any nation, unable to fully contribute to 

society, because they always live in what I call a “plan B mode of existence” to secure 

their next step in a cruel and precarious environment. 
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Preface  

 

Returning to Iraq after a Decade in Exile 

Once upon a time I was born and raised in a place I used to know as my only “home”.  

Once upon a wound, once upon a lonely night, I had to leave Iraq in 2005 to save my life 

from the consequences of the US-led occupation. After one decade in exile, I returned to 

Iraq to settle accounts, to have a better understanding of what happened, how it 

happened, and why it happened. I returned this time as a trained cultural anthropologist to 

conduct fieldwork on a population that has always had a big impact on my life and 

memory—Iraq’s academics. After two previous summers of research in the UK and 

Jordan (2013-2014), I decided to spend one academic year in Iraq because I knew that the 

internally displaced academics trapped inside; those who weren’t “successful” or 

“fortunate” enough to escape wars and violence through the bottleneck, had so much to 

say about my project. After all, I am a child of wars, sanctions, and political upheavals. I 

know what it means to be trapped inside and what it means to slip through the bottleneck, 

without ever truly recovering from the wounds inflicted upon us inside the bottle. I 

opened my eyes in this world in the 1980s, with the then ongoing Iran-Iraq war. I 

witnessed much violence and destruction. I saw countless dead bodies during the First 

Gulf War. The thirteen years of the UN sanctions robbed me of the most beautiful 

childhood and teenage years. The 2003 invasion of Iraq just barely allowed me to safely 

finish my undergraduate studies at the University of Baghdad, before I had to eventually 

leave the country into exile in 2005 to escape death and violence. Because of all these 

experiences that could take multiple books to fill, I knew that my interlocutors, especially 
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those academics trapped inside, whose lives are strongly tied to and shaped by political 

upheavals and power relations, had so much to say about the story of Iraq. Before the end 

of my first week in Iraq in 2015, my personal observations and experiences already 

started to paint a picture about the story this story was going draw. What I experienced 

from the moment I was at the airport in Sweden heading to Iraq in September 2015, until 

the end of the first week in Iraq proved to me that the personal is political and 

anthropological.  

After a long journey with wars, moving, and exile, life has grounded me like 

coffee beans. My mother used to say that “coffee beans have less value as whole beans.” 

They must be painfully grounded to become this delicious, stimulating, and awakening 

drink called “coffee”. After ten years in exile, here I was in Stockholm in September 

2015 packing my bag to go back to Iraq. I couldn’t believe it was going to happen in less 

than 24 hours. I was anxious that entire day. I couldn’t sleep or do anything. I went out 

roaming. I greeted a stranger and had a short conversation. He turned out to be an 

Armenian in his twenties, thirsty for warm human connection after many lonely, long, 

and cold Scandinavian winters. He was delighted to meet an Assyrian from Iraq. He 

invited me for a meal at a nearby Middle Eastern restaurant followed by a walk. It was an 

ideal way to spend those few hours before heading to the airport. I spoke little. He spent 

most of the time talking about how much he hated Turkey and the Turks; and how racist 

the Swedes are towards immigrants no matter how much they like to sugarcoat this fact 

and claim otherwise.  
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Towards the end of the evening, the Armenian stranger who was no longer a 

stranger, asked what I thought about “home” and “exile”, because he had been struggling 

with these ideas for years in Sweden. I told him that life has taught me that it is possible 

that things, ideas, concepts, and feelings can have the opposite meaning of what one 

might see at the surface. It was possible that people can be the opposite of what they 

claim to be. It was possible that “home” could signify “exile” or the other way around. 

Laughter may be tears in disguise. Revolutions may be yet other oppressive powers 

taking the carpet from under the feet of the current oppressive powers. Going to the top 

of the mountain may not really mean “going up”. It can in fact be a harsh form of falling; 

just as fame, cheers, and camera flashes have ultimately led to the demise of countless 

souls on this planet. In brief, it was possible that everything we are told and taught is the 

opposite of what we think, or it might be outright false. I told him that I go through life 

remembering my mom’s oldest advice that “succeeding in an unjust world is the first sign 

of failure, because it means you’re cooperating with injustice.” I told him that I carry like 

a talisman around my neck André Gide’s words: “Fish die belly upward, and rise to the 

surface. It’s their way of falling.”  

My Armenian acquaintance took an interest in these reflections and asked that we 

should stay in touch. He walked with me to the door of the apartment building, we said 

goodbye like two old friends, and he vanished in the crowd as though the whole 

encounter was nothing but a dream. I thought my year of fieldwork wrestling with home, 

exile, and displacement as some of the most political and politicized concepts of our time 

had already started in Stockholm.  
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 The day was September 11, 2015. The place was Arlanda Airport in Stockholm. 

The time was an early hour in the morning. I was waiting in a line to check in my luggage 

into the flight that was going to land me in Erbil. After an entire decade, here I was going 

back to see how the many people, places, and things I left behind had continued their 

lives (and deaths) in my absence. I reminded myself that just as I was changing in exile, 

so were all the people and things I left behind in Iraq. I reminded myself that it was going 

to be an encounter between two changed and constantly changing parties. I had to be 

prepared that some (or many) images of what Iraq used to be in my head may no longer 

exist.  

The check-in line was long. I started looking at the faces of the people waiting, 

their looks, their clothes, and their luggage. The guy behind me had his headphones on 

with a traditional Turkman folklore song from Kirkuk blasting. I could hear the song 

oozing out of his headphones. It was a song that many of our Turkmen neighbors and 

friends in Kirkuk used to play at weddings. My ears immediately recognized the Turkish 

words: “beyaz gül kırmızı gül güller arasından gelir…” [White rose, red rose, she comes 

through roses]. I didn’t particularly like the song as a child, but I did at that moment 

because it was much more than a song. Time had transformed it into fossilized moments 

and faces of distant people, places, and moments that I may never see again, except in my 

daydreams. In front of me in the line there were two Kurdish families. They seemed to 

have just met at the airport. They were speaking in two different Kurdish dialects 

(Kurmanci and Sorani). These two groups usually don’t like each other, particularly since 

the intra-Kurdish struggle in the 1990s, which continues to this day. But, I thought to 
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myself, in exile people have no choice. They simply learn how absurd their differences at 

“home” were compared to what they endure in foreign lands. They learn how to love the 

remotest things, scents, and traces that remind them of a lost home and a lost life. The 

husbands were talking about how convenient it was to have a direct flight from 

Stockholm to Erbil, but they complained that the flight was too early. The wives were 

discussing the “right” age for children to start articulating their first words. Further down 

in line I saw a few guys joking and laughing loudly in a Baghdadi Arabic dialect. They 

were making sarcastic remarks without taking notice of anyone around them. I already 

felt like I was in a small version of the Iraq I knew and missed so much, though I knew 

this might not be the case when I arrive. Perhaps, the Iraq I knew is now more accessible 

in exile than it is possible at home. 

Most passengers in the check-in line were Iraqis. Many were Kurds. Some were 

Arabs. I spotted a few Christian families. I heard two ladies speaking neo-Aramaic with a 

golden cross hanging around the neck of one. I overheard one talking about how a 

relative, a refugee in Lebanon, had just been accepted to immigrate to Australia. These 

conversations are hardly foreign to my ears. Before I left Iraq, many people were either 

talking about leaving or celebrating how some of their friends or relatives had left, 

hoping they would be next. Most people want to leave without even knowing whether 

they will ever “arrive” somewhere. 

Ironically--or perhaps not--all the passengers had foreign passports in their hands, 

including myself. I spotted Swedish, Danish, German, and other EU passports. This, too, 

was hardly surprising to me. The effects of wars and everything that has happened to Iraq 



 

 

22 

and the Iraqi people over the last few decades made the only way an Iraqi could be 

treated with dignity in Iraq and elsewhere is if they hold foreign—namely Western—

passports. A “good” or a “fortunate” Iraqi can almost be defined as someone who holds a 

western passport. The Iraqi passport is paralyzing. Like its holders, it is a “suspect” in 

every airport, every checkpoint, and every point of entry. As an Iraqi, one is unwelcome 

anywhere. One is almost questioned to death before allowed entrance to any country. 

However, one is always welcome to exit any place or port with no questions asked. Every 

authority and every official thinks they have the right to interrogate an Iraqi without a 

second thought. Iraqis know well that holding that useless document called an “Iraqi 

passport” is a curse at this point in history. But, of course, this is hardly the only such 

case. Most passport holders who come from nations whose people count as “the wretched 

of the earth” experience different forms of discrimination and exclusion. Some 

experiences are more severe than others. It is all about power, or lack thereof. Your 

passport has a power. It is not just a document that helps you pass, it can become a sign 

of humiliation preventing you from passing. Many Iraqis I know joke about the very 

words on the inside cover of our passports: “all competent authorities are requested to 

accord bearer of this passport protection to allow him/her all possible assistance in case 

of need.” Every place an Iraqi goes to, the opposite of this statement is what happens. 

These words are just one more example of how things can have the exact opposite 

meaning of their appearance as with “home” and “exile”, “peace” and “war”, “honesty” 

and “dishonesty”, and countless other words in different languages. I thought to myself 

how irritated I have become about my first language, my second language, my third 
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language, and all the languages I speak. Words increasingly don’t mean what they are 

supposed to mean in all these languages. Languages are increasingly becoming tools for 

disguising ideas rather than disclosing them. It suddenly crossed my mind that perhaps 

one day I will be forced to put every single word I write in quotation marks. Nothing 

means what it is supposed to mean. I dreamt of a day and a world in which everyone 

means what they say and say what they mean. 

When my turn came, the blonde, cordial, female Swedish employee checking 

passports and handing boarding passes looked at my American passport and asked “I see 

that you were born in Iraq. Do you have an Iraqi passport?” “No. It is expired,” I 

answered. She went on, “you know people over there are not crazy about American 

passports. Let me see your Iraqi passport, even if it’s expired.” She took a quick look, 

checked in my bag, and directed me to the appropriate gate. I couldn’t help thinking: why 

should she care? I am going to Iraq not coming from it. She would care more if the 

process was reversed, because it is more important to keep Sweden safe than Iraq. What 

if my passport was fake? What if I was a “terrorist”? It doesn’t matter. Perhaps it is better 

for “terrorists” to exit Europe than enter and cause problems. Is this why many of them 

are now in Syria?  Moreover, her words were far from accurate. I know tons of American 

and Western expats living in Iraq and they love it there. I wondered whether she was fed 

too much propaganda about Iraq and the region. 

I arrived in Erbil shortly after 10:30 am. After greeting the friendly Kurd female 

officer at the passport control in Kurdish, she stamped my passport and here I was 

officially in Iraq. As I was walking to the baggage claim area in the small and clean 
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airport, I remembered that I had no one from my family or relatives to meet me. My 

immediate family members had all left Iraq over the last ten years because of the war. My 

relatives who are left there, from both parents’ sides, are not in that city and I hadn’t 

announced to most of them that I was coming. I wanted to land in the airport for real 

before I could surely tell anyone that I was in Iraq.  

The only person who was waiting for me in the airport was my American brother-

in-law. I wondered what the Swede who checked my passport at Arlanda would have 

thought about that. My American brother-in-law is a lovely and helpful guy. He came to 

Iraq after 2003, fell in love with the country, and decided that he would rather live in 

Erbil than in the U.S. He feels “freer” in Iraq, he often says. He is not alone in this 

feeling. Many expats I know love “third world” countries. Many don’t mind settling and 

getting married in them while the locals in these countries are escaping from all 

directions. The reason is simple: they are treated better than the local citizens in these 

“third world” countries and even better than the treatment they would receive in their 

“industrialized” countries in the “developed” world. Again, it is all about power. Who has 

it and where. Despite my gratitude that he had come to pick me up, I still found this 

ironic and painful. An American is the only one at the airport to pick me up at my own 

country. It felt as though that complex line between “home” and “exile” was being 

challenged from the moment I returned to Iraq. I decided, however, that it wasn’t helpful 

to dwell on this thought. I decided not to let anything spoil my first intimate moments of 

embracing Iraq’s skies, lands, trees, roses, buildings, streets, faces, scents, and everyone 
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and everything that has been living and growing in my imagination during the past 

decade in exile.  

I spent the first couple of days in Erbil, mostly with my brother-in-law and some 

of his foreign expat friends who gave me some tips about life there. They shared things 

they knew better than me because they had been there and I hadn’t. I soon learned about 

the new malls, the best hotels, the residential buildings where many expats and rich locals 

live in places with names like the “English village”, the “Italian village”, the “Lebanese 

village”. I thought about how in every “third world” country that gets “liberated” from its 

dictators, the first things that go up are luxurious hotels and residential areas for Western 

expats and gated communities from which to administer the newly formed governments 

in places like Baghdad’s Green Zone. The expats in Erbil also told me about things as 

simple as where to get a local sim card for my phone, where to get the best haircut, and 

the costs of basic foods.  

I felt alienated on my first night. It was a feeling identical to how I felt on my first 

night in America in 2006. I was lonely, thrown into a strange land. I went out that 

evening in the majority Christian district of Ankawa in the outskirts of Erbil to buy a sim 

card. It was a hot September evening. As I greeted the seller at the random shop I entered, 

he paused, stared at me, and asked: “Are you Louis?”  “Yes I am. Wait, don’t tell me who 

you are. I think I also recognize your face, but I have to add 10 years of change to it.” I 

recognized him. He was one of our old neighbors in Kirkuk. They had to move to Erbil as 

security deteriorated after 2003. That was a comforting first connection. It made me feel I 

am less a stranger than I thought. I am still remembered. I still exist. But that wasn’t 



 

 

26 

enough. I wanted more closeness than an old neighbor to feel at home again. I 

immediately activated my sim card and called my aunt in Duhok, two and half hours 

north of Erbil. She could sense how sad my tone was on the phone and said, “I will be 

waiting for you tomorrow. Come here. Come start your fieldwork here and by the time 

you finish with Duhok, your sister will be back from the U.S. in Erbil and then you could 

head back there.” I went to the bus and taxi station in Erbil the next day to get a taxi and 

headed to Duhok, the place where I spent the early years of my childhood. A beautiful 

small city sandwiched between two mountains.  

At around 1:30 pm, in the shared taxi heading to Duhok, the passengers were all 

friendly Kurds. I greeted the driver and the passengers in Kurdish and then started 

looking out the window to check out the scenery. I heard the two guys next to me saying: 

“thank God there are no Arab passengers in the taxi. Arab passengers always cause 

delays at the checkpoints.” As the taxi moved, I started checking out all the new 

buildings and neat streets. It was clear from the old and the new infrastructure that 

whereas some people have gotten better off, others had gotten worse off or simply stayed 

as they were. Infrastructure reveals so much about a place and its culture, politics, and 

people. The disparities between the poor and the rich neighborhoods in Erbil, in a sense, 

show that “time” wasn’t ticking at the same pace for everyone. Time wasn’t moving 

favorably for everyone. Even time is like power in that it moves some people forward, 

some backward, and some to the sides and the margins. Time also buries some people 

under the ground. I noticed many unfinished construction and apartment buildings. It 

looked as though there was an “economic boom” that was abruptly halted by unexpected 
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circumstances made certain parts of the city look like dilapidated ghost towns. As we 

were exiting Erbil, at every traffic light we stopped, there were poor Syrian or Yazidi 

women and children begging drivers to buy gum, tissues, and other simple items. Some 

of these women of different ages ranging from 11 to 30 were so beautiful that it wouldn’t 

be surprising if they were forced to sell other things to get their meals for the day.  

Over time, I discovered that many of the women living in tents and dilapidated 

and deserted buildings have been selling their bodies to make living. In Erbil’s well-

known Christian district of Ankawa, I discovered by talking with taxi drivers, that many 

beauty salons have been turned into places where buyers (men) park their cars and wait to 

pick up internally displaced women practicing sex work. Some people told me that some 

high officials expect to get sex for free in return of favors such as renewing the residency 

cards of these displaced women from places like ISIS-occupied Mosul, Baghdad, Syria, 

and other war-torn spots in Iraq and Syria. These women choose to be at this Christian 

district away from other Kurdish, conservative neighborhoods where such practices are 

highly monitored and punished. One taxi driver literally said: “Christians are cool, open-

minded people. They don’t make any judgements. We can come here to drink alcohol and 

fuck women then go back to our closeted neighborhoods.” It seems like the Christian 

district is turned into a place where an encounter between mainly Muslim sex workers 

and their Muslim customers takes place in an environment seen as “open-minded”.    

The driver taking us to Duhok was talking to the front seat passenger about how 

bad the economy was, there were no salaries for public sector employees, and so on. I 

understood that the bad economy had suddenly crippled the Kurdistan region. 
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Consequently, public sector employees (most people) were only getting salaries every 

few months due to deep divisions between Kurdistan and Baghdad. I heard some 

passengers talking about hopefully resolving oil problems with Baghdad soon so that 

things could get better. Baghdad has been withholding Kurdistan’s 17% share of oil 

revenues, because the latter has been drilling, extracting, and selling oil through “illegal” 

contracts with foreign companies without Baghdad’s permission. The Iraqi officials in 

Baghdad, the passengers explained, told the Kurds that if they want to get their share, 

they must share what they’re selling from their region with the central government. The 

refusal of the Kurd officials to abide by this and the fact that many of Kurdistan’s oil 

searches had been less successful than originally anticipated caused a serious economic 

problem in the region. This was the main topic the passengers discussed most of the trip. 

As the taxi continued driving, I kept looking out the window checking out the 

many villages and small towns we passed through, as we left Erbil behind. Not much has 

changed in these villages and little towns, except one could see more “fancy” houses in 

the villagers’ standards. It was an indication that some individuals have been making a lot 

of money to renovate or build all these new houses. They looked expensive but also 

indicated a recently acquired financial capital. I noticed how many spaces that used to be 

beautiful and green agricultural lands on the way had turned into depressing, half-

finished cement buildings. Furthermore, there was a clear disparity between how 

extravagant many individual houses looked versus the poor state of services like sewage 

and streets, that were still exactly the same in most places since the Ba‘ath era. During its 

35 years in power, the Ba‘ath regime had made serious efforts to modernize Iraq’s 
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infrastructure in cities and villages. The road from Erbil to Duhok was the same since the 

Saddam years. It was narrow, dangerous, and filled with pit holes that have only 

worsened over the years. I saw a clear pattern of how most wealth was being used for 

individual rather than communal interests. These images reminded me of the 

anthropological literature we studied on “development”. Development looked so much 

like destruction. 

My thoughts were interrupted when we stopped at a checkpoint—there were so 

many of them—and the officer asked everyone to present their IDs. I presented the only 

valid ID I had on me, my American passport. As soon as he looked at it, he asked me to 

get out of the car. He said to the officer next to him in Kurdish, “We need to check this to 

make sure it’s not a forged passport.” The checkpoint looked like a kiosk that barely had 

a wood cover on the top to protect them from Iraq’s unforgiving summer sun. I wondered 

with what they were going to check the “validity” of the passport when they didn’t seem 

to have any equipment or machines in place. I decided to just talk to them. I spoke in 

Kurdish and told the officer that I am from the region and I was just back after ten years 

in America, which is why I don’t have a valid local ID. My IDs had expired. As soon as I 

spoke in Kurdish and he heard my name, his tone changed 180 degrees, “Welcome home, 

my dear brother!” I went back inside the taxi and it drove away.  

I told the driver the same brief story of why I had no valid local IDs and that I am 

a local of the region, so this helped for the rest of the trip. He did the talking on my behalf 

at the other checkpoints and everything went smoothly. I realized that the first task before 

I even begin my ethnographic work was to renew my local IDs. I could only imagine how 
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an Arab would feel and be treated when going through all these checkpoints where one 

could pass just by simply speaking Kurdish or be stranded even if they had valid IDs, but 

didn’t speak the language. In many ways, the language, the sect, and the ethnicity are the 

IDs in post-U.S. occupation Iraq--the “new Iraq”. In fact, at many checkpoints, I 

observed, that they wouldn’t even ask for an ID. The first thing they would do is to 

profile the person based on their face and language. If it became clear that they didn’t 

speak the language, they would be stranded and interrogated. I noticed over time that 

some displaced Arabs had learned what one might call “basic checkpoint Kurdish”. But 

even that was no guarantee for “passing”. The officers could recognize faces. Arabs or 

Arab-looking people were to be interrogated. Further, sometimes they would linger with 

the conversation and by the second or the third question, the Arab’s “checkpoint 

Kurdish” would become inadequate to carry on a conversation, and therefore create 

serious difficulties for them. Humans can become sophisticated over time to navigate 

power and its hurdles, but so does power. It is a two-way street. There is no break. One 

must keep reinventing themselves in this harsh world of power relations to survive. 

 My impressions from the first days and before even reaching Duhok was that the 

region was operating on ethno-nationalism; language as a metonym for power and 

disempowerment; and residency cards as a prerequisite for existence for non-Kurds, 

especially Arabs. What all these elements have in common is their incredible 

resemblance to the pan-Arabist project. In fact, Kurdish ethno-nationalism seemed like an 

amplified and more intense version of the former pan-Arabism, which one would think 

was over. It wasn’t over. It was simply passed on from Arabs to Kurds to implement this 
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new project called “the new Iraq” or “the new Middle East” imposed and facilitated by 

the American invasion. There was a deep anti-Arab sentiment to the extent that it is a 

blessing not to be an Arab then and there.  

Little did I know that these first observations and encounters from the early days 

were going to be central for understanding the lives of the exiled and internally displaced 

academics. Little did I know that exile and internal displacement for the interlocutors of 

this project were first and foremost an expression of shifting power relations, which had 

turned them overnight from vital actors in the Iraqi society before 2003 into exiled, 

internally displaced, disempowered academics whose lives are now tied to temporary 

contracts, residency cards, and living in a permanent state of fear and precariousness. The 

reality of this population is a clear articulation of the complex relationship between 

academics and power; how each time power relations change and shift, so does the role, 

the place, and the value of an academic. It is not that the story of this population is any 

more painful than that of other groups, like hundreds of thousands of Iraqi men and 

women. Indeed, despite their sad stories, academics still have it relatively better than 

many other groups. Yet this population, as an educated group that had and still has a 

significant role in building the society and, in many ways, trying to defend it and keep it 

together, is uniquely positioned to reveal and expose the destruction of the Iraqi state, 

institutions, and society at large. In doing so, it can help us see how many trespasses were 

committed against the Iraqi people. My first week in Iraq made it clear that the losses 

incurred by Iraq’s academics are significant, therefore, it is only through tracing these 

losses from home to exile that we can understand the deeper meaning of these stories. 
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Tracing back the story to “home” is to trace back the “genealogy of loss” to its 

beginnings. 
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Introduction 

Sadiq T. is an internally displaced academic who was forced to leave Baghdad with his 

wife and two children as a result of the post-occupation sectarian violence. He didn’t 

have the choice of exile like some academics had. Iraqi Kurdistan, with all its difficulties 

and complexities, was the only relatively safe option available for him, considering the 

difficulty Iraqis face in getting a refugee status, let alone visas, to other countries. 

Teaching in one of Kurdistan’s private universities as an assistant lecturer in English 

literature, Sadiq struck me from our first meeting in December 2015 with his sharp 

insights, experience, and knowledge about the intertwined relationship between the 

political and the academic realities in Iraq. I was also struck by his deep passion and 

commitment to Iraqi society and history. On my last month in Erbil, while walking 

around campus with him, I asked him a simple, yet significant question for this project: 

why should the story of Iraqi academics in post-2003 matter? His response struck me like 

a lightning bolt, because it captured in one long narrative what many had shared in bits 

and pieces over the last few years. His response almost tied all the threads together.  

Sadiq acknowledged that the voices and the stories of all Iraqis on what has been 

done to Iraq matter. Yet, he said, “because most people are consumed by the severe 

economic and war conditions, they are too busy to see things in perspective. They’re not 

always equipped with academic or critical tools to explain things the way academics 

can.” For Sadiq, academics are not the only group that is well-positioned to tell the larger 

story, but it is a very important one: 
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Academics can easily adapt, because they are usually smart and skilled 

people. When totally persecuted, they can leave the country. If partially 

persecuted, they can perhaps move within the same country, as we are 

doing here in Kurdistan…. Iraqi academics, throughout all these 

upheavals, actually followed and analyzed the news. They often saw Iraq 

as part of something bigger than itself, something more meaningful than 

the immediate circumstances. They’re some of the few groups who, 

besides teaching, had second and third jobs…Yet, they still cared to read, 

listen, and analyze. Even when travelling out of the country was extremely 

difficult and prohibited during the 1990s, academics were some of the few 

who managed to go out, spread the word, participate in conferences, and 

learn about what was really happening in the bigger picture. So, this tells 

you something about their flexibility and survival skills. 

Yet, despite their admirable resilience in dealing with and living through these 

challenges, Sadiq believed that academics are also, in other ways, some of the most 

vulnerable groups during political upheavals and violence in any society, “they are still 

the first casualty or liability to violent circumstances. This is paradoxical. They are easily 

victimized if in a fragile community. They are easily marginalized and devoured by any 

political regime.”  

At this point, when Sadiq started briefly narrating the thorny journey of Iraq’s 

academics in its contemporary history from internal oppression, to the UN sanctions, to 

the multiple wars, all the way to the 2003 occupation and its devastating consequences, it 

occurred to me that the story of academics with power is always one in which they are 

entangled in vicious confrontations and shifting power relations at multiple fronts. This 

moment changed the way I had intended to approach this project, which was originally to 

simply focus on how the post-2003 occupation had destroyed Iraq’s higher education and 

exiled most of its academics under the Ba‘ath regime. The latter is true, but still doesn’t 

account for the complexity for what happened before, during, and after the 2003 
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occupation. It was at that moment, as I was listening to Sadiq, when I realized academics’ 

struggle with power has been ongoing, and changes in political systems and regimes of 

power had never eliminated pain and suffering for them, but rather shifted the oppression 

from one group to another, based on loyalties and various agendas. The story is better 

understood when approached in the way Sadiq described in the end of his response to my 

simple question as he noted: 

Their story is quite sad, if you think about it. To function, work, and live 

in any society, you need to be secure, you need a residency card. As long 

as you have stability and laws, you are less exposed to being abused by the 

system. Iraqi academics practically didn’t have any of the above… 

Regardless of the connections between the story of Iraqi academics and 

their counterparts around the world, Iraq is still a distinct case in the sense 

that for years, countless Iraqis have been dying with few people giving a 

damn around the world. If all these people have died without the world 

taking notice, who would care about the story of Iraqi academics? ... Yet, 

their story is a vocal manifestation of the dismantling of the Iraqi state, 

society, institutions, and citizenship. Every part of it speaks volumes about 

how and why this has been done to Iraq. This is why it matters. 

Sadiq’s narrative captures how the academics’ positionality and relationship to power 

make them an important witness to understand what happened. 

** 

This ethnography is a moment of silence and reflection in eternity to honor everything 

that was destroyed and lost in Iraq over the last few decades through the eyes of those 

who survived, continue to endure the consequences, and who insist on living. Through 

what I call the “genealogy of loss”, the project traces the relationship between academics 

and power in contemporary Iraq, as experienced by Iraq’s currently exiled and displaced 

academics, a group uniquely well-positioned to bear witness on how academics are 
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entangled in vicious and violent political systems, wars, and occupation. As I learned 

from many interlocutors, academia cannot be understood separately from politics. 

Therefore, it is no surprise that the fast-paced political changes and upheavals in Iraq 

come with effects on important groups in society, including some of its key engineers—

academics. Indeed, the political and power changes and reconfigurations, have redefined 

the role and the place of the academic in society. This project shows that academics, 

while vital for society, are also some of the most susceptible groups to political violence. 

I call the trajectory of their lives a “genealogy of loss”, because by tracing their journey 

in Iraq’s contemporary history, it becomes clear that the losses they have incurred have 

drastic effects on the entire society.  

 The case of Iraqi academics is particularly significant because they moved from a 

centralized, secular state, into occupied death zones marked by foreign occupation and 

sectarian violence, which in turn pushed many of those who had fallen out of grace with 

today’s ruling powers into exile to face yet other sophisticated, degrading, and inhumane 

forms of power and governance in these new spaces just to “stay alive”. This project 

examines these stages with ethnographic data captured through the voices of those who 

were there before 2003, who were there after the occupation, and who are now in exile 

insisting on living to tell the story. It is a project ultimately about people trapped between 

a past still alive in their memories and imaginations, a present that is hardly bearable, and 

a future that is not born yet. And because the Iraqi story, the center of this project, is so 

complex and its wounds are multilayered, a work on Iraq must necessarily be written in a 

multilayered form that embraces different shapes, styles, senses, colors, and materials. 
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Research Context 

In his book Saddam Hussein’s Ba‘th Party: Inside an Authoritarian Regime, Joseph 

Sassoon analyzes selections from millions of digitalized documents that were confiscated 

by the occupying forces following the 2003 invasion of Iraq, with the help of what was 

then known as the “The Iraq Memory Foundation”. The documents include records from 

the Ba‘ath Party, the intelligence services, the Ministry of Information, the presidential 

diwan (offices), and other institutions of the former Iraqi state in the form of documents, 

videotapes and audiotapes. These documents were later illegally and in defiance of 

international laws and conventions moved to the United States and are currently, as 

Sassoon notes, in the custody of Stanford University’s Hoover Institution. It is a case that 

the Iraqi novelist, Sinan Antoon, critically described in an article titled “Plundering the 

Past”. In it, he asks the Western scholars who now have access to these documents: “As 

for the concerned scholars who mine this archive to ‘understand’ the barbarism of the 

Ba‘th regime, I wonder if they will find time to contemplate the ‘barbarism [that] taints 

the manner in which it was transmitted from one owner to another,’ to borrow Benjamin's 

words” (Antoon 2012). 

 In the opening of his book, Sassoon, who had access to these documents, notes 

that his book is “an attempt to understand the inner workings of a modern Arab state from 

its own meticulous records rather than journalistic or secondary sources. For the first 

time, we are able to delve into the functioning of a one-party Arab state in the grip of a 

powerful authoritarian ideology.” He notes that his book is “neither a history of the Ba‘th 

Party nor of Iraq, but a study of the party’s activities and modus operandi when it ruled 
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the country between 1968 and 2003” (Sassoon 2012:10). Sassoon emphasizes a few times 

in the book that the documents he analyzes “do not give a complete picture,” because 

many documents were stolen and even destroyed right after the invasion, but also 

because, during the Saddam years of reign, “many orders were given orally…and lack 

any documentation” (ibid.:14). Sassoon’s point is important for the obvious reason that 

many orders could never be verified because they were given orally. Yet, in the same 

token, for scholars, this point is important because it makes us consider that many things 

about that era can also be fabricated for the benefit of the current power holders who can 

easily claim that certain orders were “orally” given as a pretext for promoting certain 

understanding about that time. This is why the task of verification with such claims must 

be examined seriously both ways. Ethnography can have a vital role in doing so by 

capturing the voices for those who experienced things firsthand. Still, scholars should 

also acknowledge that certain things may remain unknowable. 

 While valuable in many respects, Sassoon’s work does not fully depart from or 

challenge the scholarly Euro-American discourse on Iraq during the Ba‘ath era, which 

tends to represent it in reductive and oversimplified terms. This is precisely where my 

questions spring from: the fact that, with few notable exceptions that I engage with in 

different parts of this ethnography, much Western scholarship on Iraq before the 2003 

occupation, particularly the thirty-five years of the Ba‘ath era, tends to be demonizing, 

reductive, and Orientalist. Few take seriously the voices and agency of the Iraqi people 

who were at once witnesses and active participants in the events that took place both 

during the Ba‘ath era and following the occupation. More importantly, there are few 



 

 

39 

anthropological works on Iraq since 1968. The silence of Iraqi voices captured in the 

Euro-American scholarship is deafening. So is the selectivity of the voices captured in 

creating those discourses. Yet these voices are crucial. They demystify and challenge this 

scholarship that is produced about them without speaking much with them on how they 

experienced things on the ground during the Ba‘ath era and following the occupation. 

Considering the loss and destruction caused to them as a result, it is critical to have an 

anthropological work that allows their voices to speak without taming their fire.   

 The most problematic aspect of how a significant body of the Euro-American 

scholarship views Iraq and the region at large, is by consistently labelling the region, its 

states, political parties, and leaders with oversimplified labels like “dictatorships”, 

“authoritarian”, “repressive”, and such adjectives. In doing so, the West continues to 

define itself as being at a better and more “democratic” positon. This, in turn, allows it to 

continue to interfere in such places causing unquantifiable destruction and countless 

deaths for its populations. By letting the Iraqi voices speak about how they experience 

events, we are, in some ways, measuring the West through the eyes of those at the 

receiving end of its destructive actions in the region. Anthropology can have a critical 

role in decoding and challenging this by paying attention to what people at the receiving 

end of all of this have to say.  This is where my anthropological interest in this research 

stems from. Iraqi academics, many of whom had a significant role during the Ba‘ath era, 

who actively participated in complex ways in the engineering of the Iraqi state, 

institutions, culture, and identity, can help us gain more depth on the role of the academic 

in building societies. They can shed light on how and why that role was lost and had to be 
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reconfigured and erased after the occupation. Their story poses the important question of 

what it means when academics are blocked from actively building societies.  

 Also significant for this research is the discussion on one of the Arab world’s 

most notable educationalists in the 20th century, Sati‘ al-Husri (1880-1968), who 

influenced the rise of pan-Arabism in the first half of the 20th century and whose 

“advocacy of Arab nationalism influenced an entire generation through his position as the 

director general of education” (ibid.:17). The case of al-Husri is a clear articulation on 

how the relationship between education and power is intertwined and dialectic.  

 In addition to al-Husri, I carefully examine Michel ‘Aflaq’s life and work, as a 

key founder, theorist, and philosopher of Ba‘athist philosophy. Iraqi academics taught 

under a system that claimed ‘Aflaq’s ideas as foundational from 1968 to 2003. The story 

of the modern Iraqi state is deeply rooted in and influenced by education and educators, 

therefore it is helpful to understand it by carefully examining its academics, educators, 

and higher education institutions. Furthermore, because Iraqi educators were extremely 

diverse in their politics, philosophies, and complicity with or resistance to power, 

whether during the Ba‘ath era, following the occupation, or under the systems they 

currently teach and live in exile, their experiences under these political systems provide a 

deeper understanding of the ties between academics and the state, and the constant 

negotiations and power tango dances that take place between the two sides. It is within 

this context that the key questions driving this research came to life. 
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Research Questions 

First, what does the trajectory of the lives of academics in contemporary Iraq, from the 

Ba‘ath era, the occupation, exile and displacement, teaches us about the complex 

relationship between academics, as key engineers of society, and the states under which 

they live or find themselves forced into living. To address this question, the project starts 

by critically reviewing the lives and writings of two key figures who were extremely 

influential in contemporary Iraqi education and politics from the first half of the 20th 

century until the occupation in 2003. It then examines the stories of Iraqi academics who 

directly experienced the Ba‘ath era and the subsequent occupation and dismantling of the 

Iraqi state.  

 Second, how should we understand the post-occupation assassinations, 

liquidation, forced internal displacements and external exiles of these academics as part 

of dismantling the Iraqi state (or any state), institutions, and society. What do the stories 

of these academics reveal about the new forms of world governance and consequently the 

reconfiguration of the meanings of the key terms in this ethnography: state, academics, 

and exile? Indeed, the stories of these interlocutors provide unique lenses to understand 

these terms.  

The ethnography examines these questions. It first examines their lives during the 

Ba‘ath era. It then looks at their lives in post-2003 occupation, focusing on the death 

threats they received (mainly through sending them bullets inside envelopes along with 

threat notes), assassinations, liquidation, silencing, displacement, exile, putting their lives 

and skills “on sale”, and turning them from respected and relatively stable actors in Iraqi 
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higher education and society into what I call in later chapters “lives under contracts”. 

This research shows that what happened to these academics in the post-2003 occupation 

of Iraq is hardly a coincidence or a unique case limited to the Iraqi context. The destiny 

of these academics, though intense and extreme, is also part and parcel of a worldwide 

trend of reconfiguring the role and the terms of the contract between academics and the 

powers under which they live and think in the neoliberal age. 

In thinking about, researching, and writing this work, while I am heavily informed 

by and indebted to diverse theorists and thinkers, I don’t necessarily subscribe or adhere 

to any specific ones. I am highly inspired by works of such thinkers as Frantz Fanon, 

Edward Said, Antonio Gramsci, Michel Foucault, to name a few. Yet, just as I 

sympathize and even support certain aspects of certain political movements without 

necessarily affiliating with any political party, my intellectual involvement with theory 

works in a similar way. As a writer and a cultural anthropologist, I look for my theories 

in the stories of my interlocutors. Still, I strive to be mindful of two premises in this 

work: First, no system or state can be seen in purely “evil” or purely “good”; purely 

“democratic” or “undemocratic” terms. Just as no single individual is purely “good” or 

purely “evil”, but rather, inside each of us there is at once a “Dr Jekyll” and a “Mr 

Hyde”,1 so is the case with states and systems, which also shape individuals and are 

shaped by them at once. In this way, to Orientalize other states and societies, borrowing 

from Edward Said’s still timely concept, is to define the other as “Mr Hyde” precisely so 

                                                           
1 This is in reference to Robert Louis Stevenson’s classic novella Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. 

The novella addresses the huge difference in moral character from one situation to the next within each 

individual. Some of its key themes include the duality of human nature; the public vs. the private character 

of individuals, particularly during the Victoria era, the time in which the work was written. 
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that you can have the privilege of appearing as “Dr Jekyll” to the world in daylight. I 

insist that such misleading adjectives are not useful for understanding things. Instead of 

superficially attempting to sanctify or vilify any regime or system, and consequently the 

people living under them, we should try to understand it in its own terms with all its 

virtues and vices, which I see as one of the main goals of anthropology. Also important 

for anthropologists, we need to carefully examine how people living under those systems 

actually experience them, transform them in certain ways, and what they have to say 

about them. We need to understand how these people experience an occupation done in 

the name of ridding them of such regimes and systems to get the full picture. The picture 

makes more sense if seen in a holistic way.  

 Second, I am inspired by Michel Foucault’s insight on how the notion of 

repression is inadequate for capturing the productive aspect of power as well as Antonio 

Gramsci’s notion of how the ruling classes manufacture consent. Foucault writes, “in 

defining the effects of power as repression, one adopts a purely judicial conception of 

such power…power is taken…as carrying the force of prohibition…this is a wholly 

negative, narrow, skeletal conception of power…if power were never anything but 

repressive, if it never did anything but to say no, do you think one would be brought to 

obey it?” (Rainbow & Rose 2003:307) Here Foucault portrays power in a different light. 

We see it as a force that not only represses or kills, but, on the contrary, it can also give 

birth to certain relations, produces discourse, and various forms of knowledge within 

each society. This is one of the main contributions of Foucault’s groundbreaking work, 

Discipline and Punish, (Foucault 1995) in which he shows how, from the seventeenth 
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and eighteenth centuries onward, there was a technological take-off in the productivity of 

power. For example, upon discovering the body as the main object to operate on, power 

became more concerned with how to deploy its various tactics to produce a certain type 

of a self-governing body with a certain type of subjectivity that is more in line with the 

power relations upon which the state operates. In fact, upon close examination, we see 

that even the state is not the source from which power spreads to the various sections of 

society. Indeed, Foucault refuses to subscribe to the notion that all phenomena of power 

are dependent on the state apparatus, because that would mean that power could only be 

grasped in repressive terms. Instead, relations of power extend beyond the limits of the 

state, because, as he notes, “the state can only operate on the basis of other already-

existing power relations” (Rainbow & Rose 2003: 309). Thus, it is through the creation 

and imposition of certain types of social relations that power gets access to the body in 

order to utilize it, with full or partial consent, to fulfil its ends.  

 But here we need to further extend how Foucault’s “productivity” of power and 

Gramsci’s “consent” and “hegemony” are commonly used in Euro-American scholarship 

in relation to how a given “authoritarian” state or ruling elite manufactures consent or 

maintains power over its individuals. We need to consider that sometimes the 

“productivity” of the “authoritarian” regimes in postcolonial spaces can become a source 

of concern for colonial powers, because it is a productivity that can, in the long run, act 

against the colonial interests in a country or a region. I contend that the productivity of 

the Ba‘ath regime was definitely a source of concern for colonial powers, hence the two 

Gulf wars and the sanctions that primarily aimed at crippling this productivity. In this 
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way, when thinking about the reasons and justifications on why Iraq was occupied and its 

state institutions, people, and culture dismantled, rather than thinking through the 

“official script” presented to us as “liberating” a country from an authoritarian 

dictatorship or the Ba‘ath Party and Saddam Hussein, we must consider, as the 

interlocutors of this research demonstrate in many stories, that the former Iraqi state and 

its ruling party were destroyed precisely because of their productive powers that were 

deemed dangerous to the neocolonial agenda seeking to establish a new world order.  

 To be clear, the premise here is not that the former Iraqi state and its ruling party 

had no destructive effects on Iraqi people and society, but rather: the former Iraqi state 

was more likely destroyed because of its productive not its destructive aspects of power. 

Some scholars have argued that the “productivity” and “consent” used by the former Iraqi 

regime helped in keeping the system in place for as long as it did.2 I wish to extend this to 

argue that the “productivity” and “consent” of the Ba‘ath era have equally contributed to 

having the colonial powers occupy and destroy that regime. This is what the case of Iraqi 

academics reveals to us, which is intertwined with the second central question of this 

work outlined earlier. This premise, I hope, will help us see the “third world” states in the 

neocolonial age with new lenses and prompt us to ask more challenging questions.  

Anthropologist’s Positionality 

Before detailing the methods used in the field as part of the living experience and data 

collection for this ethnography, I must start from a different direction, indeed a reversed 

                                                           
2 See Eric Davis, Memories of State (2005); Joseph Sassoon, Saddam Hussein’s Ba‘th Party (2012), pp. 

193-226. 
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one. While most anthropologists do their coursework on a certain campus and then head 

to the field, I came from the field, Iraq, into my exile in the U.S., which was an equally if 

not a more important field site to be at before later heading back to Iraq to conduct this 

research. After a few years of studying, working, and teaching in the U.S., I decided, with 

the encouragement of a dear friend and a former professor of anthropology with whom I 

took an elective course, to apply for graduate school to pursue my PhD. I wanted a 

discipline that is diverse, genuinely interdisciplinary, and hands-on when it comes to its 

research methods, interacting with people, and feeling their daily sufferings, joys, and the 

ways their brains and hearts beat. Not surprisingly, anthropology was a potential home 

for me.  

Yet, despite all of its merits, I can also say that being in the U.S. academia and 

experiencing various and intersecting forms of kindness, intellectual support as well as 

observing and experiencing a multitude of intentional and unintentional micro-

aggressions was a thorny and an eye-opening path. The U.S. experiences came after 

having lived and experienced Iraq, its turmoil, wars, UN sanctions, education system, all 

the way to finishing my undergraduate degree in English (literature, linguistics, and 

translation) from Baghdad University in 2004. I lived in Iraq until 2005 to witness its 

ultimate dismantling and destruction after the occupation, including my later firsthand 

experiences working with the U.S. military, the U.S. Consulate and other NGOs in 

Kirkuk between 2003 and 2005. Upon arriving in the U.S., I saw how frighteningly 

distorted the West’s image of Iraq, its people, and the region has been. Although I had the 

opportunity to gain many critical tools and excellent theoretical training at Duke with 
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endless kindness and intellectual support from many faculty members at my home 

department and other departments, I have also seen how so much literature on Iraq and 

the Middle East and the North African region is often about us but not genuinely in 

conversation with us. I got to see the inner workings and the silences that go into the 

processes of knowledge production in ways almost identical to the stages meticulously 

described by Michel-Rolph Trouillot’s Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of 

History (Trouillot 1995). A key contribution in Trouillot’s book is his focus on what he 

calls the “process of historical production”. Trouillot contends that what matters most are 

the “process and conditions of production” of narratives and that “tracking power 

requires a richer view of historical production than most theorists acknowledge” 

(ibid.:24-5). To this end, Trouillot locates the silences that enter the process of historical 

production at four crucial moments: “the moment of fact creation (the making of 

sources); the moment of fact assembly (the making of archives); the moment of fact 

retrieval (the making of narratives); and the moment of retrospective significance (the 

making of history in the final instance)” (ibid.:26). These moments have been inspiring 

critical tools that have enriched my thinking in this project. They helped me remain 

mindful of Trouillot’s notion that “any historical narrative is a particular bundle of 

silences” (ibid:27). Throughout this project, I tried hard to listen carefully to narratives 

that have been silenced or excluded previously.  

I found Trouillot’s processes of how narratives get produced strongly present in a 

significant body of the scholarship on Iraq and the Middle East. I observed what gets 

praised and what gets shot down; what gets funded and what gets dismissed; what passes 
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through the vicious machine and the hands of the gatekeepers and what falls through the 

cracks, and many other complex dynamics and mechanisms of how this final product 

called an academic “book” or “journal article” comes to life often at the expense of many 

blind spots, silences, discounting of voices and stories of those for whom and about 

whom these works are presumably written. At the same time, I saw how so many brilliant 

professors with extremely high ethics and academic and human rigor and honesty get 

attacked and marginalized for challenging some or all of the above. It is the latter group 

of people who inspired me and gave me the courage to carry on and to write every single 

word here. I have gotten to experience firsthand how some educators and students have a 

preconceived notion of how we, the people from “there” or from “that part of the world” 

think mainly through “conspiracies”, write almost exclusively in an “emotional” way, 

and almost always blame it all on the West and the colonizers.  

I have closely observed how so many academics and other people in the West 

think that they understand and can analyze your experience more than you can do it 

yourself, which is the highest form of intellectual arrogance one can encounter. I note 

these experiences and clichés with gratitude not with bitterness, because they were 

important in shaping my intellectual path and thinking about my own work and life. I also 

note them to fully and honestly disclose my positionality as an anthropologist, because 

these observations and experiences that took place either on campus, or off campus 

before and after joining my PhD studies, have been instrumental in forming my 

intellectual path. Therefore, these experiences and insights are the real “starting date” of 

my fieldwork rather than the first day on the first summer research trip when I took a 
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flight and left the U.S. for the field in 2013. My fieldwork started the minute I set my foot 

on the U.S. soil as an Iraqi. The two formal summer research trips in London and Amman 

(2013-2014), combined with a full academic year of fieldwork I spent later in Iraqi 

Kurdistan (2015-2016) were a continuation of the fieldwork I had already started while 

living in the U.S. for the past ten years.  

 But to be fair, it must also be noted with equal honesty and full disclosure that 

being born into an Iraqi Assyrian family from a Christian minority, growing up mainly in 

Kirkuk, one of Iraq’s most diverse, multi-lingual, multi-cultural cities where I spoke neo-

Aramaic at home as a mother language, interacted in Arabic, Kurdish, and Turkmen 

languages with many friends and people in the street on a daily basis, was educated in 

Arabic and English under the pan-Arabist Ba’ath Party regime in Iraq were also 

important in shaping my humanity, vision, and outlook on the world. In many ways, I felt 

a deep connection and a strong identification with multiple languages, ethnicities, and 

identities within Iraq and outside.  

 Likewise, being born and raised as an Assyrian from a Roman Catholic mother 

and an Eastern Orthodox father, I could never fully feel an unconditional loyalty to any 

group, not even my own. I could never feel a full sense of belonging to any single 

language of those I grew up speaking, or those I learned through formal education like 

the English language. I only write poetry in Arabic. I love writing prose in English. When 

I sing, a classical Turkish song is always my first choice. When I seek comfort and the 

desire to have friendly conversations, I love speaking in Kurdish. I prefer neo-Aramaic, 

my mother tongue, when I want to joke and laugh from the bottom of my heart. I 
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constantly felt like an insider outsider who deeply appreciates each religious, ethnic, and 

linguistic group in Iraq, but never able or even willing to fully identify or blindly and 

unconditionally affiliate with any of them. I felt like “the other” in Iraq, and even more so 

in exile. 

 In many ways, my “otherness”, I have discovered, is permanent. It is like an 

incurable virus. My outlook and positionality, in certain ways, resemble that of “Ali” in 

Paul Rabinow’s Reflections on Fieldwork in Morocco. Rabinow provides a complex 

personal account on the problems of “otherness” and interpretation in the field through a 

phenomenological approach inspired by Paul Ricoeur defined as “a movement in which 

each cultural figure finds its meaning not in what precedes it but in what follows” 

(Rabinow 1997:6).  In doing so, Rabinow sees fieldwork as a dialectic process “between 

reflection and immediacy” that leaves nothing “static” (ibid.:79). Also, and more 

applicable to my own positionality, I take a great solace in Rabinow’s analysis of how 

“otherness” can be an extremely important attribute for an interlocutor, as I have deeply 

experienced in my own research, but, perhaps I should add, also for an anthropologist 

like myself caught in a permanent state of “otherness” and “in-betweenness”. Rabinow 

dedicates a full chapter titled “Ali: An Outsider’s Insider” to a Moroccan “informant” 

from Sefrou named “Ali”. Rabinow notes that Ali’s intelligence, patience, and 

willingness to cooperate don’t fully explain why he is a great interlocutor. The full 

explanation, according to Rabinow, is perhaps related to the fact that Ali was “a marginal 

character in his own social world. He was not the average villager, he was far from the 

solid-citizen stereotype of Sefrou” (ibid.:73). In other words, it is precisely Ali’s 
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alienation within his own society that makes him well-positioned to provide accounts and 

observations that are of one who is at once an insider and an outsider to his society, 

which can change how the anthropologist may see and understand the society studied. 

Ali’s alienation within his society, Rabinow notes, provided him with a “self-reflective 

nature about his society and his place in it” (ibid.). In this way, it is perhaps fair to say 

that my own positionality in Iraq, in exile, and in this research, has much in common with 

that of Ali and Rabinow combined.  

 In Iraq, precisely because I had a deep appreciation and passion for the languages, 

music, culture, and history of each of its ethnic and religious groups, I always felt that I 

belonged to all of them. But whenever difficult and violent events punctuated by ethnic, 

religious, sectarian, and nationalist tensions surfaced, I was never “enough” to be fully 

claimed and adopted by any single group, not even my own. And even if it is possible for 

any group to embrace me, I would turn the offer down. After leaving Iraq and living and 

traveling extensively between three continents, the same issue remained applicable, 

which is why the most difficult question for me has become “where are you from?” I 

reflect on this complex question in one of my articles in the following way: 

The story always starts in the same way when people ask me the simple, 

yet most difficult question to answer: ‘where are you from?’ I often 

wonder why of all questions people start with this one that has become the 

hardest for me and countless other exiled people to answer. The question 

is especially hard when asked in crowded and fast-paced places, or during 

quick encounters which make a short answer inadequate and a long one 

potentially uncalled for. This time, however, the question came from a 

genuine Irish stranger whom I didn’t know would turn out to be one of the 

most caring and kind souls I have encountered in my travels. ‘Where are 

you from?’ he asked me in the café. I wasn’t ready to give a long answer, 

considering the time and the place. I suddenly had a blackout and drowned 
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in my own thoughts. I thought to myself: why is it that the first thing 

people want to know about me is where I am from? If they only knew 

where I am from, they would perhaps know that where I am from—Iraq—

happens to also be the deepest wound on the geography of my body and 

soul, and so they would tread gently on my wound by not asking that 

question in the first place. Is there something in my eyes, something 

written on my forehead, something in my looks, or some marks inscribed 

on my other body parts that immediately tells people that I am from a 

place that lost itself and lost me to exile on a cold, dark, and sad winter 

night? Why don’t these strangers just start with the more common and 

safer usual remarks about the weather being nice, dreadful, or whatever? 

Of all questions, ‘where are you from,’ is the most delicate and 

complicated for people who have lost their home and all the things they 

loved. I would be doing myself, my past, and my existence a huge 

injustice if I simply chose the short, yet technically correct answer, ‘I am 

American.’ At the same time, I would be doing America and all the 

people, places, cities, countries, and families that have embraced me and 

bestowed an unquantifiable amount of love upon me an injustice if I 

simply said that I am Iraqi. Who am I then? Am I everybody and nobody? 

Am I everywhere and nowhere? Is a state of multiple existence the only 

thing that captures my reality and the reality of countless other exiled and 

displaced peoples around the world today? Is a multiple existence a good 

thing or is it akin to nonexistence? Am I like God who is everywhere for 

those who believe in him and nowhere for those who do not? (Yako 2015) 

Another point I wish to disclose about my positionality as a poet, writer, and an 

anthropologist is that in writing, interpreting, and analyzing data in this research, I bear in 

mind and engage with all forms of knowledge production, especially from the Middle 

East, including literature, arts, music, and popular culture. I do so because, as many 

scholars of the Middle East have shown time and time again,3 given the nature of the 

cultures and political systems in the region, “the most appropriate sources for acquiring a 

better understanding of social change in Arab oil-producing countries (and non-oil-

producing countries as well) may not be in social science journals but rather in debates in 

                                                           
3 For examples of scholars who have seriously engaged with popular culture in the Middle East see Eric 

Davis and Nicholas Gavrielides, ed., Statecraft in the Middle East (1991); Lisa Wedeen, Ambiguities of 

Domination (1999); miriam cooke, Dissident Syria (2007). 
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historical and cultural journals and in creative forms of expression, such as literature, art, 

photography, and film” (Davis & Gavrielides 1991:xvii). But, furthermore, in order to 

challenge and seriously interrogate institutionalized knowledge production, other more 

marginalized or less known forms of knowledge must be considered. Indeed, it is not an 

exaggeration to say that arts, literature, and music of any nation or region carry the DNA 

of their time, space, and memory, and it is only by deeply examining them that we may 

be able to better understand the society in question. 

Finally, I wish to disclose that I have never joined nor do I ever plan to affiliate with 

any political party. Yet I strongly identify with Albert Camus’ words during his Nobel 

Prize banquet speech in which he stated: “That is why true artists scorn nothing: they are 

obliged to understand rather than to judge. And if they have to take sides in this world, 

they can perhaps side only with that society in which, according to Nietzsche's great 

words, not the judge but the creator will rule, whether he be a worker or an intellectual. 

By the same token, the writer’s role is not free from difficult duties. By definition he 

cannot put himself today in the service of those who make history; he is at the service of 

those who suffer it.”4 It is with this complex positionality that is also becoming 

increasingly the norm rather than the exception for countless displaced lives in our 

shattered world that I wish the reader to approach this work and to tread on the ground of 

my alphabet.  

                                                           
4 This quote is from Albert Camus’ Nobel Prize banquet speech in 1957. The full scrip of this speech is 

available online at http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/1957/camus-speech.html. 

http://www.nobelprize.org/nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/1957/camus-speech.html
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Fieldwork and Methodology 

This ethnography is a product of extensive socializing and hanging out, interviews 

(structured and semi-structured), discussions, engagements, living experiences, social 

media interactions, and lengthy Skype conversations with a total of 63 exiled and 

internally displaced Iraqi academics mostly in the UK, Jordan, and Iraqi Kurdistan. The 

Skype interviews were conducted with 7 out of the total 63 academics. These were 

interviewed at length and for many hours over multiple sessions via Skype due to their 

locations and the times in which these interviews were conducted, which made a personal 

meeting not possible. The anthropological fieldwork included two summer research trips: 

one summer spent in London, UK in 2013; and another full summer in Amman, Jordan in 

2014. The fieldwork was continued over another full academic year of research in Iraqi 

Kurdistan between the cities of Duhok and Erbil, from September 2015 until May 2016. 

In each of these sites, I am deeply grateful and indebted for the generous help and support 

of many academics, intellectuals, family members, friends, committee members, and 

other friends and professors at Duke University, Baghdad University, Duhok University, 

Salahddin University, University of London’s SOAS, and the Middle East University in 

Jordan. I am also grateful for the Council for Assisting Refugee Academics (CARA) in 

London and Academics at Risk for helping to connect me with a number of interlocutors. 

I am grateful for some individuals from the Iraqi Cultural Center in London for 

connecting me with a few academics and for allowing me to attend some of their 

intellectual and artistic events.  In these sites, I was able to work with interlocutors to 

better understand their past social, intellectual and academic experiences in Iraq; their 
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present lives in exile and internal displacement; and their future aspirations before and 

after the occupation of Iraq in 2003.  

 In the summer of 2013 I worked with 13 Iraqi academics, from diverse academic 

backgrounds and disciplines (7 females, 6 males) residing in London and its surrounding 

areas. In the summer of 2014 I worked closely with 18 Iraqi academics (9 males, 9 

females) living and working in or near Amman, Jordan, also from diverse academic 

backgrounds and disciplines. During the academic year 2015-2016, I was able, with the 

generous support of a fellowship from Duke University’s Graduate School, to go back to 

Iraqi Kurdistan after living in the diaspora for 10 years. In Iraqi Kurdistan, I divided my 

time between the cities of Duhok and Erbil and worked closely with 16 academics (9 

males, 7 females) from different disciplines in Duhok; 9 academics (6 males, 3 females) 

in Erbil, the capital of Iraqi Kurdistan.  

 The academics I worked with were not only from different disciplines, 

backgrounds, and cities around Iraq, but also from different religions, ethnicities, and 

political affiliations. The religious and ethnic backgrounds of the total number of 

academics I worked with is as follows: 10 identified as Shi’a Muslims; 17 identified as 

Sunni Muslims; 5 identified as half Shia-half Sunni Muslims; 7 identified as Kurds; 4 

identified as Christians (both Assyrians and Chaldeans); 2 identified as Turkmen, the rest 

either refused to identify their religious/ethnic backgrounds, or identified as non-

religious, communist, existentialist, or atheist. Since most of the interlocutors were either 

Sunni or Shi’a Arabs, most interactions with them were conducted in Arabic (a 

combination of Iraqi dialect and Modern standard Arabic, depending on the topic 
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discussed at any given moment during the interaction). Few academics-mainly Kurds- 

who didn’t have a strong command of the Arabic language spoke with me in Kurdish 

(Sorani dialect). Others, mainly those teaching English language, literature, and 

linguistics chose to speak in both Arabic and English, depending on the conversation. 

Interlocutors from the Iraqi Christian minority (both Chaldeans and Assyrians) chose to 

interact with me in two different neo-Aramaic dialects. One interlocutor spoke in 

Turkmen and Arabic during our conversations. 

 Most of the academics I worked with lived and worked in academic settings in 

Iraq during the Ba‘ath era, many during the most critical period of that era for the 

purposes and scope of this project, from the 1970s up to the occupation of Iraq and 

beyond. A smaller number of academics—mainly the interlocutors I worked with in 

London—were forced to leave Iraq in the 1970s and 1980s due to their affiliation with 

the Iraqi Communist Party (ICP).  Most interlocutors who participated in this research 

were displaced inside or exiled outside of Iraq either during the 1990s because of the 

suffocating 13 years of the UN sanctions, or following the occupation in 2003 because of 

political, ethnic, sectarian, or religious tensions, threats, and assassination attempts, or 

during both of the above-mentioned periods. In fact, many interlocutors suffered from 

multiple exiles and displacements because of political upheavals. 

I decided it was crucial to engage with academics from different disciplines, 

because each discipline provides specific and nuanced insights, unique experiences, 

challenges, and distinct lenses. The disciplines of all the academics I have worked with 

included: physics, engineering, literature and linguistics, political science and 
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international relations, translation, education, agriculture, civil aviation, computer 

science, globalization and development, fine arts, pharmacology, management, 

economics, media and journalism, medicine, Arabic language and Islamic studies, 

archeology and anthropology, veterinary medicine and physiology, chemistry, 

mathematics, law, history, and teaching English as a second language (TESL). 

The interlocutors were selected mostly through personal contacts, academic 

refugee organizations, or after knowing some new interlocutors, they generously helped 

put me in touch with others in their departments and universities as well as outside in 

other universities and departments. To protect their privacy and safety, particularly those 

in Jordan and Iraqi Kurdistan living under insecure and extremely precarious conditions, 

all the names used in this research are pseudonyms. In Iraqi—and most Middle Eastern 

cultures—people are addressed with their first names. Even those with titles are usually 

addressed with “Dr./Prof. First Name”. Therefore, the pseudonyms in this project follow 

that structure. 

 This research doesn’t treat academics and intellectuals as mutually exclusive. Not 

all intellectuals hold official academic posts, nor all academics identify as “intellectuals”. 

This ethnography is about Iraqi academics. Therefore, in this research, I define an “Iraqi 

academic” as any Iraqi individual or an individual from an Iraqi origin currently living 

temporarily or permanently in exile outside of Iraq, or who is internally displaced within 

Iraq; who holds a postgraduate degree (a master’s degree or higher) from Iraqi and/or 

foreign academic institutions and who currently holds or has held in the past an academic 

position within Iraqi higher education institutions before the U.S. invasion in 2003. Iraqi 
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higher education, due to a shortage of PhD holders, has traditionally valued and hired 

holders of master’s degrees who could research, publish, and even advance on the 

academic track up to the rank of a full professor, without holding a PhD, and many of 

whom comprised a significant portion of the Iraqi academic workforce at both public and 

private universities. Therefore, academics with master’s degrees are treated at the same 

level as academics with PhDs in this research. 

 The methodology used in interacting with interlocutors to collect data and 

document observations included structured and semi-structured interviews, hanging out 

with academics in their departments, homes, and in public places.  On campus, I spent 

time with interlocutors in their offices, university cafeterias, and libraries. I have also 

spent many hours attending lectures and office hours to observe how these academics 

live, teach, write, advise students, deal with administrative tasks, interact with colleagues, 

and run departments. The latter applies to those currently holding administrative positions 

like deans and chairs of departments. I spent time with many interlocutors in public 

places like cafés, restaurants, and parks; mingled with their families and friends, went on 

picnics, and observed their daily social lives, which included getting to know their social 

circles, observing how they do daily chores like shopping and going to pick up/drop off 

their children at daycare centers, kindergartens, and schools.   

 With others, I experienced their social, intellectual, and charity-related activities 

off campus. These included visiting festivals, going to cultural centers to present and/or 

listen to lectures, participate in book group readings, and, particularly in Iraq and Jordan, 

many were heavily involved in teaching and helping Iraqi—and later Syrian—refugees in 



 

 

59 

different capacities ranging from providing them with free classes to coordinating, 

collecting, and distributing food, stationery, household items, and many other basic needs 

for refugee families. I was also able to become close friends with many academics who 

have shared with me their future plans, writings, and even their personal relationships. 

There are many memorable moments of academics reading to me their poems and drafts 

of researches as well as sharing their marital and social challenges with family, friends, 

and colleagues. All these ways of living and being in their lives have been crucial in 

allowing me to better understand the rhythms of their daily lives academically, socially, 

politically, and intellectually. 

Dissertation Structure 

This ethnography is divided into two parts. Part One includes chapters one, two, and 

three, which cover the Ba‘ath era, before the 2003 occupation. The first chapter titled 

“The Ending Takes us Back to the Beginning”, traces and historicizes the early 

educational and political beginnings of the contemporary Iraqi state and education 

system. It does so through a textual analysis covering selected key works of the early 

beginnings of education and higher education institutions as well as the political 

foundation of Ba‘athism through two key figures, Sati‘ al-Husri and Michel ‘Aflaq, who 

made significant and long-lasting contributions to the political and educational formation 

of contemporary Iraqi state, especially following its independence from the British 

colonial rule on October 3, 1932. It shows how the early visionaries of the Iraqi state and 

its education system have also struggled with power. The chapter also aims at reading 
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against the grain much of the Euro-American scholarship and discourse produced on the 

Ba‘ath era by shedding light on what these two early visionaries and philosophers of pan-

Arabist nationalism wrote and said; and how they envisioned the society they hoped their 

ideas would help form. The last section in the chapter contextualizes the Iraqi Ba‘ath era 

through surveying some key scholarly works on it, with a specific focus on Iraqi 

academics, education, and higher education. 

 Chapter two titled “The Ba‘ath Era: Iraqi Academics Looking Back” is an 

ethnographic examination of the previous lives of currently exiled Iraqi academics when 

they worked under the Ba‘ath system and its higher education institutions. The chapter 

seeks to analyze how things worked, how these academics functioned on the ground 

within the Iraqi state and within the timeframe of this research project through the voices 

of Iraqi academics. Chapter three, “The UN Sanctions: Consenting to Occupation through 

Starvation”, is dedicated to the 13 years of the UN sanctions, which many academics saw 

as a time in which their suffering and struggle with power was not just internal to the 

Ba‘ath Party, but, even more so, external through the imposition of the UN sanctions, 

which many saw as a method used by the occupying powers to consent to the later 

occupation of Iraq through starvation. These 13 years, for most interlocutors, were the 

most difficult and suffocating to academic, social, and political life in Iraq.  

 Part two includes chapters four, five, six, seven, and eight, which cover the post-

occupation period and the lives of academics in exile and internal displacement. Chapter 

four, “Paving the Road to Exile and Displacement”, examines how Iraqi higher education 

institutions were destroyed, dismantled, and reconfigured after the 2003 occupation of 
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Iraq. Based on what these academics—and many other groups—suffered following the 

occupation, the chapter argues that the three main cleansing methods that best define the 

reconfiguration of power, and subsequently the reconfiguration of the role of academics 

in post-occupation Iraq, included assassinations and death threats, sectarian violence, and 

the notorious policies of “de-Ba‘athificaiton” that significantly contributed to the 

dismantling the Iraqi state, society, and identity. 

 Chapter five, “Lives Under Contracts”, examines how those academics in exile 

and internal displacement went from being vital and in relatively stable posts in Iraq 

before 2003 into what I call “lives under contracts”, in Jordan and Iraqi Kurdistan. 

Through a close examination of their current precarious positions, the chapter not only 

continues to examine the relationship between academics and the systems under which 

they live, but also strongly poses the question of whether the current realities of exiled 

academics should be seen as an unintended consequence and “collateral damage” of the 

Iraq occupation or precisely as the desired outcome of it. Furthermore, based on the 

anthropological evidence provided in this chapter, the case of exiled Iraqi academics is 

also examined as an inseparable, though extreme, form of the ongoing corporatization of 

higher education applied worldwide, driven by neoliberal values and rules. Indeed, the 

case of exiled Iraqi academics, as this chapter shows, doesn’t only analyze the complex 

relationship between academics and the state within the Iraqi context, but it also speaks 

volumes about how transnational corporations and the world superpowers imagine the 

“new state” and its “new citizens” in our world today. It reveals the intertwined 
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relationships between the military-industrial complex and the refugee-industrial-complex 

and how they work hand in hand in producing and benefitting from disasters. 

Chapter six, “New Conditions: The Shift from Public to Private Mode of 

Academic Existence”, focuses on one of the biggest challenges for exiled and internally 

displaced academics in these new spaces marked by their transition from Iraqi public, 

state-funded, not-for-profit education into a more corporate, for-profit, private 

universities where their lives are tied to annual contracts that may or may not be renewed, 

and to residency cards that can only be valid so long as their contracts are valid. 

Chapter seven, “Language as a Metonym for Politics”, examines how the Kurdish 

language acts as a metonym for politics that significantly affects and shapes the lives and 

experiences of the internally displaced academics in Iraqi Kurdistan. Given the historic, 

social, political, and cultural context of Kurdish vs. Arabic languages, internally 

displaced academics struggle with the Kurdish language, which becomes a tool that 

determines belonging, identity, and social existence. It also blurs and complicates the 

boundaries between “home” and exile. The conditions described in these chapters 

combined force academics to live in what I call a “plan B mode of existence” in which 

they have to constantly make alternative plans in case their contract and residency cards 

get terminated and revoked in these spaces. 

 The work concludes with Chapter eight, “Final Reflections on Home, Exile, and 

the Future”, which is a collage of Iraqi voices that allows academics to conclude the 

project, to tell us how they think about home, loss, and the destructions imposed on them 



 

 

63 

and on the Iraqi people. They speak about their hopes, aspirations, and dreams for the 

future that is yet to be born. It is also a space in which I share moments from my final 

days before leaving Iraq. 
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Chapter One  

 

The Ending Takes us Back to the Beginning 

Education in Post-Independence Iraq: The Early Beginnings 

This chapter seeks to establish and historicize points that will be crucial for the rest of 

this research: first, to trace the early beginnings of the contemporary educational and 

political system from which today’s exiled and displaced Iraqi academics have emerged, 

and under which they lived, taught, sometimes challenged, or faithfully adhered to. The 

chapter does so through examining two of the most influential intellectual figures in the 

contemporary history of Iraqi and Arab education and politics of nationalism and pan-

Arabism. The first section examines Sati‘ al-Husri, one of the most influential 

educationalists and pan-Arabists of the twentieth century in Iraq and the Arab world. The 

second section looks closely at Michel ‘Aflaq, the main philosopher and founder of the 

Ba‘athist thought. Although these figures were supposed to hold the highest intellectual 

and theoretical authority in Iraq and Syria where the Ba‘ath came to power, they were not 

immune from having their ideas abused and misapplied. Indeed, like many Iraqi 

academics during the Ba‘ath era, these two figures had their fair share of strained 

relations with power. More importantly, like exiled Iraqi academics today, the lives of 

these figures reveal that they have also suffered from alienation, inability to belong, and 

multiple exiles. 

 Second, through concretely establishing the first point, this chapter demonstrates 

that the genealogy of the story of Iraqi academics with power, whether during the Ba‘ath 
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era, in post-2003 occupation, or in exile, where they currently live, has always been 

tumultuous, marked with difficulties, struggles, and intense negotiations. The intellectual 

trajectory of the story of these two figures emphasizes that the relationship between 

academics and power cannot be reduced to a top-down approach of subjects simply 

following orders from above. The chapter also challenges the narrative that all orders 

from above were necessarily oppressive. Indeed, I argue that the Ba‘ath, despite its 

trespasses, had many productive and positive sides to it, as will be further established in 

the next chapter through the voices of the Iraqi academics who experienced it firsthand.  

 The story of al-Husri and ‘Aflaq in many ways resembles the fraught relationship 

between what Karl Marx said as opposed to what was actually done in the name of his 

teachings and philosophy in the former Soviet Union and in other “communist” countries. 

But even more, given the Cold War tactics between the Soviet Union and the West, we 

must consider that, like the Arab world, the Soviet Union itself was often misrepresented 

and distorted in Western scholarship and discourse. It was distorted because much of 

what was happening on the ground was inaccessible to scholars and writers from the 

West. This was mostly the case during the 35 years of the Ba‘ath rule in Iraq. Moreover, 

the knowledge produced about places like the Soviet Union in the West rarely departed 

from the generally accepted guidelines of the Cold War era. In the same way, knowledge 
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produced about the Middle East rarely departs from the narrow Orientalizing lenses and 

spectacles through which the region is seen and treated.1 

 For all these reasons, it is useful to consider what these two early and influential 

Arab nationalists and philosophers said and envisioned. In doing so, we will have a clear 

compass to guide us through how what they said and hoped to achieve was later 

translated into policies and institutions on the ground and later lost and destroyed 

following 2003. It will also help us better understand the testimonies of Iraqi academics 

who lived under the Ba‘ath regime. Interestingly for this project, Sati‘ al-Husri (1880-

1968) was a prolific writer and an influential educationalist. Michel ‘Aflaq (1910-1989), 

was a Sorbonne-educated Syrian philosopher, sociologist, and Arab nationalist. ‘Aflaq, 

along with a few Arab intellectuals and thinkers, played a significant role in the 

foundation of Ba‘athist thought and philosophy. The life of ‘Aflaq, along with his other 

political companions and friends, most notable of all being, Zakī al-Arsūzī and Ṣalāḥ al-

Dīn al-Bīṭār, strongly opposed European colonial rule in the Arab world, particularly the 

French presence is Syria. This fact is significant considering that they received their 

postgraduate education in the “belly of the beast”—France.  

 A close analysis of these two figures will help demystify a few things: first, 

despite the plethora of western scholarship produced on the Ba‘ath regime in both Syria, 

                                                           
1 In his famous speech titled “A World Split Apart”, delivered at Harvard University on June 8, 1978, the 

Russian novelist, Alexander Solzhenitsyn noted that the West’s categorization of “other” countries under 

the Third World label has precisely been the reason why it never got to understand them. Russia, he notes 

in the speech, was “for a thousand years” categorized as such, hence the West’s consistent inability to 

genuinely understand. Same thing could be said of China, the Arab world, and other parts of the world. For 

more details, see Alexander Solzhenitsyn, “A World Spilt Apart”, delivered on June 8, 1978 at Harvard 

University, available at: http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/alexandersolzhenitsynharvard.htm.  

http://www.americanrhetoric.com/speeches/alexandersolzhenitsynharvard.htm


 

 

67 

the place where it was first conceived and where it continues to exist, and in Iraq where it 

competed with the Syrian version and lasted for 35 years in power, few scholars have 

critically engaged with what these key figures of pan-Arabism (in the case of al-Husri), 

and Ba‘athism (in the case of ‘Aflaq) have actually said and written in their own terms. 

Much scholarship surveyed as part of this project, as I show later, views them through 

narrow lenses that see them as no more than ideological replicas of nineteenth century 

European nationalism, without considering their agency, intellect, and the fact that their 

project had its own unique ideas and insights about how to create state, society, and 

education following decolonization.  

 Despite the prolific intellectual lives of both figures, few of their works are even 

available in English translations at the time of writing this project. This should raise a 

serious red flag on how the politics of translation and knowledge production are regulated 

in Europe and North America. With few exceptions, as in the scholarship of William 

Cleveland on al-Husri and Hannah Batatu’s treatment of Ba‘athism and Michel ‘Aflaq, 

much scholarship produced about these figures is done through scholars who have read 

some of their Arabic language works and have selectively chosen quotes—often 

sensational soundbites—from them to support, in one way or another, a unified discourse; 

to “prove” reductive ways that Ba‘athism is a purely “evil”, “authoritarian”, “top-down”, 

and destructive ideology. In this way, to look closely at their intellectual life and work is 

to decolonize and de-Orientalize a significant body of scholarship produced on them. 

This issue becomes even more urgent given what is happening in a country like Syria at 

the time of writing. It is also to deconstruct and better understand the role of Iraqi 
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academics within the former Iraqi state. This, consequently, will aid us in reading the 

current reality of Iraqi academics in exile against the grain in terms of what was lost and 

destroyed. How did things become the way they are today? Seeing this full picture will 

ultimately show that the actors of the game have changed, but the rules of the game are 

still much the same—and perhaps even getting tighter and more suffocating—for these 

academics in their current positions in exile.  

 Last but not least, looking at the circumstances from which these early figures, 

intellectuals, and thinkers emerged, characterized by colonialism, a strong sense of 

oppression, and exploitation against the people in the region, as well as the deep sense of 

alienation and uprootedness that highly resemble what is going on in much of the region 

today, it becomes pertinent to see how that history and the conditions and discontent of 

that time can bring to force and create similar sentiments today. These sentiments can 

easily produce new movements and struggles in the region.  

 The point here is not that one may or should wish for the same history to repeat 

itself or that, as the old Arabic phrase goes, “nothing is better than what has already 

been.” After all these pains, upheavals, and sacrifices, we should be far from wanting the 

same events, the same history to be repeated. After all this, we should aspire for a much 

better future to be born in the region and in Iraq. But we can only do so by understanding 

the past and its relation to the present. More importantly, we must also examine the 

present with its own complexities and particularities. 

 



 

 

69 

Sati‘ al-Husri: The Beginning of the Education Story in Contemporary Iraq 

To the present day, Iraqi children’s schoolbook in their first year of primary school is 

named “Al-Qira’a al-Khaldunia” after Abu Khaldun Sati‘ al-Husri (1880-1968), which 

reflects al-Husri’s impact on the founding and establishment of the modern Iraqi 

education system from the 20th century up to the present. Unfortunately, most of the well-

known and widely cited scholarship on Iraq’s contemporary history, pan-Arabism, and 

the Ba‘ath regime gives little attention to the thought and philosophy of Sati‘ al-Husri and 

his indisputable impact on the early beginnings of nationalism and pan-Arabism done 

primarily through the education system way before the Ba‘athists came to power.2 A Few 

scholars have recently made more serious attempts to examine al-Husri’s impact on the 

education systems of Iraq and the Arab world and on nationalism, though still with a 

narrow focus on his thought by viewing him primarily through ideological lenses rather 

than providing a more holistic analysis of his overall body of work and educational 

approach.3 A few classic works on Arab nationalism and the circumstances from which 

intellectuals and philosophers like al-Husri emerged still provide more elaborate, though 

in some ways also biased or dismissive, analyses on al-Husri’s life, thought, and impact 

both within the Ottoman Empire and later in the Arab world.4 Other Arab scholars or 

scholars from Middle Eastern origins dealing with Arab nationalism and renaissance in 

                                                           
2 For examples of such scholarship see Joseph Sassoon’s already referenced work, Saddam Hussein’s Ba‘th 

Party (2010); Peter and Marion Sluglett’s well-known work Iraq since 1958: From Revolution to 

Dictatorship (2001), in which al-Husri is only glossed over once (pp.19-20) with a single endnote; same 

can be said of Charles Tripp’s A History of Iraq (2007), in which al-Husri is only mentioned briefly, 92-3. 
3 For examples of such scholarship see Orit Bashkin, The Other Iraq: Pluralism and Culture in Hashemite 

Iraq (2009), 249-54. 
4 For examples of such scholarship refer to Sylvia Haim’s Arab Nationalism: An Anthology (1976); 

William Cleveland, The Making of an Arab Nationalist: Ottomanism and Arabism in the Life and Thought 

of Sati’ al-Husri (1971). 
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Arab thought have also made contributions and provided insights with refreshing 

analyses on al-Husri and other intellectual figures from the twentieth century.5  

 Al-Husri was born under the Ottoman Empire in Sana’a, Yemen, to a government 

official from Aleppo, Syria, who held various positions within the Empire. As a result, he 

was never rooted or grounded in one place. He also never had a chance to receive the 

formal elementary school training in madrasah, which also includes the learning of 

Quran and Islamic studies. (Cleveland 1971:14) This was likely at once a source of 

strength and weakness. It could explain his inability to belong anywhere, but also his 

ability to quench his thirst for knowledge from diverse sources and philosophies both 

within the Ottoman Empire, the Arab world, and from Europe. Al-Husri’s first language 

was Turkish and he learned to speak Arabic and French at a later stage. The fact that he 

grew up in the milieu of Young Turks and spoke Turkish before having the chance to 

speak Arabic, the language of his ancestors, possibly, as his biographer, William 

Cleveland, notes, had a great impact on forming his character. It is also the reason why he 

reportedly spoke Arabic with a distinct Turkish accent. (Dawisha 2003: 49) 

 William Cleveland’s biography of al-Husri, The Making of an Arab Nationalist: 

Ottomanism and Arabism in the Life and Thought of Sati' al-Husri, remains one of the 

most extensive, holistic, and well-documented books in western literature on the life and 

thought of al-Husri. The biography is not only informed by engaging with al-Husri’s own 

work or the scholarship produced on him, but also contains a questionnaire interview that 

                                                           
5 For examples of such scholarship see Māhir Charı̄f’, Rihānāt al-nahdạh fī al-fikr al-ʻArabī [Renaissance 

Bets in Arab Thought] (2000); Adeed Dawisha, Arab Nationalism in the Twentieth Century: From Triumph 

to Despair (2003). 
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Cleveland conducted with al-Husri in 1966, just two years before the latter’s death. 

Cleveland divides his book into two main parts. Part one deals with al-Husri’s life against 

the background of the different versions—often conflicting— of ideological alternatives 

to which he and other thinkers of his time were exposed. The second chapter in Part One 

examines al-Husri’s transition from Ottomanism to Arab nationalism and a pan-Arabist 

vision. Despite the many years al-Husri spent working as a loyal civil servant for the 

Ottoman Empire, his later move from Ottomanism to Arabism after World War I, with 

conflicting loyalties, according to Cleveland, is difficult to explain. Cleveland explains 

this difficulty by stating: “although he has written numerous books on his ideas of Arab 

nationalism, al-Husri the inner man remains elusive” (Cleveland 1971: xi). Cleveland 

writes that even al-Husri’s published diaries such as Yawm Maysalun [The Day of 

Maysalun] and Mudhakkirati fi al-‘Iraq, 1921-1941 [My Memoirs in Iraq, 1921-1941] 

are still more factual and reveal little on any “retrospective analysis” (ibid.).  

 Part Two of the book analyzes al-Husri’s doctrines of Arab nationalism, which 

include his intellectual models and key definitions of these concepts. Chapter four in this 

part is particularly important because it provides details on al-Husri’s analyses of 

imperialism, regionalism, and Islam. In doing so, Cleveland shows that even though al-

Husri’s allegiance during the first forty years of his life was within the multi-lingual, 

multi-religious, and multi-racial Ottoman Empire, the later awakening of Turkish and 

Arab nationalisms, coupled with the defeat of the Ottomans in World War I, left al-Husri 

with no faith in the Empire, or the “ability of religion to provide a basis around which 

society should organize,” and, in similar historical and personal terms, he also “rejected 
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regionalism as an unworkable solution for the Arabs”(ibid.:176-7). When Cleveland 

asked al-Husri how he would explain his shift from Ottomanism to Arabism, he was 

unable to get a satisfying explanation on al-Husri’s motivation, “he has explained his 

decision simply by saying that he was an Arab and that when the Arabs separated from 

the Ottoman Empire, he had no choice but to join them” (ibid.:45).6 Yet, significantly, 

Cleveland points out that al-Husri was hardly an individual case of an Arab who served 

within the Ottoman Empire but who, upon its fall, chose to look for their future outside 

Turkey, heading back to the Arab territories (ibid.:45-6). 

 Cleveland’s biography in many ways succeeds in painting al-Husri’s life and 

thought in a holistic rather than a narrow image that focuses on Arab nationalism as a 

focal point without fully situating it within the circumstances from which al-Husri and 

other influential Arab thinkers, educators, and intellectuals of that period emerged. To 

look at al-Husri only through his ideology is to take his life out of the context within 

which it existed. Cleveland rightly notes that the direction taken by al-Husri’s “Arab 

nationalist thought and the significance of his contribution on this field are best 

understood if they are viewed predominantly within the context of the conditions 

prevailing in the eastern Arab world between the fall of Faysal’s kingdom in Syria in 

1920 and the emergence of Gamal ‘Abd al-Nasser in 1952” (ibid.: xxi).  

 Al-Husri insisted on language and history as the most important components of a 

nation. These realities made him drawn to European thinkers, particularly German 

                                                           
6 This response is a direct quote from al-Husri obtained in Cleveland’s interview conducted on September 

28, 1966. 
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romantic nationalists. Cleveland notes that al-Husri “quoted favorably from Arndt, 

Herder, and Hegel, but was particularly impressed by Fichte, regarding the Addresses to 

the German Nation as one of the most important contributions to the ideology of 

nationalism” (ibid.:86).7 But beyond these often-quoted names, Cleveland’s close reading 

of al-Husri’s work shows that he was also influenced by thinkers such as Pestalozzi and 

the well-known Turkish nationalist thinker, Ziya Gökalp.  

 Although al-Husri was first educated and grounded in French intellectual thought 

and approaches to nationalism, he rejected and even despised the French model of 

nationalism, which was likely because, as historian Reeva Simon notes, of his experience 

in negotiating for Faysal with General Gouraud in March 1920 as well as the outcome of 

the Maysalun battle, after which the French exiled Faysal and his followers, including al-

Husri, out of Syria into Iraq. Simon also notes, “al-Husri could not accept the French 

nationalist concept that the existence of a nation was predicated upon the existence of a 

specific state, for the Arabs had no state of their own. Nevertheless, to al-Husri, they 

were a nation. Therefore, German nationalism—with its differentiation between the 

nation and the state, the cultural being distinct from the legal or the mechanical entity—

became his model, the lack of a state now being irrelevant” (Simon 2004:29). 

 Likewise, in her study on Arab national movement, focusing on the notion of 

“community”, Sylvia Haim examines and compares this notion in the works of both al-

                                                           
7 It must be noted that although Fichte was initially impressed with and influenced by the French 

Revolution and its ideals, his views shifted significantly after Napoleon armies’ occupation of German 

territories, which, in turn, made him very disappointed in the French ideals and caused his shift into the 

German “nation” as a new hope for fulfilling his humanitarian philosophy. 
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Afghani and al-Husri. She concludes that al-Husri’s notion of umma can certainly be 

equated with “nation” in the European sense, especially if we consider, as noted earlier, 

the limited influence of Islamic thought and traditions on al-Husri. Indeed, if we, as Haim 

points out, exclude the influence of Ibn Khaldoun—hardly representative of traditional 

Islamic thought anyway— on al-Husri, then “Fichte and not the Qur’an inspires Sati’ al-

Husri” (Tibi 1990:169-70).  

 The Syrian Marxist historian, Māhir Charı̄f,8 describes al-Husri’s intellectual 

vision, influenced by German romantic nationalist thinkers, as having a “cultural-

sentimental” approach to the ideas of nations and nationalism. According to Charı̄f, and 

this has some similarities with the case of Michel ‘Aflaq examined in the next section, al-

Husri viewed the nation as a “living entity” and that, ironically, “the basic constituents of 

a nation were a shared language and a shared history” rather than other factors such as 

state action, religion, and economic differences (Charı̄f 2000: 204-5). Charı̄f goes on to 

emphasize that al-Husri “established a barrier between civilization on the one hand, and 

culture on the other hand, taking the view that the first, which comprises the sciences, 

technology and modes of production, is intrinsically ‘universal’, while the latter, which 

comprises customs and language, is as such ‘national’.” This is precisely why the united 

Arab nation should ultimately be able to tailor itself in such a way that it is capable of 

incorporating the benefits of western civilization, while at the same time strongly 

                                                           
8 Māhir Charı̄f (1950- ), is a Syrian Marxist historian specializing in modern Arab intellectual history and 

the history of Arab political movements, born in Damascus for a Palestinian father and Syrian mother. His 

works have dealt extensively with questions related to al-nahdạh [Arab renaissance], Marxism and 

communism in the Arab world, jihad and Islam, the history of Palestinian nationalism and socio-economic 

conditions in the region. 
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protecting and maintaining its specific culture (ibid.). Al-Husri’s insistence on the 

importance of maintaining one’s own culture, as emphasized by Charı̄f and other 

scholars, is particularly important when thought of in relation to the influence of German 

romantic nationalists and humanists like Herder. After all, Herder contended, as noted in 

Frank Manuel’s introduction in the translation of Herder’s Reflections on the Philosophy 

of the History of Mankind that “while the life cycles of particular states had to end in 

death, culture in itself knew no decline, as hegemony passed from one world center to 

another” (Herder 1968: xiv).  

 Given al-Husri’s Arab descent and his complex positionality within the Ottoman 

Empire, during which he lived not just as an average citizen, but as a loyal and 

knowledgeable civil servant serving the Empire for the first forty years of his life, it is 

very likely that this was later to profoundly shape his nationalist tendencies and vision on 

life and culture in the Arab homeland through education. This would have been 

especially intensified after witnessing, from an official’s position, the damage an Empire 

can incur on any given culture that happens to fall under its dominance, as in the 

Ottoman-controlled Arab world at that time. After all, Herder’s thought and intellectual 

vision has frequently been explained as a reaction to French imperialism in his time. It 

was a reaction to the “superficial style of living in German principalities…a rejection of 

this artificially imposed way of life, with its emphasis upon the progress of arts, sciences, 

and civility, defined in French terms” (ibid.: xv). Herder’s very notion of people’s Geist 

was a reaction against French imperialism in Europe (Matory 2015:20). In the same way, 
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al-Husri’s later years of Arab nationalism can be seen as a reaction to the Ottoman 

hegemony in the Arab territories of his ancestors.  

 Yet, when we consider the influence of Fichte and other German nationalist 

thinkers on Arab intellectuals and nationalists, we should be careful not to think of the 

latter as carbon copies of the former, which is in itself a colonial way of analyzing 

intellectuals from the non-Western world. This is evident in some widely-cited 

scholarship on al-Husri making the claim that his thought is “rarely original” (Haim 

1976: 43). not because scholars have caught him copying the ideas of others, but simply 

because he was “suspect” of being influenced by German nationalist thinkers, hence the 

assumption that he is “rarely original” or no more than a replica of the German thinkers 

he read in his time.  To assume that Arab thinkers can only be copies of the German 

thinkers just because they have read them and even highly admired them is to think that 

the former have no agency and mind of their own. It is to assume that they cannot sort out 

ideas, or indeed they cannot “think”. It is to assume that they cannot pick and choose 

what works and what does not work in their milieu. After all, al-Husri, trained in French 

schools and deeply exposed to French thinkers and nationalists, rejected the French 

model altogether. We all read for many thinkers and writers, but we all have our agency, 

including the agency of putting the works of other thinkers through the sieve of our own 

minds and experiences and applying them within our own circumstances to see what fits 

and what doesn’t fit, what is useful and what is not applicable to our existence. It is an 

intellectual insult to consider any foreign student who studies in Europe or North 

America to leave as no more than a replica of the thinkers and texts they were exposed to 
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during their time of study. The encounter between a mind and a written text is a dialectic 

just like the encounter between the self and the space and time in which it exists. The text 

and the reader make each other. Most often, smart readers don’t simply copy an idea they 

deem new, but rather, they look for ideas that already articulate something that exists 

already within them; ideas that capture their reality and conditions in such a way that 

confirms the necessity of a certain course of action rather than another.  

 In this way, when we think of Fichte’s influence on al-Husri, it is unfair to assume 

that the latter took at face value everything the former wrote. Instead, we should look for 

aspects and dimensions in Fichte’s reading that most likely resembled the reality on the 

ground with which al-Husri was wrestling in his time and place, most notably, in my 

analysis, is the way Fichte locates “Germanness” in a Europe that was struggling with 

French domination and imperialism, which to him was located in the German language. 

Likewise, al-Husri found “Arabness” in the Arabic language and Arab culture, having 

deeply experienced the Ottoman domination of the region of his ancestors for centuries. 

This point is crucial even when we consider how currently displaced Iraqi academics in 

places like Iraqi Kurdistan suffer extreme consequences when “language” as a metonym 

for politics and power shifts from Arabic into Kurdish, as demonstrated in chapter seven. 

Equally, this point is important when we think of the Iraqi academics who obtained their 

advanced degrees from the West. Such academics, in many ways, are far from replicas of 

what they were exposed to during their education in Europe, the former Soviet Union or 

North America. 
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 At this point, it is important to reflect on the fact that al-Husri was not only 

multilingual, but an intellectual with a complex character who experienced multiple 

exiles and lived in a permanent state of “in-betweenness”. Despite his frequent moves 

and intellectual success marked by a prolific career with so many posts within the 

Empire, al-Husri was never able to truly find a place to belong to; a place to embrace and 

call “home”, hence, his choice to eventually embrace the Arabic language as his “home”. 

This perhaps explains why language for him was the key element for building an Arab 

nation and preserving its culture, through what he found as the most powerful medium—

education.  

 It must also be emphasized that preserving self and culture through language is 

hardly an idea limited to Fichte or al-Husri. Indeed, so many thinkers, philosophers, and 

writers from different parts of the world have expressed how language becomes a “home” 

or a critical tool to construct a “home” one can inhabit when all else is lost. This was 

particularly the case with intellectuals and writers who had risen from the ashes of the 

two world wars in Europe. It is also the case with many Arab writers in the past and the 

present who have been burned by the fires of wars, colonization, displacement, and loss. 

To mention just a few examples in the European context who, like al-Husri, embraced 

language as a home: when asked during an interview with Günter Gaus in 1964 about 

what remains with her of her lost life in Germany, Hannah Arendt responds, “What 

remains? The language remains…there is no substitution to the mother tongue” (Arendt 

1994: 12-3). The Romanian philosopher, Emil Cioran, who was exiled into France and 

who wrote some of his best philosophical works in French, writes in that second 
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language, “one does not inhabit a country; one inhabits a language. That is our country, 

our fatherland—and no other” (Cioran 1991: 87). Theodore Adorno who continued to 

write in the German language, wrote, “For a man who no longer has a homeland, writing 

becomes a place to live” (Adorno 1999: 87). In this sense, al-Husri’s resort to language is 

hardly surprising or unique. 

 Another important dimension in al-Husri’s thought, also well-established in 

Cleveland’s biography, is related to how al-Husri strongly believed that “political 

activities should be separated from nationalist considerations…he felt that the path to 

national unity must not be further delayed by bitter political discussions. Political and 

economic matters will fall into place once an awareness of Arabism dominates the lives 

of the Arab people” (Cleveland 1971: 181-2). This fact explains why al-Husri focused his 

intellectual and professional energy on implementing his theories and vision of 

nationalism and pan-Arabism through education “as the means for national awakening” 

(ibid.). In this sense, the trajectory of al-Husri’s intellectual development clearly shows 

that the relationship between the feeling of not belonging (or exile) and nationalism is 

also dialectic. As Edward Said, with his unique scholarly and personal positionality, 

writes: 

We come to nationalism and its essential association with exile. 

Nationalism is an assertion of belonging in and to a place, a people, a 

heritage. It affirms the home created by a community of language, culture 

and customs; and, by so doing, it fends off exile, fights to prevent its 

ravages. Indeed, the interplay between nationalism and exile is like 

Hegel’s dialectic of servant and master, opposites informing and 

constituting each other. All nationalisms in their early stages develop from 

a condition of estrangement. (Said 2000: 176)  
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Said’s use of the word “estrangement” is particularly important in this context because it, 

in significant ways, explains what is precisely al-Husri’s many years of not feeling at 

home anywhere, moving around within the Empire; his linguistic, territorial, religious, 

philosophical, and other types of estrangements which possibly made him choose this 

path of nationalism and pan-Arabism in the end. It is these multiple estrangements that 

made him reach the conclusion that a nation lives in language and culture—what he 

lacked in the conventional meaning of these concepts in his days—rather than in a state 

per se. Perhaps it is why he felt strongly about his project. It may also explain why he 

used his subsequent positons in education to advocate and achieve these goals and turn 

these ideas of home, language, and nation into something concrete and tangible. It is 

within this context of the Ottoman Empire, the following European colonial presence in 

the Arab world, and other factors connected to al-Husri’s own complex life, belonging, 

and identity that we need to consider his thought and his strong to German romantic 

nationalist thinkers like Fichte.  

 To further understand al-Husri’s life and thought, especially in relation to this 

research, I will conduct a close examination of his well-known memoirs in Iraq, first 

published in 1967 in Beirut, Lebanon. In his book titled Mudhakkirātī, fī al-ʻIrāq 1921-

1941 [My Memoirs in Iraq, 1921-1941], in over 600 pages, al-Husri documents his 

experiences, achievements, disappointments, and challenges in Iraq. (Al-Hụsṛı̄ 1967) The 

book specifically focuses on his different educational, academic, and institutional roles in 

the country. Al-Husri describes in detail how he established the foundation of Iraqi 

education, which continued to be followed, tweaked, and improved during the 35 years of 
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the Ba‘ath era. It is crucial to spend some time trying to understand his time and major 

reforms in Iraqi education as documented in this book. 

 Al-Husri opens his memoirs by stating that he lived and worked in Iraq for twenty 

years, short of one and a half months only. He writes that he entered the country invited 

by King Faysal in 1921, when Iraq was still under the British colonial rule, and left it 

having been sacked upon an order from the Regent ‘Abd al-Ilah in 1941, who stripped 

him of his Iraqi citizenship awarded to him during King Faysal’s reign. According to al-

Husri, his Iraqi citizenship was revoked as a result of his continuous and tireless work in 

spreading the belief of the unity of the umma (ibid.:7-10). He then lists all the positions 

he held in Iraq, most important of all being Director General of Education (ibid.:9).  

 A memorable moment in the book is his encounter with Jerome Farrell, who was 

then the British colonial appointee in charge of the Iraqi Ministry of Education (1920-

1922). Al-Husri recounts how after he was promised the positon of Director General of 

Education, Farrell tried to get him to work in the Ministry, but under the condition of 

keeping him under his control. Al-Husri notes that he refused the offer and told Farrell 

that, before working in a formal capacity, he preferred to observe and to understand the 

challenges facing Iraqi education from outside. He argued that, once inside, one could 

easily get drowned with work, and therefore fail to take notice of the things that needed 

serious attention. Afterwards, an interesting conversation went on between the two men 

in which Farrell clearly stated that rather than following the Turkish or the French 

education systems, Iraqi schools will follow the English system. Al-Husri agreed with 

him that they shouldn’t follow the Turkish or the French systems, but added that it should 
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neither be tailored on the English model. Al-Husri expressed his belief that each country 

should have its own educational system linked to its own historical conditions, and that 

even the French would eventually fail in imposing their model and ways of doing things 

in both Syria and Egypt (ibid.:65-70).  This conversation is important because it 

demonstrates a decolonial aspect in al-Husri’s thinking and approach to Iraqi education. 

In his memoirs, we see how al-Husri was consistently opposed to any Western and 

colonial elements to be left in Iraqi education. 

 After much negotiation and struggle, with the strong support of King Faysal, al-

Husri was formally appointed as the Director General of Education. As soon as he held 

the positon, he immediately started making serious changes in the Iraqi education system 

starting at the primary school level. His formal curriculum for primary schools was 

finished, approved, and published by the “Iraqi Ministry of Education, Kingdom of Iraq” 

in 1922 and put immediately into work for the academic year (1922-1923). 

 According to al-Husri, some of the key changes he introduced into the Iraqi 

education included: first, abolishing the pre-primary school education put in place by the 

English and combining it with the primary school education. Second, removing the study 

of the English language for the first four years in all Iraqi primary schools and only 

introducing it on the fifth year. Third, adding two “important subjects” to the curricula: 

“Civic and Moral Ethics” and “Singing”. Fourth, avoiding any curricular measures that 

turn students into malleable, obedient bodies; and instead paying greater attention to 

turning them into active participants and effective thinkers (ibid.:211-19).  
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 The other issue that al-Husri pursued was encouraging students to participate in 

scouting activities and join what was called “Futuwwah” [boy scouts]. This was 

organized since the mandate, but al-Husri discovered that it was neglected and left as an 

optional activity for students in most Iraqi schools. Upon further investigation, he found 

that the reason for its rejection by many students and parents, particularly the ultra-

religious and the fanatics, was the impression that scouting has Christian values, roots, 

and goals. Al-Husri strongly opposed this claim and, considering its origins, he decided 

to do everything within his power to encourage the Iraqi Futuwwah as a healthy lifestyle 

for the body and the mind. In this regard, with the support of Jamil al-Rawi, he formed 

the “Iraqi Society for Boy Scouts” and had countless conversations with headmasters and 

teachers to emphasize that, contrary to the widespread claims about the origins of 

scouting, the movement was found by Robert Baden-Powell in Britain in 1907. The 

movement came out of the experience of when Baden-Powell was besieged during the 

Second Boer War in South Africa. It is there, al-Huri writes, where small groups of the 

Boer resisted large brigades of the British Army. After Baden-Powell reflected on how 

these small groups of the Boer resisted, he discovered that the circumstances under which 

their youth lived strongly connected to nature, had provided them with great skills and 

discipline to overcome difficulties (ibid.:231-4). Al-Husri explained this history to many 

headmasters and asked them to relay it to students and their parents.  

 Another measure he implemented to support scouting was to sell copybooks and 

use the profits for the benefit of scouting activities and events. In this regard, he took 

advantage of the fact that most copybooks available in the market had pictures of foreign 
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kings, leaders, and historic figures that had nothing to do with Iraqi history, culture, or 

national character. Al-Husri took the opportunity to rid schools of such copybooks. In the 

end, he was able to use this opportunity to achieve three important goals at once, as he 

writes: first, provide significant profits for scouting activities. Second, help spread the 

nationalist ideas in the open. Third, rid copybook covers of any foreign images, and 

ultimately, rid Iraqi schools of the pictures of the kings of Turkey, Britain, and Iran 

(ibid.235-7). 

 Towards the end of his work in Iraq, and prior to his resignation, al-Husri writes 

about the tactics that were used to fight his reforms, policies, and vision of building a 

strong foundation for Iraqi education. Most important was the rise of the “Iraqi National 

Party”, chaired by Mahmood al-Naqib; and the constant attempts by the Minister of 

Finance, Sassoon Eskell, who had had an animosity towards al-Husri after the latter 

refused to allow special and privileged financial and educational treatment in the form of 

subsidies for the private schools established for minorities like Christians and Jews. Al-

Husri rejected these attempts and decided that these private schools should be treated 

equally like all other public schools lest good-quality education become a privilege for a 

small elite rather than a right for all students and citizens (ibid.:263-6). In the end, with 

increasing pressure against al-Husri and the increasing animosity from different parties 

and actors who, according to his memoirs, wanted to do everything within their power to 

curtail his plans for building and maintaining a strong foundation for Iraq’s education 

system, he decided to resign from his position.  
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 Despite his resignation, al-Husri made significant contributions to Iraq’s 

educational system through his many orders to reform it, his countless lectures and 

participation in different intellectual and academic activities, his revisions and changes in 

the curriculum of Iraqi schools, and many other reforms detailed in his book. He did 

succeed in establishing a strong education system that continued to be adopted by the 

successive Iraqi governments and ministers of education, even after the monarchy was 

replaced with a republic. Indeed, despite any critique one may have of al-Husri, two 

things are hard to dispute: first, his long-lasting impact on the foundation of the Iraqi 

education system. The impact of his policies in many ways continued to shape and 

inform Iraqi education and higher education during the 35 years of the pan-Arabist 

Ba‘ath regime. Second, both al-Husri’s fans and foes agree on his high contributions and 

integrity in doing his work. In fact, although Farrell’s successor, Lionel Smith (1923-

1932) resigned more than once because of disagreements with al-Husri, he still later 

returned to work with him. Both Smith and the British colonial authorities “had a high 

regard for al-Husri’s work and integrity, as the Colonial Report for 1927 tells us when 

reporting al-Husri’s resignation during that year.” Simon cites the report which stated:  

His [Husri’s] unremitting efforts to secure efficiency and a high standard 

in teachers and pupils naturally aroused opposition and it is a deplorable 

fact that his retirement was largely the result of his failure to obtain even 

the moral support of those who at heart approved of his policy and 

appreciated his value. No other Iraqi combines his enthusiasm, his 

experience and knowledge of education systems, and his fearlessness. 

(Simon 2004:77). 

Simon adds that not all Iraqis agreed with this, because al-Husri “was accused of not 

knowing Iraq’s problems. He spent his residence in Iraq as a cold intellectual without any 



 

 

86 

close friends. He was too Western, too secular in a country that was the backwater 

province of the Ottoman Empire” (ibid.). This critique, however, regardless of its 

accuracy, should not be conflated with the quality, rigor, and dedication which al-Husri 

had put into founding a strong education system in Iraq. In fact, it is hardly a surprise to 

find any person with a strong intellectual character, commitment; holding beliefs, 

philosophies, and ideas deemed different and controversial for their time and place who 

won’t be subject to attacks and accusations like what happened to al-Husri. Furthermore, 

the assumption that al-Husri was too western for a country that was the “backwater 

province of the Ottoman Empire” is inaccurate.  

Considering that al-Husri’s first forty years were spent in high administrative and 

education policy-making positions within the Ottoman Empire, it is very likely that his 

intellectual character was too complex to be reduced to the influence of Western 

philosophy on him. Moreover, it is unlikely that al-Husri didn’t understand Iraq’s 

positionality as an Ottoman “province” given his life and experience within the Ottoman 

Empire. He must have had a much deeper knowledge of Iraq as an Ottoman and later a 

British occupied territory than many scholars have credited him. But, as far as education 

in Iraq is concerned, it must be remembered that even after al-Husri resigned when his 

positon was taken over by one of his biggest rivals, the American-educated Muhammad 
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Fadhil al-Jamali,9 al-Husir’s strong foundation of Iraqi education and schools witnessed 

little change. As Simon writes, “when he [al-Jamali] emerged in control of education, he 

also accelerated al-Husri’s policy of nationalist indoctrination in the schools leaving 

much of al-Husri’s work intact” (Simon 2004: 87). It is from this background, these 

political upheavals, colonial domination, but also the strong will of many Arab and Iraqi 

intellectuals, thinkers, and educationalists to decolonize Iraqi education that the 

foundations of Iraqi education and later higher education were established.  

 This part of the story of the beginnings of Iraqi education, I contend, is critical to 

bear in mind when we approach, analyze, and read against the grain how and why Iraqi 

academia and the role and definition of Iraqi academics were destroyed and reconfigured 

after the 2003 occupation of Iraq. It is also important for understanding how the now 

exiled and displaced Iraqi academics experienced Iraq before 2003, and how should we 

understand their lives in exile under different political systems and states today. 

                                                           
9 Muhammad Fadhil al-Jamali was an Iraqi minister of education who replaced al-Husri. Al-Jamali came 

from a Shi’a Iraqi family and received his early education at religious school. He later studied at the 

American University of Beirut which had a great impact on his intellectual growth and his interest in 

nationalist ideas and philosophies in the Arab world. He spent the years 1929-1932 in the US where he 

attended Teachers College, Columbia University, specializing in teacher education. His doctoral thesis was 

on Bedouin education. He also spent one semester at the University of Chicago where he studied 

psychology and anthropology. Professor Paul Monroe was his thesis adviser at Columbia University. He 

has also been seen as having a strong role in having the so-called Monroe commission come to Iraq to 

evaluate its educational system in 1932, whose findings were strongly opposed and criticized by al-Husri. 

For further reading on the Monroe Commission report findings and al-Husri’s response to it, see Simon 

2004: 82-4. 
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Michel ‘Aflaq: The Philosopher Who Changed the Arab World 

The second figure whose writings, philosophy, and contributions to the creation of pan-

Arabism and Ba‘athism in Syria and even more so in Iraq, to be examined is the Syrian 

philosopher, sociologist, and Arab nationalist thinker, Michel ‘Aflaq (1910-1989).  

 ‘Aflaq was born in Damascus to a middle class Greek Orthodox Christian family 

and received his early education in the westernized schools of the French mandate in 

Syria (Salem 1994:61). Perhaps one of the key factors that shaped ‘Aflaq’s life and 

philosophy of Arab nationalism and Ba‘athism was not just the fact that Syria was under 

the French mandate during his early years, but also his above referenced westernized 

education, combined with his years of studying sociology at the Sorbonne in France. Yet, 

as seen in al-Husri’s life and intellectual trajectory, despite the large influence of French 

education and westernized thinking on both figures, they were eventually capable of 

coming up with their own more refined and milieu-specific ideas of nationalism and the 

meaning of being and belonging in the Arab world.  

 ‘Aflaq left for France to pursue his studies in 1929 and initially took a great 

interest in the ideas of such thinkers as Henri Bergson and Karl Marx. This explains why, 

upon his return to Syria in 1933, his sympathies first lay with communism. However, 

‘Aflaq was disillusioned and ended his relationship and support for communism as soon 

as the French Communist Party (FCP), led by André Léon Blum, who served as the 

Prime Minister of France from 1936 to 1937 came to power. It was then that ‘Aflaq saw 

that the FCP had no intention of changing France’s politics towards its colonies. As noted 

by Hanna Batatu, “1936 marked a turning point in their [‘Aflaq and al-Bīṭār] ideological 



 

 

89 

development,” because, as soon as the FCP achieved a great victory that year, the Syrian 

communists were able to come out of their hiding places from underground. At the same 

time, it became clear that the FCP had no intention of changing France’s colonial 

ambitions and treatment of its colonies. Batatu, quoting ‘Aflaq, writes: “It was plain 

now…that their sympathy to our cause was merely a pretense. No serious step was taken 

by them to restore our usurped right to freedom and independence. The Syrian 

communists, for their part, became nothing more than cat’s-paws of the French 

communists and, by and large, of the French government” (Batatu 1978: 726).   

 Like Batatu, Tariq Ali also notes that ‘Aflaq saw the communist movement as no 

more than a tool in the hands of the Soviet Union (Ali 2002:110). Also interesting in the 

trajectory of ‘Aflaq’s life is the fact that upon his return from France after finishing his 

studies at the Sorbonne, he continued to cooperate with one of his best friends and 

political partners whom he met during his studies in Paris, Ṣalāḥ al-Dīn al-Bīṭār. In Syria, 

both men became teachers in one of Syria’s best high schools, where the former taught 

history and the latter taught math for a few years. Once again, we notice how figures like 

al-Husri and ‘Aflaq, who would later become extremely influential in shaping Iraqi and 

Arab politics, education, and institution-building, had both had academic and education 

backgrounds.  

 It was during those years, particularly in the early 1940s when ‘Aflaq and al-Bīṭār 

started their strong political activities by joining the Arab Youth Ihya Movement [Arab 

Youth Revival Movement], working closely with Zakī al-Arsūzī, another influential 

figure in Ba‘athism. Al-Arsūzī later broke up with both ‘Aflaq and al-Bīṭār. In fact, over 
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the years, as the competition between the Ba‘ath branches in Iraq and in Syria intensified, 

the former country credited Ba‘ath teachings and vision to ‘Aflaq, whereas the latter 

discredited and even in many ways disowned ‘Aflaq and claimed that Ba‘athism was 

really more inspired by al-Arsūzī. The point when ‘Aflaq and al-Bīṭār changed the name 

of the organization from Arab Ihya Movement into Arab Ba‘ath Party10 was the straw 

that broke the camel’s back in terms of the relationship between ‘Aflaq and al-Bīṭār on 

the one hand, and al-Arsūzī on the other hand. Al-Arsūzī at that point accused ‘Aflaq and 

al-Bīṭār of stealing his party’s name (Seale 1990:30). The Arab Ba‘ath Movement didn’t 

become an official party until 1947 and as it continued to take shape, the role of ‘Aflaq 

within it was more related to its ideological affairs, while al-Bīṭār was more in charge of 

the party’s daily needs in terms of management and logistical support (Moubayed 

2006:131).  

 What is also notable in ‘Aflaq’s life and intellectual formation is the fact that, 

despite all his political and philosophical contributions to a party that later significantly 

deviated from his own vision, ‘Aflaq was himself distrustful of the “state” and its limits. 

He was cautious about a ruling party’s great potential to abuse power. Interestingly, 

throughout his life, ‘Aflaq only held one official state position as the Minister of 

Education in Syria, a post that only lasted from August to December of 1949 (ibid.). This 

fact not only highlights ‘Aflaq’s constrained relations with the state and power, but it also 

shows that as a visionary and philosopher, like in the case of al-Husri, he perhaps 

doubted that the best way to advocate his thought and vision was through holding official 

                                                           
10 Ba‘ath in Arabic means “revival”. 
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state positions. If we consider his ideas of what makes a “nation” (very similar to al-

Husri), it becomes clear that, for ‘Aflaq, state and nation are not necessarily mutually 

exclusive. Batatu notes that for ‘Aflaq, “the necessity for the synthesis of the Arab 

countries is really logical. It flows from the characteristics that he attributes to the nation 

and to nationalism, and from his view of the nature of the relations between the nation 

and the individuals of which it is composed” (Batatu 1978: 732). 

 Like al-Husri and other Arab thinkers and intellectuals of the time, ‘Aflaq was 

influenced by German romantic nationalists like Herder, but also, as noted earlier, by 

Marx and Bergson. This perhaps explains why he, too, believed that “the nation is a 

‘living being.’ The connection tying the individual Arab to it is ‘organic,’ that is, he has 

no meaning apart from the nation and can attain fulfilment only as a member of it” 

(ibid.). Yet we also know that ‘Aflaq was not pleased with what he saw as the increasing 

militarization and abuse of his ideas and vision once the Ba‘ath came to power in both 

Syria and Iraq(Moubayed 2006:134). He also emphasized that “Arabism” is not above 

everything else, as many have tried to misconstrue his ideas. For example, as quoted in 

Batatu, ‘Aflaq repeatedly articulated in his lectures and writings a response to those who 

claim that “Arabism is above everything else”. His response to such a claim is clearly 

outlined in one of his most important works, Fī sabīl al-Baʻth [On the Way of 

Resurrection], (‘Aflaq 1963) as he discusses the danger in assuming that “Arabism” is 

above everything else: “we believe that Arabism is above everybody in the sense that it is 

above [narrow] interests, egotism, and transient and false considerations. But there is one 

thing which we believe to be above Arabism and that is Truth…Our watchword, 



 

 

92 

therefore, ought to be Truth above Arabism until Arabism merges with Truth” (Batatu 

1978:735). This point is important because, along with other ideas expressed in ‘Aflaq’s 

writings and lectures, it shows that it is not a surprise that his relationship with the the 

Ba‘ath Party once in power, had many ups and downs and continued to be strained for the 

rest of his life.  

 Many scholars have fairly observed that both Asad’s government in Syria and 

Hussein’s in Iraq have used ‘Aflaq’s thought as a façade for holding on to power. They 

also observe that it is likely that translating ‘Aflaq’s ideas into militaristic and militant 

regimes is hardly a fair representation of what he sought to achieve. ‘Aflaq, like al-Husri, 

despite his strong anti-colonial, anti-imperialist desires, rarely promoted hatred. As 

Batatu notes, although ‘Aflaq’s language is indicative or suggestive of militancy, he 

never called for hatred. This is especially accurate if we consider a specific passage 

Batatu cites from ‘Aflaq’s above referenced book, in which ‘Aflaq states: “The national 

action that is susceptible of success is one which evokes hatred to the death toward those 

who personify an idea antithetical to [nationalism]. It is idle for the members of the 

movement to combat antagonistic theories and say why should we bother with persons. 

An antagonistic theory doesn’t exist by itself. It finds its incarnation in a person who 

must perish so that it too may perish” (ibid.:739). Despite this passage, and based on my 

careful reading of most of ‘Aflaq’s writings as evidently Batatu has done thoroughly, I do 

agree with Batatu’s statement in that “in fairness to ‘Aflaq, it ought to be said that this is 

the only instance where he gives expression to such a grim and appalling idea. His 

diametrically opposite observation to the effect that ‘nationalism, like every love…is as 



 

 

93 

distant form hatred as possible’ is indubitably more representative of the general 

tendency of his thought” (ibid.:740). This idea from ‘Aflaq reminds us of elements either 

downplayed or outright dismissed in the Arab nationalism project. Elements that, as we 

will see through Iraqi academics, genuinely attempted to create a better society through 

education, despite struggles and disagreements with the party once in power. In this 

regard, many dimensions of Arab nationalism remind us of what Benedict Anderson 

wrote: 

In an age when it is so common for progressive, cosmopolitan intellectuals 

(particularly in Europe?) to insist on the near-pathological character of 

nationalism, its roots in fear and hatred of the Other, and its affinities with 

racism, it is useful to remind ourselves that nations inspire love, and often 

profoundly self-sacrificing love. The cultural products of nationalism — 

poetry, prose fiction, music, plastic arts - show this love very clearly in 

thousands of different forms and styles. On the other hand, how truly rare 

it is to find analogous nationalist products expressing fear and loathing. 

Even in the case of colonized peoples, who have every reason to feel 

hatred for their imperialist rulers, it is astonishing how insignificant the 

element of hatred is in these expressions of national feeling. (Anderson 

2006: 141-2) 

Still, beyond state and power struggles, ‘Aflaq, even as a theoretician and thinker, wasn’t 

immune from political attacks and accusations that seriously undermined the potential of 

his full contributions to the philosophical and theoretical components of Ba‘athism. Most 

notable conflicts in his life time, like in the case of al-Husri, include his multiple exiles 

between Syria, Brazil, Lebanon, and later in Iraq where he lived until the end of his life in 

1989.  

 In Iraq, he was embraced and in some ways coopted by the Iraqi Ba‘athist regime. 

But also, as a result of the Ba‘ath party’s disagreements with Gamal Abdul-Nasser, 
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particularly after the disintegration of United Arab Republic (UAR) in 1961, Abdul-

Nasser started a fierce propaganda campaign against the Ba‘ath, some of whose effects 

included having ‘Aflaq dismissed as both an ineffective theorist as well as a Christian 

who should not be in a position to speak on behalf of Muslim Arabs and Arab 

nationalism in the first place (Seale 1990:81-2). A similar attack took place during the 

Iran-Iraq war when the Iranian leaders of that time claimed that Saddam Hussein was 

being ruled and instructed by a Christian. In fact, ‘Aflaq was labelled as a “Christian 

infidel” (Moubayed 2006:134). This is perhaps one of the main reasons why it has been 

claimed—without concrete proof—that ‘Aflaq converted later to Islam. This claim was 

seen by many as a tactic used by Saddam Hussein to distance Ba‘athism from 

Christianity, or, to be more precise, from one of its key Christian founders, ‘Aflaq. 

Despite all this, after the 2003 invasion of Iraq, as Moubayed writes, “a group of Iraqi 

citizens, who were angry after many years of brutal dictatorship, attacked Aflaq’s home 

in Baghdad, destroyed it, and burned his books. Michel Aflaq’s grave was demolished 

and a statue of him in Baghdad was draped with the US flag before being destroyed by 

the mob” (ibid.). Many Arab writers and analysts have directly accused the U.S. 

occupying forces of destroying ‘Aflaq’s grave.11  

Despite these claims and despite the fact that ‘Aflaq was allegedly given an 

Islamic funeral when he died in 1989, they are unlikely to be true given ‘Aflaq’s stance 

on religion and Islam in particular. ‘Aflaq didn’t only see Islam’s role as a spiritual rather 

                                                           
11 For such examples, see an article by the Lebanese writer and thinker Minh al-Solh titled “The American 

Animosity Towards the Symbol” (ND.) published in the bilingual Arab-American newspaper, al-Akhbar. 

The article can be accessed online at: http://www.alakhbar-usa.com/AAguide/aflaq-Safir.html.  

http://www.alakhbar-usa.com/AAguide/aflaq-Safir.html
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than a fundamental one, but also he strongly believed in and advocated for the separation 

of state from religion. He emphasized on many occasions that Islam should not be 

imposed on state and society. ‘Aflaq was non-religious and anti-sectarian in his personal 

life. This is precisely why religion, feudalism, exploitation, and sectarianism are central 

to his thought and what he contended to be the main ailments that need to be “cured” in 

the Arab world, if the Arab nations were ever to heal and rise on their feet once again. 

And to be fair, the Ba‘ath Party in both Syria and Iraq more or less faithfully applied 

these ideas as we will see in the next chapters. In a conversation with Hanna Batatu dated 

on July 13, 1958, we find that ‘Aflaq had a difficulty in fitting in within any religion or 

sect. Batatu writes: “With an already antisectarian cast of thought, young ‘Aflaq found 

the prevalent climate very uncongenial. ‘I was,’ he said long afterwards, ‘an exception 

among Christians and, on that account, constantly at odds with my companions and 

teachers…In the final year, after a clash with an administrator…, I transferred to the state 

preparatory school’” (Batatu 1978:725). 

Here, it must be noted that despite the plethora of scholarship produced over the 

years on the Ba‘ath, its ideology and key figures, as well as on how the party came into 

power, Batatu’s classic work on Iraq and Iraqi society, in my analysis, remains the most 

solid, balanced, and well-researched book on Iraq and the complex nature of the Iraqi 

society. This could be attributed to two reasons: first, due to Batatu’s thorough and on-

the-ground research. Additionally, Batatu happened to meet Abdul Karim Qasim, who 

later went on to lead Iraq after the overthrow of the Hashemite monarchy in 1958. The 

friendship with Qasim later resulted in Batatu gaining access to otherwise secret state 
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archives. Second, Batatu’s study of Iraq is valuable because of his close reading of 

Arabic language sources of all types and from all parties. Batatu took these texts 

extremely seriously, including the writings of such figures as ‘Aflaq. Batatu clearly read 

Arabic texts without deciding in advance to treat them dismissively or, even worse, to 

read them in a counter-ideological manner rather than a genuine position of 

understanding what these texts are about, how their authors have come to express 

themselves in this way and not another, and so on. Batatu was mindful of the importance 

of the time and the circumstances from which these texts and their writers emerged. On 

this final note, to close this section, it is useful to conduct a close analytical review of 

some key works by Michel ‘Aflaq to better understand and analyze what he really said in 

his own words. I focus specifically on issues related to this research project. 

** 

Michel ‘Aflaq’s book Fī sabīl al-Baʻth [On the Way of Resurrection], first published in 

Beirut in 1959, remains one of the most representative works of his thought, theory, and 

frustrations expressed about the Arab world. As such, it is important to dwell on a few 

key issues raised in the book. 

Many of the ideas expressed in the book continued to be influential during the 35 

years of the Ba‘ath era, though many also remained theoretical and were never translated 

into practice neither in Syria nor in Iraq. The first issue to be examined is his take on the 

Western-educated Arab “intellectuals” analyzed in a chapter titled “Abstract Thinking” 

written originally in 1943. In it, ‘Aflaq starts with the problem of how knowledge in the 
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hands of what he calls the many “deformed intellectuals” in our countries has turned into 

a harmful rather than a useful tool, because they have attained it primarily in Western 

schools while they were at the same time deprived of their own culture. The problem, for 

‘Aflaq, is that these “intellectuals” are later given the authority to speak on behalf of the 

Arab people and culture, when in reality they don’t know anything about the real 

struggles of the society and its conditions (‘Aflaq 1963:62). Here ‘Aflaq argues that 

learning from foreign cultures, without knowing one’s own in depth at first, makes 

intellectuals disconnected from the struggle of their own people and society, and with no 

personality of their own. 

For ‘Aflaq, it is crucial to know one’s culture first before being exposed to others, 

if one is to make serious contributions to the place where they belong. It is only by 

understanding one’s culture well that the intellectual will have a basis from which to 

compare and contrast, and also critically analyze what is being learned. Knowing one’s 

culture well enables intellectuals to be critical of the information learned rather than take 

that information at face value. After all, ‘Aflaq argues, culture is an expression of a real 

life, and so, it naturally springs out of a society’s needs, beliefs, and conditions. This is 

precisely why intellectuals reflect the soul and the body of the society in which they live 

and from which they emerge. This, to him, also explains why many of our intellectuals 

educated in the West live among us with their bodies, whereas their thoughts and souls 

inhabit Europe and are affiliated with it. ‘Aflaq was troubled that these “intellectuals” 

claim the right to speak about our problems and our past (ibid.:63). 
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‘Aflaq notes that these intellectuals’ attraction to Europe and its thought and way 

of life is natural for two reasons: first, because that is where they lived and learned about 

life and various philosophical concepts for the first time. This also explains why many of 

them can’t even imagine the possibility of “reforming the Arab reality” with their 

Western culture and intellectual tools, even if they are patriots and truly wanted to make a 

difference. Yet, on the other hand, ‘Aflaq writes, such “intellectuals” are also not in need 

of “creativity” or original thinking to understand the life of the West, because there are 

always other Western intellectuals doing that job much better than they can ever do it. 

The Western-educated Arab intellectuals will probably need more creativity and original 

thinking if they were to think about their lives and their challenges in their own society 

and within their milieu (ibid.:64). Second, ‘Aflaq emphasizes that Western culture can be 

extremely useful for an Arab whose personality has already been shaped with Arab spirit. 

It is only then these intellectuals will be in a position of not simply swallowing whatever 

they are fed, but rather, the food for thought given to them will be turned into the right 

kind of energy to benefit the body. When already equipped with Arab spirit and culture, 

the Western tools of thinking, ‘Aflaq notes, become a welcomed addition to their lives. It 

makes it more possible for them to use Western knowledge to diagnose and propose 

solutions for their maladies. This process, for ‘Aflaq, is not easy and it doesn’t happen 

unless there is already an “independent Arab personality” (ibid.).  

‘Aflaq then addresses the fact that the West at the time of writing was struggling 

with what it called “nationalist fanaticism” rather than “nationalism” per se. The problem 

of the French culture with this fanaticism, for example, is not a result of nationalism in 
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itself, it is, according to ‘Aflaq, a result of excessive nationalism that leads to this 

fanaticism. The French have read in their nationalist culture books how their nationalism 

has led to persecuting humanity and producing colonialism, but that is not the case in the 

Arab countries, he adds. In the case of the Arabs, he argues, all they want is to unite 

themselves and their countries to stand in the face of colonialism and its oppressive 

powers. Furthermore, ‘Aflaq asks “just because some nationalities have chosen the path 

of fanaticism and oppression, does that necessitate for us to go down the same path?” 

(ibid.:66). His answer to this complex question is “no”, because the Arab people’s 

message is “humane” and is a means to rid themselves of oppression, weakness, and 

division imposed upon them by the colonizer. Elsewhere in the same book, he states that 

“we only embrace in nationalism the positive elements that remain after discarding all 

fanaticism and superficiality” (ibid.:222). 

‘Aflaq calls upon the type of intellectuals he is analyzing to ask themselves 

honestly whether the European cultures where they were educated and where their 

intellect was molded have really given up on their “nationalism”. To ask themselves 

whether European countries would give up their national pride in favor of “humanity”. 

His answer to these questions is also “no”. These countries still maintain their 

nationalism and would never give it up for the sake of humanity, and even when they 

paint their nationalism with “humanist colors”, that is only a pretext for colonial 

expansion (ibid.:67). ‘Aflaq closes this chapter by stating that inside certain imperial 

powers like England one may indeed find writers and intellectuals who cast doubts and 

write scathing-or sarcastic- critiques of “nationalism”. But, one shouldn’t be deceived by 
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such writings, because such writings are precisely part and parcel of the nationalistic 

English life, and because an English writer or intellectual is already in a strong and safe 

nationalist empire where writing in such way will never shake the foundations of that 

country no matter what they write. In other words, for ‘Aflaq, these western powers are 

already powerful enough to critique their own nationalism without necessarily shaking its 

foundations. Their writers and intellectuals write and critique freely, which, in turn, leads 

only to an increase in their “nationalist feelings” (ibid.:68). At the time of writing this 

project, one may find ‘Aflaq’s comments still relevant, especially if we think about recent 

cases in Europe like Brexit vs. the EU. 

It is striking to think about two facts here: first, ‘Aflaq’s work was written before 

Fratnz Fanon’s The Wretched of the Earth (Fanon 2004); second, perhaps because of the 

fact that both men came from colonized spaces and were educated in France, there are 

important connections between them when it comes to how they understood the Western-

educated intellectuals formed and shaped by the colonizer. Both ‘Aflaq and Fanon saw 

that for the Western-educated intellectuals of their time, because Western education and 

values are all they knew, they can be well-versed in western values, but have a poor 

understanding and feeling for the struggle of their own nations, peoples, and 

communities. Here it must be added that Fanon seems to be more hopeful about the 

western-educated intellectuals in that he sees that eventually they will come to be 

disillusioned. ‘Aflaq doesn’t express any such hopes even though one might argue that he 

himself was educated in France and was able to become profoundly aware of the very 

problems he critiques. Whatever the case, a comparison between ‘Aflaq and Fanon is 
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useful to see how these thinkers and philosophers felt strongly about national liberation 

and articulated their visions in their writings.  

First, like ‘Aflaq, Fanon spent much time and gave much attention to analyzing 

the real problems he perceived with what he called the “colonized intellectual” (ibid.:11), 

which he described as having “learned from his masters that the individual must assert 

himself. The colonialist bourgeoisie hammered into the colonized mind the notion of a 

society of individuals where each is locked in his subjectivity. Where wealth lies in 

thought” (ibid.). Yet as soon as the colonized intellectual gets in touch with the reality of 

his colonized peoples, they will discover the “falsity of this theory” (ibid.). The colonized 

intellectual, for Fanon, also “behaves objectively like a vulgar opportunist…gives priority 

to details and tends to forget the very purpose of the struggle” (ibid.:13). Fanon describes 

what he sees as the phases of development through which colonized intellectuals and 

writers go through, which have even more resemblance to ‘Aflaq’s critique of the role of 

the western-educated and European shaped Arab intellectuals. First, Fanon writes, “the 

colonized intellectual proves he has assimilated the colonizer’s culture” (ibid.:159). In 

this phase of “full assimilation”, Fanon writes, the colonized intellectuals’ works fully 

correspond with those of their European counterparts, so much so that they can be “easily 

linked to a well-defined trend in metropolitan literature” (ibid).  

In the second stage, which Fanon calls “immersion”, “the colonized writer has his 

convictions shaken and decides to cast his mind back” (ibid.). In the third and final phase, 

“combat stage”, which Fanon describes as the phase in which the colonized writer “after 

having tried to lose himself among people, with the people, will rouse the people…he 
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turns into a galvanizer of the people” (ibid.). In this case, through describing these 

phases, unlike ‘Aflaq, Fanon seems to have more hope on that the “colonized 

intellectual” will ultimately wake up and answer the call of his colonized people, 

although there are plenty of examples that can easily refute these positons either way. For 

Fanon, however, the final phase of transformation will happen precisely at the point when 

“the colonized intellectual realizes that the existence of a nation is not proved by culture, 

but in the people’s struggle against forces of occupation” (ibid.). This point, as we will 

see later, is of critical importance to most Iraqi academics living in exile as a result of the 

occupation. Most Iraqi academics I knew in this research believed that the first step 

needed to have Iraq stand on its feet again is to get rid of the occupation and the entire 

apparatus it has put in place since 2003. 

Fanon’s discussion of the colonized intellectual becomes even more nuanced as 

he analyzes the field of visual arts produced by intellectuals and artists. In this regard, 

Fanon is clearly critical of how, in their attempt to revive a past distorted and buried by 

the colonizer, such intellectuals may easily fall into the trap of producing a shallow and 

uncritical version of that past. After having been immersed in western and modern 

techniques and contemporary trends in their field, like painting, these artists, Fanon 

observes, “turn their backs on foreign culture, challenge it, and setting out in search of the 

true national culture, they give preference to what they think to be the abiding features of 

national art” (ibid.: 161). In doing so, these creators turn “paradoxically enough to the 

past,” looking primarily at elements which are “irrelevant to the present” (ibid.). Fanon 

was troubled by how the character of these intellectuals and artists changes over time, 
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especially before and after independence, for before independence “the colonized painter 

was insensitive to the national landscape…. After independence his desire to reunite with 

the people confines him to a point by point representation of national reality which is flat, 

untroubled, motionless, reminiscent of death rather than life” (ibid.). Fanon later notes 

that the exact same thing could be said of poetry.  

In his description of the colonized intellectual, Fanon has a lot in common with 

‘Aflaq’s problem with these intellectuals, but he also distinguishes between 

“nationalism” and “national consciousness” as two distinct matters, the former being as a 

less critical understanding of one’s own culture, while the latter as being “the highest 

form of culture” (ibid.:179). Despite distinguishing between the two, however, the 

boundaries between them remain in many ways blurry. Fanon notes that “national 

consciousness” is not nationalism (ibid.).  

Despite these differences between ‘Aflaq and Fanon, their visions on the 

problematic role of western-shaped intellectuals inhabiting the states colonized or 

recently independent of colonial powers, both thinkers agree that the European model of 

thinking, building, and being in decolonized societies is not the answer. Indeed, in his 

conclusion, Fanon clearly articulates this by stating “let us not pay tribute to Europe by 

creating states, institutions, and societies that draw their inspiration from it. Humanity 

expects other things from us than this grotesque and generally obscene emulation” 

(ibid.:239). Like ‘Aflaq, Fanon also doesn’t see any point in emulating and shaping these 

formerly colonized societies in the image of Europe. He sees that what Europe has to 

offer for solutions in this regard are not useful or helpful, but in fact harmful, because, if 
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pursued as the only solutions, they may easily keep the grip of the colonizer and the 

colonial effects on the formerly colonized peoples. This is precisely why-and this is the 

closest he gets to ‘Aflaq in my analysis-he warns at the end that if we want to “transform 

Africa into a new Europe, America into a new Europe, then let us entrust the destinies of 

our countries to the Europeans. They will do a better job than the best of us” (ibid.). This 

is almost identical to what ‘Aflaq has articulated years before Fanon in that an Arab 

intellectual shaped by European thought and culture, when deprived of the spirit of his 

own people’s knowledge and culture, cannot make valuable contributions in either 

places. This is because, according to ‘Aflaq, in the West there are people who have been 

doing it, who are doing it, and who will always know it better than these intellectuals 

would ever do. In their colonized countries, on the other hand, precisely because of their 

ignorance of their own people’s needs, dreams, and struggles, these intellectuals could 

never genuinely be in touch with their reality, since their bodies are in the periphery, but 

their minds still dwell in France or any other European superpower where they were 

shaped and prepared. Fanon’s last words call for the exact same thing that ‘Aflaq has 

called for in his writings nearly two decades earlier. In the end, Fanon writes: “For 

Europe, for ourselves and for humanity, comrades, we must make a new start, develop a 

new way of thinking, and endeavor to create a new man” (ibid.).  

Interestingly, in a chapter titled “The New Arab Generation” written in 1944, 

‘Aflaq before Fanon makes the same case by also calling for “the creation of a new man” 

through the creation of a new generation. ‘Aflaq states that what is needed is not a 

faithful, patient, daring, and sacrificing generation; we rather need a new generation 
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altogether (‘Aflaq 1963: 72). He emphasizes that there is no nahda [renaissance] except 

from within, from within the destruction; that despite the fact that this “new generation” 

emerges out of this destruction, it will also transcend it and separate itself from it in the 

end. As such, and this was the most crucial thing for ‘Aflaq, all of this leads us to 

conclude that “the new generation will not be possible except by separating itself from 

the old one…thus, we consider the youngest student in which the new Arab idea can be 

embodied more useful and precious for his nation than the biggest politician with the 

longest life marked by events, experiences, and contributions” (ibid.: 73). ‘Aflaq’s 

emphasis on the “young student” being more precious than the “biggest politician” is 

particularly interesting considering, as mentioned before, his lifelong commitment to 

education. It shows that, like al-Husri, ‘Aflaq saw a great potential in education to turn 

his ideas into a lived reality. 

** 

Lastly, it is important to closely analyze another understudied key work by Michel ‘Aflaq 

titled Nuqtạt al-bidāyah [The Starting Point], published in 1971 as a response to the Arab 

naksa [defeat] by Israel in 1967. The parts of the book particularly relevant to this chapter 

and the overall project include ‘Aflaq’s strong criticism of the Ba‘ath party rulers, his 

strained relationship with state and power, and his deep awareness of the many politicians 

in power who abuse and distort his ideas and vision to gain access to power. These 

criticisms establish how, like ‘Aflaq, many Ba‘ath party members, thinkers, and 

enthusiasts, including some academics in this ethnography, didn’t take what was done in 

their name at face value. It also shows that the inner workings and power relations within 
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the system ruled by the party were much more complex and nuanced than often presented 

in western scholarship.  

 Indeed, many exiled academics expressed an ambivalence like that of ‘Aflaq here. 

This, refines our understanding of the notorious process of the so-called “de-

Ba‘athification” and dismantling of the Iraqi institutions which caused serious damage to 

Iraqi academia and society overall. De-Ba‘athification, discussed at length in chapter 

four, became a cleansing method and a post-occupation form of governance that  directly 

and indirectly led to the liquidation and displacement of many Iraqi academics. 

The first example that stands out in the book is when ‘Aflaq, speaking about the 

party’s ascendancy to power in Iraq, unapologetically states: “the biggest trap that could 

be set for the party is to have it involved in power before it is ready for it” 

(‘Aflaq:1971:59). ‘Aflaq says that he doesn’t suggest that the “comrades” should 

withdraw from power after getting to it in Iraq, but rather that the experiences of the past 

twenty years-more specifically of the last five years- must remain in sight. These 

experiences, he adds, must be written down, explained, analyzed, and remembered by the 

political leaders in power. That is not impossible to do, he notes, but “it is very difficult 

and we must insist that it remains a difficult task to avoid making mistakes that will 

eventually be destructive” (ibid.:60). 

In another lecture titled “The Palestinian Case and the Revolutionary Solution”, a 

script from one of his speeches delivered in Baghdad on May 25, 1969, ‘Aflaq 

differentiates between “peace” and “surrender”, which interestingly in the Arabic 
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language are two words very close in pronunciation: salam [peace] and istislam 

[surrender]. He notes in this speech that the superpowers, in collaboration with some 

Arab states that call themselves “revolutionary and progressive” (ibid.:66). may be able 

to “impose a solution they may call a peaceful solution”. But we all know the blurry and 

slippery boundaries that separate salam from istislam. Towards the end of the same 

speech, ‘Aflaq states that there are serious doubts and skepticism to be cast upon such 

Arab states most of which are in bed with the superpowers (ibid.:69).  

Likewise, in another script from a speech delivered in Baghdad in May 1969 titled 

“A Revolutionary Party is the Image of the Umma’s Future”, ‘Aflaq strongly criticizes 

the Ba‘ath ascendance to power in Syria by stating that the Syrian experience is even 

more concerning and full of “maladies” than the one in Iraq. He then points out in more 

detail the failures of both branches and how so many of their leaders were filled with 

“arrogance”, afflicted with “childish feuds” over power, (ibid.:94) and in doing so, they 

paint a very negative picture of the Ba‘ath teachings and ideas to any outside observer. 

In yet another written script of a speech titled “The Role of the Working Class in 

Building the Arab Revolution” delivered at the Center for Workers and Unionists in 

Baghdad in November 1969, ‘Aflaq expresses his deep disappointment in the ruling 

party, its abuse of power, and the tendency to always blame its own failures on external 

causes. Here he states that these negative results we have arrived at are not all a result of 

“colonialism and Zionism,” they are also mistakes that have been committed from within 

the Arab regimes that claim to be “progressive”: “and let us be honest,” he adds, “if their 

look at the peoples, the overwhelming majority of the striving Arab peoples, was 
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genuinely one of respect and trust…we would not have seen in the recent years these 

regimes that promote this illness of regionalism” (ibid.:129). By “regionalism” ‘Aflaq is 

referring to how some Arab countries had started prioritizing the interests of their own 

countries over the bigger “Arab homeland” and the larger Arab causes. Later in the same 

speech he states that the biggest mistake those “half revolutionary” figures in power have 

committed is to look at the working classes as unworthy of full trust and empowerment; 

when these people are given no priority to receive their full rights and freedoms. This is a 

huge mistake, ‘Aflaq adds, since these people constitute the overwhelming majority of 

the Arab populations and they will never arrive at a point of realizing their full potential, 

putting their various skills to work, and to assume their important role in the society until 

they are allowed to practice their rights with full freedom (ibid.:131-2).  

In a transcribed lecture in the same book ‘Aflaq strongly criticizes the then rising 

tides of regionalism in the Arab world by noting that: “This is the end of the mentality of 

regionalism and the top-down mentality of reformism, which are in reality nothing but 

two names for one thing that is the mentality of distraction, or more precisely, distracting 

the people with ‘building and development’” (ibid.:167). For ‘Aflaq wasting the efforts 

on “building and development” are futile so long as the ummah is so weak that whatever 

they spend twenty years building can be destroyed by the colonialists and Israel in twenty 

minutes (ibid.:168). 

As noted before, a big part of ‘Aflaq’s criticism at that time was caused by the 

naksa of 1967 and directed at the then increasing tides of regionalism, which was in 

many ways opposed to and in competition with the ideas and vision of Ba‘athism. Yet, as 
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is apparent in these cited examples, this doesn’t negate his lifelong tumultuous and 

turbulent relations with state and power, including the Ba‘ath party branches in Syria and 

Iraq. ‘Aflaq also struggled all his life with how his ideas and teachings were distorted and 

misconstrued by those who cared about coming to power. This explains his emphasis, 

like al-Husri before him, on other venues through which his ideas could have more 

potential to be nourished, nurtured, analyzed, and critiqued.  

Towards the end of the book, in a postscript titled “The Crisis of the Ba‘ath in 

Syria, 1965-1966”, ‘Aflaq makes a comment that captures what I have been trying to 

substantiate in this section by stating that the harshest torment any thinker can experience 

is: when a human being who has faithfully adhered to and striven for these principles [the 

Ba‘ath principles] sees the vile distortion of his ideas and principles to the degree that he 

may almost deny that this is his party and that this is his movement (ibid.:191). Here we 

are reminded of the same thing that was done to Karl Marx’s ideas, resulting in a similar 

statement, particularly in reference to the French communists of the late 1870s, when 

Marx famously wrote: “all I know is that I am not a Marxist” to distance himself from the 

opportunists who claimed his ideas and distorted them for their own benefit and personal 

gains (Marx 1968). ‘Aflaq’s statement in this regard was likely inspired by Marx’s 

words.  

‘Aflaq’s criticism of the ruling party went so far as casting his doubts even on the 

then recent moves to nationalize Iraq’s resources from foreign oil companies about which 

he stated: “we were optimistic about the results, but not about the intentions” (‘Aflaq 

1971: 193). This statement targets the elites in power potentially using these natural 
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resources for their own benefit and interests rather than sharing the wealth with the 

people. He also reminds us that when the mottos and rhetoric from both the right and the 

left were first presented in the early days of the revolution, they were presented primarily 

for “opportunistic reasons” when many promoters from both the military the civil 

sections of the revolution used these ideals as a pretext to gain power. Such people, 

‘Aflaq states, wanted to hijack the party, especially after it came into power and made it 

possible for many to get access to privileges and positons (ibid.: 226).  

Yet it is impossible to separate academics and academia from power relations. 

The two are like Siamese twins. This is precisely what we learn from the trajectory of the 

lives of Iraqi academics during the Ba‘ath era, under occupation, and in exile and internal 

displacement. After all, the exile of these academics is a product of changing power 

relations and shifting political alliances. These changes necessarily reshape and 

reconfigure the role of academics and their place in society. They determine who gets to 

live and who gets to die, who gets to stay and who is forced out.  

It is against this background and these beginnings that we need to 

anthropologically understand and analyze the lives of the exiled Iraqi academics in 

contemporary Iraq. In many ways, the complexity of the relationship between academics 

and power resembles Alexandre Dumas’s line: “The difference between treason and 

patriotism is only a matter of dates” (Dumas 2003: 293). The implication of Dumas’s 

words become more intense and more violent as individuals in institutions exist in places 

marked by continuous violence, wars, and sudden and unexpected changes in power 

relations. Conditions that can turn them over night from people who had effective roles in 
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the society into outcasts that are running for their lives, or existing with little or no 

dignity. It creates a situation in which academics struggle to exist not because of any 

protections offered to them by power and state, but despite all the minefields over which 

they must tread on a daily basis to survive. 

Contextualizing the Iraqi Ba‘ath Period 

The key point to bear in mind in the next two chapters in this part of the project is that the 

three and a half decades of the Ba‘ath years were not static on the lives of the Iraqi 

people. The upheavals that took place during these years were not primarily the work of 

the Ba‘ath regime, but rather a combination of the regime, the war with Iran, the First 

Gulf War, the UNSC sanctions, which all ended with the 2003 occupation. Therefore, 

understanding academics’ struggles and relations with power is multilayered rather than 

academics simply dealing with one “authoritarian” ruling party.  

Many scholars writing about the Ba‘ath era in Iraq agree that one of the party’s 

main objectives was to create a “new Iraqi man” and a “new society”( Davis 2005:148; 

Sassoon 2012:62). Some scholars have argued that this objective was to be accomplished 

through a massive project of “rewriting history” (Davis 2005:148). and special 

educational and cultural programs (Baram 1991). Eric Davis’s book, Memories of State, a 

widely cited scholarly source, provides detailed analyses on how the Iraqi Ba‘ath 

engineered the state, institutions, culture, and intellectual life during its 35 years in 

power. Davis argues that the Ba‘athist regime evolved through a number of phases. The 

first one (1968-1973), “was characterized by a belligerent anti-imperialist and anti-
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Zionist rhetoric, support for Arab unity, and overtures to the Iraqi Communist Party to 

form a united front” (Davis 2005:153). The second phase started shortly after the 

successful 1972 nationalization of the Iraq Petroleum Company and continued all the way 

until the end of the Iran-Iraq war in 1988. During this time, and despite the war, “there 

was a slight opening of cultural expression during the early 1980s, during which some 

nongovernmental presses were allowed to function and publish material that had 

previously been forbidden” (ibid.:154). The third phase, according to Davis, started at the 

end of 1988 during which the credibility of the regime started to be challenged: 

“Economic pressures caused by falling oil prices and war debts fueled public discontent 

at the regime’s inability to enact the new policies that it had promised would follow the 

war’s end” (ibid.). While there is more nuance and complexity to the way Davis describes 

the sequence of these phases, they are useful to map out the trajectory of the lives of Iraqi 

academics during the Ba‘ath years. 

Davis provides useful insights on the Iraqi cultural and intellectual life of the 

recent history of the Iraqi state. According to him, nearly all cultural, intellectual, and 

scholarly production of that period was “state-sponsored” (ibid.:170). Davis divides the 

intellectual production in Iraq during the Ba‘ath era into three main categories: first, what 

he calls the “ideological tracts, such as speeches and essays by Saddam and works by 

Ba‘thist thinkers such as Michel ‘Aflaq, Ilyas Farah, Shibli al-‘Aysami, and Fadil Barak, 

to name a few” (ibid.). This category was addressed in detail earlier in this chapter. The 

second category is one that “encompassed works explicitly designed to use culture to 
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promote the state’s political and ideological objectives” (ibid.). The third category 

included “intellectuals who produced scholarly works” (ibid.).  

When writing about knowledge production during the Ba‘ath era, Davis suggests: 

“To argue that all state-sponsored publications during the Ba‘thist rule were ideologically 

biased and instrumental is simplistic and shortchanges much serious scholarship” 

(ibid.:212). By surveying a wide selection of academic texts, publications, and different 

types of scholarly productions during that period, Davis concludes that the Ba‘athist 

attempts to influence society were less successful in scholarly works and it “seems to 

have only superficially entered the educational curriculum at the secondary school level” 

(ibid.:224). These conclusions are significant for this project, because they shed light on 

the role of Iraqi academics in negotiating with the ruling party to shape their own society. 

They deepen our understanding of that period, the scholarship that deals with Iraqi 

society of that time, and the real consequences of the post-2003 occupation on Iraqi 

academics and society. Likewise, as Davis notes at the end of his survey of Iraqi 

knowledge production under the Ba‘ath, especially texts produced by academics, that 

such surveying should “underscore the always open-ended quality and intellectual 

ambiguity of state efforts to impose hegemonic thinking…it should also serve as an 

antidote to notions such as the ‘republic of fear’ or the ‘silence of the intellectuals’” 

(ibid.:225-6). These conclusions are significant considering, as some scholars have 

pointed out, that there is no doubt that a “large number of talented and educated Iraqis 

played a major part in maintaining the country and the system in spite of the widespread 

destruction of the First Gulf War” (Sassoon 2012:277). 
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As such, it is hardly surprising that the Ba‘ath era had different meanings for 

Iraqis from all walks of life, depending on the decade examined, the individuals we talk 

to; their class, political, religious, and sectarian affiliations; their relationships and ties 

with the ruling party, and many other factors. Individuals’ reactions also vary based on 

the internal and external circumstances of the country that made the party and the ruling 

elite making certain decisions, based on what was happening on the ground. During the 

1970s, for example, the Ba‘ath started putting many of its visions, reforms, and plans into 

action after it took power in 1968. This explains why this was a “golden decade” in 

which many Iraqis found themselves involved in a huge project of building a new state, 

institutions, society, and indeed producing new types of Iraqi citizens and identity.  

The stories of Iraqi academics in the next two chapters show that, creating a “new 

citizen” and a “new society” was not simply a rhetoric trumpeted by the Ba‘ath. Many 

Iraqi people genuinely participated and believed in the need for such a plan to undo the 

damage of centuries of colonial rule in their country. Taking back national resources, 

especially the nationalization of oil from exploitative foreign companies in the 1970s, 

significantly increased the state’s budget allowing more revenues to be allocated for vital 

public services. These changes were reflected in education. For example, Iraq’s efforts to 

reduce illiteracy through the “National Campaign for the Eradication of Illiteracy” was so 

successful that Iraq was awarded the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO) prize for eradicating illiteracy in 1982.12 Iraqi higher education 

                                                           
12 See list the history of UNESCO’s International Literacy Prizes, UNESCO, available at: 

http://www.unesco.org/new/en/education/themes/education-building-blocks/literacy/literacy-

prizes/history/.  

http://www.unesco.org/new/en/education/themes/education-building-blocks/literacy/literacy-prizes/history/
http://www.unesco.org/new/en/education/themes/education-building-blocks/literacy/literacy-prizes/history/
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institutions became among the best in the Middle East attracting huge numbers of Arab 

and foreign students. 

At the same time, given the Ba‘ath’s animosity towards and competition with 

what had traditionally been one of its biggest political rivals, the Iraqi Communist Party 

(ICP), the Iraqi academics who were affiliated or had sympathies to the ICP have 

different experiences during this era. Many ICP members were subject directly and 

indirectly to persecution, demotion, and imprisonment, depending on the scale of their 

political activities. Some were coopted. Others were forced into exile.  

The decade of the 1980s for many Iraqis in the academy was a continuation of 

flourishing in many walks of life, despite the war with Iran. And yet some interlocutors in 

this project also consider it as the beginning of the real deterioration of the Iraqi higher 

education. This is because it was during this time when the state started redirecting its 

resources to fighting the depleting eight years of war with Iran, which was at the expense 

of resources that would otherwise be allocated for vital sectors like health and education. 

This is not to mention the hundreds of thousands of lost lives in that war. It is a common 

phrase in Iraq that “almost every Iraqi individual has lost a loved one in the war with 

Iran.” Still, one of the unintended consequences of that war was that Iraqi women from 

different professions, including academics, found this as an important decade in which 

the state had a serious shortage of professionals in most institutions. This opened 

countless opportunities for Iraqi women to take an active role in every sector in the 

society. The war strengthened their negotiating powers with the state. In 1979 there were 

only 4 universities nationwide and by the time of the 2003 occupation there was at least 
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one university in each of the 19 Iraqi governorates. The structure of the Iraqi educational 

system was so strong that it allowed Iraqi students to be competitive at an international 

level.13 

The 1990s, particularly following the Kuwait invasion and the First Gulf war, is 

considered by most interlocutors in this research as the most devastating decade. This is 

mainly attributed to the harshest economic sanctions ever imposed on a nation by the 

“international community” in modern history, forcing many academics and professionals 

to find ways to leave the country. The state prohibited academics and professionals from 

leaving the country to combat brain drain, which created a situation in which academics 

were caught between the restrictions of the internal regime and the inhumane blockade of 

the international community. Still, many found ways to leave in search of jobs in other 

Arab or western countries. Once again, besides the loss of hundreds of thousands of Iraqi 

lives, the UN sanctions also caused an irreparable damage to Iraqi society. What is 

important about the sanctions period, as detailed in chapter three, is that many academics 

I have worked with saw these sanctions as a tactic used by the occupiers to pave the way 

for weakening and later invading Iraq rather than blame it solely on the Ba‘ath regime or 

Saddam Hussein alone. One academic puts it this way: “They thought a hungry nation 

would receive the occupation with cheers and flowers!”  

 

                                                           
13 For a good source that provides detailed information and analyses of the structure of the Iraqi educational 

system, see James Frey, “A Study of the Educational System of Iraq and a Guide to the Academic 

Placement of Students in Educational Institutions of the United States,” (Washington DC, American 

Association of Collegiate Registrars and Admissions Officers, 1988). 
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Chapter Two  

 

The Ba‘ath Era: Iraqi Academics Looking Back 

Communist Academics and the Ba‘ath 

I first learned about the complexity of the struggle of Iraqi academics who were in the 

Iraqi Communist Party (ICP) when I was doing fieldwork in London in the summer of 

2013. The first accounts on this issue came from an academic couple, Sameer and Siham, 

a husband and a wife, whom I met in the early days of my research. Sameer and Siham 

weren’t communists, but their long experience in Iraqi higher education provided them 

with unique insights into how communist academics struggled during the Ba‘ath years. 

Based on their testimonies, I decided to seek more connections with other 

communist/leftist Iraqi academics to better understand the constrained relationship 

between the Ba‘ath and academics from its biggest rival party, the ICP. I started making 

connections with some Iraqi academics through the Council for Assisting Refugee 

Academics (CARA) and the Iraqi Cultural Center in London. Over time, I was introduced 

to other academics who left Iraq at different times because of the persecution they faced 

for their political affiliations. In some cases, there were individuals who suffered simply 

because their spouses or other members of their families had such affiliations. 

As I started connecting with more Iraqi communists and leftists in London and 

others who still live in Baghdad, three specific patterns emerged from their stories. First, 

with most, there was a clear pattern of fiercely resisting power—the Ba‘ath in this 

context—fearlessly and uncompromisingly. The second pattern shows how the Ba‘ath 
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attempted to win over communist and Islamist academics who posed a threat to its 

agenda of nation-building by transferring them from education and higher education jobs 

into other industries and sectors to limit their ability of spreading communist or Islamist 

ideas in the classroom. The third pattern is related to how those who managed to leave 

Iraq were not totally immune from surveillance by Ba‘athists even abroad. This, many 

explained, was because of the Cold War era between the West and the Soviet Union. The 

result of that was that even Western countries, who were at good terms with the Iraqi 

state in the 1970s and 1980s, turned a blind eye to some surveillance practices conducted 

by Ba‘athists in foreign countries like the UK.  

** 

It was a beautiful summer day in London, in June of 2013. But the pleasant 

weather didn’t correspond with the tiresome attempts I had made to arrange for a few 

interviews with Iraqi academics there, to get to know more about their experiences both 

inside Iraq and in exile. Many of them are still haunted by fear and distrust from the long 

years of war and exile. For them, any reminders of that past were difficult, if not outright 

traumatic. I was already late for my first interview in one of London’s top universities to 

meet with a renowned Iraqi professor of political science, Sameer J., who agreed to share 

with me his lifelong experiences in teaching and higher education administration in 

Baghdad. Sameer looked in his mid to late 60s, dressed professionally, and reminded me 

of my professors at the University of Baghdad during my undergraduate years. Stress was 

apparent on my face upon arriving at his “office”, which was a modest cubicle in an open 

space incommensurate with his previous lifelong achievements in Iraq.  
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After the sincere apologies about my confusion with the London bus routes, we 

started chatting about my research and his participation. Sameer made it clear from the 

outset that he had agreed to meet with me, because he recognized my name as an Iraqi 

Christian: “Iraqi Christians are decent people, and I trust that you will not distort or 

misrepresent anything I share with you.” This statement may seem as a naïve 

generalization to an outsider, but many Iraqis view the minority Christians in the country 

as trustworthy people. Despite the modest cubicle provided to Sameer at the department 

where he worked as a part-timer teaching a few courses as a lecturer, and volunteering to 

support the research of Middle East scholars in his discipline of political science, it did 

not take long to realize that I was in conversation with an important scholar educated 

both in Iraq and the UK, who had published extensively in his field, and had held high-

level academic positions at the University of Baghdad for over 30 years. Now his life was 

reduced to a cubicle and teaching classes on a part-time basis.  

During that summer in London, Sameer and I had multiple meetings and long 

conversations in his office and later in his house. Sameer was never a communist or a 

leftist, but he started first by discussing the 1970s period during which the Iraqi 

government started sending many students on fellowships and scholarships to create 

“Iraqi expertise”. Most academics I met viewed these fellowships as one of the most 

important steps taken by the Iraqi state to create Iraqi expertise in higher education and in 

other fields. In the late 1970s, Sameer told me, many students returned from Europe and 

the U.S. with doctoral degrees, experiences, and knowledge in different fields essential 

for “building the nation and society”. These scholars started new PhD programs in 
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various public Iraqi universities to decrease reliance on foreign know-how, and to create 

“new citizens” able to “build Iraq with Iraqi hands”. In fact, many academics agreed that, 

if it weren’t for these Iraqi experts, they would have never been able to recover from and 

rebuild a destroyed Iraq after the First Gulf War in 1991. This, to them, was strong 

evidence to support the critical role academics play in any society, because they train 

everyone else to build the society. Sameer was one of these people, “though I paid for my 

education abroad from my own pocket.” Reminding me that he didn’t benefit from the 

Iraqi state fellowships at that time, implying that, if there were any compromises attached 

to state fellowships, he didn’t have to submit to them. 

Sameer discussed the fact that the full state support for Iraqi academics did not 

always go smoothly, because some of these scholars “took different political routes and 

ideologies” that were opposed to the Ba‘ath thought and project. Particularly troubling 

for the regime at that time were the communists who also called themselves “leftists”. 

Such academics, once detected, were not killed or even imprisoned. Rather, they were 

“punished” by “transferring them to non-academic jobs, where they still maintained a 

comfortable life, but were no longer able to spread their ideological vision to students in 

classrooms.” However, Sameer stated that despite some “foolish steps”, the Ba‘ath 

continued to support good research and “objective knowledge and academic analysis” in 

many other ways and in most academic fields. Further, the regime “did not insert its own 

ideologies in the topics taught at the political science department” where he taught for 

many years, save in one course called a-thaqafa al-qawmiya [National Culture]. This 

topic was taught at every department across all universities nationwide. The course was 
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designed to introduce the history of Iraq and the vision, knowledge, and teachings of the 

Ba‘ath to all students, regardless of their disciplines. Another “foolish step” they took in 

the 1990s, which, according to him and other interlocutors I met, affected the quality of 

research, was introducing a special committee called “The Committee of Intellectual 

Soundness”, to monitor the “quality of PhD dissertations prior to final approval by 

faculty.” The job of this committee in reality was to “make sure that dissertations did not 

contain anything opposed to the ruling party.” However, he added, “one cannot blame 

them for doing that, considering that problems of loyalty to parties and other groups have 

worsened many folds following the 2003 invasion of Iraq.  Nowadays, students can’t 

even slightly critique any of the many political and religious parties that mushroomed 

following the occupation of the country.” In other words, for Sameer, the acts of the 

Ba‘ath in this regard fade away when compared to those committed by politicians and 

sectarian militias in power after 2003. This view was commonly expressed by many. 

As for how the Ba‘ath dealt with communist or leftist academics, Sameer said:  

They [the Ba‘athists] transferred the far-left people and suspected 

communists outside of academia. Although they placed them at good 

positions still, but they were not academics anymore…the government felt 

the communists…to be a threat to the party’s ambitions…Same thing was 

done to Islamists (both Sunni and Shi’a), for both of these were seen as a 

threat to the regime and so were transferred to other non-academic posts.  

Because Sameer was not a communist or Islamist, he provided many insights on other 

pros and cons of Iraqi academia during the Ba‘ath era which will be discussed later. On 

the day of our final meeting in his house, as he was driving me back to the tube station 

near his home in the outskirts of London, he took a deep breath, sighed, and said:  
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I actually got an academic job offer as soon as I obtained my PhD here in 

Britain back in 1970. I could’ve easily stayed here permanently, but I 

decided to return to serve my country, and perhaps it was a mistake on my 

part. I haven’t known a day of peace ever since. In 2008, due the horrific 

consequences of the occupation, I finally had to decide that it was time 

leave. 

Sameer said this with a tone filled with an ambivalence similar to what I sensed 

throughout our meetings about the pros and cons of the Ba‘ath era and how all the latter’s 

misdeeds can easily fade away in comparison to the occupation and its consequences 

after 2003.  

Sameer’s wife, Siham S., is also a researcher and an academic specializing in 

international relations, who had researched and taught in Iraq, Ireland, and the UK. She 

writes books that focus on gender and politics. The couple live in a medium-sized 

apartment, furnished with Middle Eastern style furniture, paintings, with two bookcases 

stacked with English and Arabic books in the living room, mostly related to their field of 

political science. In her early 40s, Siham was dressed formally in preparation for our 

meeting. She half-jokingly told me, “You are the first work-related person to enter this 

apartment since we moved from Baghdad to London. He usually never brings home any 

work-related matters, including people. Have you cast a spell on him?” I smiled and said 

that I was grateful they both had agreed to share their experiences with me. Siham went 

to the kitchen for a few minutes to make tea. Meanwhile, Sameer, looking out the 

window of the living room said: “I think this research is important, but I would like to 

caution you that you may face some serious difficulties, especially in the U.S., for dealing 

with something related to the Ba‘ath era. They are still unwilling to hear about the 

deception and distortion that led to the Iraq war. Even their best academic institutions are 
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not immune to this.” I nodded and said that I was willing to keep working on the project, 

regardless of the consequences. Siham returned with three cups of tea with cardamom 

and some Kulaija [traditional Iraqi pastries], and we started a long conversation about her 

experience researching and teaching at the University of Baghdad, before and after 2003.  

Siham shared that prior to 2003 most of her work was research-related, because 

she was still a master’s student at the time. She only started teaching in 2005, after 

obtaining her PhD in Political Science from the University of Baghdad. During our 

conversation, she talked about the classroom and how Iraqi academics dealt with teaching 

other thoughts, ideologies, and ideas under the Ba‘ath system. I asked Siham about 

teaching politically charged subjects and about “freedom of expression” in the classroom. 

One of the first examples she provided was how professors and students were 

accustomed to discussing critical questions, but often without connecting them to the 

present or to the Iraqi case to avoid controversy. For example, she noted, they critiqued 

Marxism without connecting that critique to Ba‘ath’s socialism. Likewise, when 

communism was discussed in class, it was discussed in a historical context in the Soviet 

Union or the Eastern European bloc, without alluding to how the Ba‘ath dealt with Iraqi 

communists once it came to power. In other words, despite being critical in many ways, 

academics and students also had to avoid some elephants in the room that might draw 

attention to the connection between what is inside a text and what is on the ground. This 

insight was echoed by many academics as we shall see in other cases later.  

** 
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To meet more exiled academics in London, I was advised to pay regular visits to the Iraqi 

Cultural Center in London, where many academics and intellectuals, including poets and 

writers, meet for various activities. On my first visit to the Center I saw a big group of 

Iraqi academics and intellectuals who were there for a poetry reading night. The 

discussant of the event was Farah S., a communist academic with a sad and compelling 

story. Farah holds degrees in English literature and translation from Baghdad and 

London. She is also a playwright who wrote plays and taught drama in Iraq in the 1970s. 

Her problems with the Ba‘ath, she told me, started in 1977 when she taught one of her 

plays in the classroom which was critical of the party. She was “harassed” in her 

department and transferred multiple times to different places and cities to make life 

difficult for her. After quitting teaching for some time and working at the Iraqi Airlines, 

Farah couldn’t flourish there because her passion was in teaching drama and writing 

plays.  

After winning a national award for one of her plays, she returned to teaching at 

which time she was transferred to teach in one of Baghdad’s poorest neighborhoods. In 

her new department, the chair was “very Ba‘athist” and she was asked repeatedly to join 

the party, “I refused because I wanted to maintain my creativity and independence.” 

Farah then recalled her teaching days in the 70s, “I realized later that they had been 

recording some of my lectures to make sure that I started every lesson with praising the 

party. Very Big Brother stuff. Later, along with three other female academics, we were 

approached by some men from the intelligence service. We were dragged by our hair and 
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kicked out of the building.” In the case of Farah, she said it was because of her husband’s 

anti-Ba‘ath political activities.  

Although Farah told me she wasn’t a communist, her husband was and she was 

actually “paying the price” for his politics and anti-Ba‘ath activities. Initially, they chased 

her husband who had to hide in farms and later was aided by some shepherds to leave 

Iraq for Syria. Once he left, they started chasing her. In 1979 Farah decided to join her 

husband in Syria. At that time, anyone whose occupation on the passport said “academic” 

or “educator” was banned from leaving the country to prevent brain drain. In fact, this 

ban continued and became even tighter during the UN embargo years. It was only in mid-

1990s that it was slightly relaxed to allow some academics to leave for economic reasons, 

though one had to have strong connections to be able to leave. Farah, like many who 

wanted to leave during those years, had to change the occupation on her passport from 

“academic” to a “housewife”. For males, many changed it from “academic” to “freelance 

worker”. In 1979 Farah left for Syria where a long journey of many years of suffering 

was awaiting them. 

In Syria, she found that her husband had joined the Palestinian Liberation 

Organization (PLO). The PLO “helped the Iraqi opposition a lot in those days,” she 

noted. Farah’s story is one of many that shows fierce resistance of Iraqi communists 

against the Ba‘ath. After spending some time in Syria, Farah and her husband had to 

leave once again for Lebanon, despite the then ongoing civil war there: 

I was given a Palestinian ID to cross the border to Lebanon under a 

different identity. In Beirut, the situation was quite harsh. I was told about 
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the possibility of working as a teacher at a refugee camp in Baʿalbek 

through the United Nations Relief and Works Agency [UNRWA]...We 

stayed there for a year. The manager of the camp was a Palestinian who 

had lived in Iraq, so he was sympathetic...After that, I was told about 

teaching opportunities in Algeria, but I did not have my transcripts 

because they never gave them to educated Iraqis leaving the country at 

that time. We went to Algeria anyway, without any documents. Life there 

was also extremely hard, they did not even give hotel rooms to Iraqis. 

Along with other Iraqi communists escaping from the Ba‘ath, Farah and her husband had 

to endure extreme hardships to survive in Algeria in those days, “Many people slept and 

bathed in public bathrooms because they didn’t have any other place. We, like many 

other Iraqis, slept in parks.” There, she tried to support herself by teaching, but was 

unable to do so since she didn’t have her transcripts to prove her qualifications. However, 

after multiple visits to the Ministry of Education in the city of Algiers, Farah was hired to 

teach: 

I was eventually hired despite not having my transcripts. They just trusted 

me. I worked as a teacher in a high school. We lived with a family of a 

well-known poet…We then moved to a small and modest hotel, with little 

or no amenities. Even after I was hired, I had no money, because I did not 

get paid for the first few months. Life was so hard in that overcrowded 

hotel. They had even rented the tub. The place was extremely cold in 

winter. My mother visited us in Algeria. She brought us clothes, blankets, 

and some food from Iraq. Later, the Ministry of Education gave us a small 

apartment, but with no amenities whatsoever. We all slept in one bed.  

In Algeria, Farah had her two children, but soon after, her husband was arrested for doing 

illegal work to earn extra cash. They were once again deported back to Syria. They were 

back to square one. After multiple failed attempts to make a living in Syria, and with no 

hope of returning to Iraq, Farah and her family moved to Yemen where she got a teaching 

post in a remote part of the country: 
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We went to a tiny village in Yemen. There were more goats there than 

people…People, however, were so friendly, though the place was 

unbearably backward. Yemen then also had some political upheavals and 

we had to live through that. I taught there. I always taught English 

language, plays, and theatre because that was my passion. Then I saw that 

my children were getting older with limited imagination because of where 

we were living. My son’s wish was to have a thick heel so he could step 

on a lit cigarette and not feel burnt. Imagine what environment can do to 

our imagination, wishes, and dreams. He started drawing scorpions, 

snakes, and spiders. We lived this life for six years…More political 

upheavals followed in Yemen, so we could not stay longer…I went to the 

UK Embassy in Yemen and asked for a visa to study English in the UK 

and, to my surprise, was granted a visa! We came to the UK in 1991 and 

life those days was better for the newly arrived immigrants. We applied 

for asylum within a week and were accepted as political asylees. 

Farah then went back in time once again to remember how Ba‘athists treated many other 

leftist and communist academics she knew, who were less active and troubling to the 

system than her husband was. Her narrative fits with what Sameer J. said earlier. She said 

that the “Ba‘athification” of education and of other institutions was an important goal for 

the party, which in this case meant following the party’s core goals of achieving “unity, 

freedom, and socialism” for Iraq and the Arab world. Farah added that she is half Sunni 

and half Shi‘a, and so her struggle during that time was for political rather than sectarian 

reasons. Like many, she emphasized that it was not one’s sect or religion that mattered 

under the secular Ba‘ath regime. What mattered was whether one was with or against the 

party: “The notion that Sunnis ruled under the Ba’ath is a myth. I know many well-

known Sunni families who opposed the party and who paid a high price,” she added. 

In another meeting, Farah and I had a nice walk in one of London’s parks near 

Kentish Town. We then decided to sit down at a table to have a cup of tea. A few minutes 

of silence followed. The sunset was at once beautiful and sad. As she started sipping at 
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her tea, I could see so much depth and sorrow in her amber-colored eyes that the Arabic 

kohl (eyeliner) further amplified and made visible. There were so many stories and events 

stored in her eyes. Looking at her, one could see that her eyes had seen so much, they had 

shed many tears, and perhaps are withholding many more stubborn tears of dignity. Farah 

talked about her love for Iraq and about missing home. When I asked her how she could 

miss Iraq after all she had gone through, she said, “I suffered from the political 

atmosphere, not cultural, social, or any other atmosphere in Iraq. This is why I will 

always love it and miss it.” I then asked, after all these years of struggle and exile, how 

she defines “home”? She said, she will tell a real story to make the point: 

You know how overwhelmingly rejuvenating the scent of Iraqi roses is? I 

have never smelt any roses like Iraqi roses. Ever. I always missed them 

here in London. When my sister died, I went to Iraq in 2003 to attend her 

funeral. I took a quick visit to my late mother’s old house now occupied 

by other family members. I saw lots of roses in her garden. I decided to 

cut a few branches to bring them and plant them here in London to remind 

me of home. I hid them well and managed to get them past security points 

in airports. I planted them in my garden here. When they bloomed, to my 

disappointment, they still didn’t have that strong scent. They smelt like 

any British-grown roses. This is ‘home’, my dear Louis.  

When she finished, I told her this is such a touching and deep story and that if she doesn’t 

turn it into a poem, I would. She promised she would write the story and she did. I was so 

pleased to see her story published in a far-left magazine after a few months from our 

meeting. Farah continues to be politically and culturally active in London. She continues 

to write in Arabic for progressive left-leaning magazines and journals. She still 

participates in all types of literary and intellectual events related to the Iraqi diaspora in 

London. In one of our conversations, referring to the resistance of many Iraqi 
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communists to the Ba‘ath, she emphasized that Iraqis have always resisted injustice in 

one way or another and they didn’t need anyone to do it on their behalf. 

** 

The story of Yousif N. is another telling story that captures how academics can find 

themselves facing multiple regimes of power at once. It shows how communist 

academics who left Iraq were still not fully safe abroad, given the fact that the Ba‘ath and 

the Western regimes saw communism as a threat during the Cold War era. Yousif was on 

a promising academic path in nuclear science and had worked at the Nuclear Institute in 

Baghdad from 1969 to 1975. In 1975 he was accepted to pursue his postgraduate studies 

in applied nuclear physics in the UK. It was during his time there that his trouble with the 

Ba‘ath started and resulted in cutting his academic and professional career in Iraq short. I 

first met him at a picnic with a group of leftist Iraqi academics in someone’s house in the 

outskirts of London. Yousif started narrating his story by touching on the academic and 

scientific rigor that existed in Iraq in the 1970s, but also how he thought these were 

undermined and compromised gradually. Yousif came to the UK in 1977 to study applied 

radiation on a fellowship funded by the Nuclear Institute in Baghdad. In 1980, while still 

in the UK, his passport was seized by the Iraqi Embassy.  

According to him, his trouble began when he started becoming more active with a 

group of leftist Iraqi students in the UK who “voiced their dissatisfaction with how the 

Ba‘ath had started suffocating certain freedoms.” It was then when he suddenly became 

without a passport. According to him, things were smooth up to the mid-1970s, but then 
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the party became more aggressive and higher education became more politicized. For 

example, he stated, “many students who got scholarships from the government were 

Ba‘athists.” This statement has been debated or outright negated by other interlocutors as 

we will see later. However, if true, it means that Yousif, too, was a Ba‘athist because he 

was sent on a fellowship. Or, and this is more likely the case, he had to simply join the 

lower ranks of the party just as a formality. Either way, Yousif’s political choices once in 

the UK were costly. Upon seizing his passport, the Embassy asked him to return to 

Baghdad immediately, but, he realized that returning could “cost me my life.” In 1980, 

Yousif wasn’t only suddenly without a passport, he was also assaulted by Ba‘athists in 

the UK twice: 

I used to see cars waiting for me next to my accommodation. I would see 

the cars and return to the labs to avoid the situation. This was 

psychologically harmful. The UK government wouldn’t take adequate 

action against such threats because they were on good terms with 

Saddam’s regime at the time. All of these things delayed my studies, 

although my name as a scientist was already established. All of this made 

life hard…I lived a very difficult life until I was forced by the UK 

government to apply for asylum in 1984. 

There are two revealing things in Yousif’s narrative: first, we see how far the Ba‘ath went 

in chasing and persecuting dissident communists, or those Iraqis who appeared to pose a 

political and ideological threat to the system. This was more actively pursued against 

those who were vocal in expressing their opposition.  

Second, it reveals how even being on a foreign soil in a western country like the 

UK was no guarantee for Iraqi communists. This revelation is confirmed by the 

Palestinian writer and journalist, Said Aburish, whose previous firsthand experience with 
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arms dealing in the Middle East led him to write several important books on the dirty 

deals between the West and the Arab elite. Aburish wrote, “Even Saddam was allowed to 

murder in the middle of London when his government was following policies friendly to 

the West” (Aburish 1997: 367). Sassoon’s analysis of the Ba‘ath documents also shows 

that the “activities of the Student Union, another organ dominated by the party, illustrate 

how the Ba‘th attempted to control students’ activities not only in Iraq but also when they 

were studying abroad” (Sassoon 2012: 272).  Sassoon cites a report by the Scottish Union 

of Students from the University of Strathclyde that accused the Iraqi Student Union of 

“harassing Iraqi students who opposed the regime and even of using physical violence to 

intimidate them” (ibid.:273).  

Yet there are other explanations as to why the Ba‘ath monitored its scientists 

abroad beyond reasons related to political dissent or opposition to the party. For example, 

scholars have pointed out that Saddam was “always in awe of scientists, because of his 

belief in their vital contribution to building a strong modern Iraq, scientists were 

continually honored and rewarded by the party” (ibid.:78). Yet “honoring” and 

“protecting” scientists took a different turn when the “Israeli air force had destroyed 

Iraq’s initial nuclear reactor, Osiris, in 1981 and had assassinated some of the scientists 

who were considered part of Iraq’s nuclear weapon’s program” (Davis 2005:198). This 

led the Iraqi state to be extra cautious by further surveilling its scientist academics, 

particularly scientists studying physics or biology abroad. This further complicated the 

relationship between academics in the scientific fields and the power under which they 

were operating. 
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This point was further confirmed to me in October 2015, when I met with Iftikhar 

A., an internally displaced academic currently residing and teaching in Iraqi Kurdistan. 

Iftikhar holds advanced degrees in physics from Iraq and the U.S. Iftikhar first recalled 

her beautiful days in the U.S. between the end of 1970s and early 1980s, where she was 

on a fellowship doing her PhD in physics:  

At that time, there were no anti-Islam sentiments as they now have in the 

U.S. People there were even nicer than Iraqi people. I loved every minute I 

spent in America…They admired Iraqi people and the standards of our 

education...They also thought of Iraqis as open-minded and smart people. 

They didn’t think of us as they think of Saudis. I wasn’t veiled in those 

days as I am now. I remember one American professor who mocked 

Iranian women and told me ‘imagine, if you were totally covered like 

them!’ This was the time of the Iranian Revolution. 

Iftikhar’s narrative sheds light on how alliances, and consequently discourse on a group 

of people, shift depending on politics. It shows how the friends of yesterday suddenly 

turn into the enemies of today. In fact, it also sheds light on Islamophobia that existed in 

the U.S. during the 1970s against the Iranians for political reasons related to the 

overthrow of the Western-friendly Shah government by the Islamic Revolution in 1979.  

Upon her return to Iraq, after obtaining her PhD, Iftikhar worked as a researcher 

for many years at the Iraqi Atomic Organization. Remembering those years, she said: 

We didn’t work on a nuclear bomb…We only did research on certain 

aspects of nuclear energy. However, our research was secret because they 

didn’t want the scientific information to be stolen. When the place [Iraqi 

Atomic Organization] was bombed in 1991, one missile fell on my 

office…We were part of the reactor that was installed by France in 1981. 

We were extremely advanced scientifically. I didn’t even feel the 

transition from the U.S. to Baghdad. 
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Given the nature of her experience under the Ba‘ath, I wanted to better understand how 

Iftikhar felt about doing research at such a sensitive place. To this she responded: 

The Ba‘ath didn’t interfere in our work and scientific research. People 

were treated very well. The state appreciated good expertise and good 

research. They cared about merit and qualifications more than anything 

else. However, when sending scientists abroad for workshops, further 

education, trainings, buying resources and machines, and so on, they 

would always send someone with the scientists to ‘protect them’. 

After a short pause, she added, “we also had many women doing research there. 

Do you know why?” She carried on “for a very simple reason: they always recruited the 

top students from all scientific fields and most of these top students were usually 

women.” Iftikhar worked there until 1991 when the place was bombed during the First 

Gulf War. She vividly recalled: “In 1991, the Americans bombed us. We were sent home 

before the bombing. We didn’t have any nuclear bombs, of course, but they had to lie 

about it to destroy Iraq, because we were very advanced scientifically…They had to 

destroy us for the sake of Israel.” When I asked Iftikhar about whether one had to be a 

Ba‘athist to do the kind of research she did, she said that given the sensitive nature of 

their work and research, one had to be somehow affiliated with the party, or at least have 

no known anti-government activities: 

However, one could have gone by with a low rank in the party, which, as 

you know, was a matter of formalities only. I have also known a few 

people here and there who were independent and still managed to work 

there because their skills were in high demand. The point wasn’t to be or 

not to be in the party. The main criterion was that one wasn’t against or a 

threat to the party. With our work, they also didn’t allow people with 

foreign spouses to work there, although I have also heard about exceptions 

to this rule, so I can’t say for sure how strictly it was applied...After the 

1991 bombing, they dismantled our place and redistributed us to different 

places, most people were sent to work for Military Industries, which was 
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just a fancy name for rebuilding Iraq after it was almost totally destroyed 

by the First Gulf War…I worked there for a few years and then looked for 

an academic post to teach physics. It was hard to move from hands-on 

scientific work to just teaching. It felt like a huge gap between theory and 

practice.  

Iftikhar’s narrative shows another angle of why the Ba‘ath took extra measures to surveil 

or, in her words, “protect” its academics both inside Iraq and abroad.  

Based on these narratives, we see that the Ba‘ath, especially under Saddam 

Hussein, was particularly aggressive towards communists, Islamists, and indeed any 

parties or individuals that posed a direct political or ideological threat to the regime. But 

these stories also show that many of these academics were far from passive. They resisted 

and insisted on not compromising their intellectual and political beliefs both inside and 

outside of Iraq. Scholars have attributed the Ba‘ath’s animosity towards communists to 

the fact that the ICP remained one of the most active rivals of the Ba‘ath ideology from 

the time of ICP’s inception in 1934 until Saddam came to power in 1979. In his study of 

the history of the ICP, Johan Franzén writes that the ICP was “one of the most prominent 

and influential political parties in Iraq. At certain moments during this period, the ICP 

attracted a mass following making it arguably the largest and most important communist 

party in the Arab world” (Franzén 2011:1). Franzén also calls it the most important 

political party in Iraq that never officially held power.  

Because the Ba‘ath was a secular, non-sectarian party in its politics and ideology, 

rather than targeting any Iraqi religious, sectarian, or ethnic groups per se, the party 

primarily hunted opposition targeting the Ba‘ath regime, regardless of where and who 

was opposing, even if that opposition was from Sunnis. This is important because it 
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challenges the common misconception that Sunnis were exclusively privileged under the 

Ba‘ath. This aspect explains why academics from diverse backgrounds were affected by 

the party’s policies. It also explains why many, from diverse backgrounds, were less 

affected. It all depended on their positionality within the state, whether they actively 

posed a threat to the regime or not, and on the ways in which they negotiated the 

obstacles on the ground. Some scholars have documented the consequences of the bloody 

clashes during the early Ba‘athist coups and the Iraqi leftists and communists in the 

1950s and 1960s before the Ba‘ath ultimately seized power in 1968.1  

Other scholars have attributed the animosity to the fact that the Ba‘ath ideology 

lacked the “intellectual depth”2 the ICP had. While the Ba‘ath’s persecution of the ICP 

cannot be condoned, this analysis is oversimplified because, as I have argued in the 

previous chapter, the Ba‘ath’s ideology and philosophy is far from simplistic or lacking 

in “intellectual depth”. In fact, to assume that Marxism, born in Europe, is intellectually 

superior to other movements in the region is in itself a colonial analysis that assumes the 

superiority of ideologies and political parties born in the West to those shaped elsewhere. 

Such analysis, therefore, must be challenged. As shown in chapter one, many of the early 

visionaries of Ba‘athism started as communists or had sympathies with Marxism. They 

only abandoned it after it became clear to them that Marxism didn’t fully account for 

their struggles and problems in the Arab region.  After they felt betrayed by European 

                                                           
1 For examples of such scholarship see Franzén, Red Star over Iraq (2011), 85-127; Hanna Batatu, Old 

Social Classes (1978), 709-1073; Uriel Dann, Iraq under Qassem: A Political History, 1958-1963 (1969); 

Eric Davis, Memories of State (2005), 82-109. For good first-hand accounts of Iraqis who experienced such 

clashes with gender-focused analysis, see Nadje al-Ali, Iraqi Women (2007), 56-108. 
2See Sassoon, Saddam Hussein’s Ba‘th Party, 222; Franzén, Red Star over Iraq, pp.5-33; pp. 185-245. 
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communist parties. This was certainly the case for Michel ‘Aflaq and his intellectual 

partners in Syria.  

In the final analysis, despite the horrific experiences the communist and Islamist 

academics faced under the Ba‘ath, their accounts are extreme because they come from 

groups with a long history of strong rivalry and opposition to the Ba‘ath, and so their 

testimonies, while critical, they don’t fully represent what many other Iraqi academics in 

this research have shared when looking back at their academic experiences. The 

testimonies of the communist and leftist academics provide one important angle out of 

others. Unfortunately, much scholarship on Iraq during the Ba‘ath era tends to see it 

through the selective lenses of the oppression practiced against communism or Islamism, 

two ideologies that were competing to seize power from the Ba‘athists, as the latter group 

did after the 2003 invasion. The next section and subsequent subsections deal with other 

diverse academic voices to highlight different aspects and patterns on the relationship 

between academics and power.  

Other Academics, Other Narratives 

The upcoming sections examine other diverse groups of academics to show their different 

experiences during the Ba‘ath period, that were less intense than those of the communist 

or the Islamist rivals, but nonetheless significant in showing how academics negotiated or 

struggled the regime as well as the productive aspects of the Ba‘ath. In analyzing many 

testimonies and narratives from interlocutors, I found that most stories have a pattern 

showing certain aspects of academic life during that time, which can be grouped under: 
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curriculum, fellowships and freedom of expression; the way the political party dealt with 

religion and sectarianism; women’s rights and the gains achieved by Iraqi women; and 

the ambivalence of critiquing the Ba‘ath regime when comparing it to everything that 

happened following the 2003 occupation. What is particularly significant about these 

patterns is that many of them reemerge as serious challenges academics have deal with 

after the 2003 occupation of Iraq. For example, the way Iraqi academics worked to create 

curriculum during the Ba‘ath era is indicative of their negotiating power with the ruling 

party. Equally, the way the occupying forces attempted to change the Iraqi curriculum 

after 2003 also speaks about how these academics were stripped of important powers. 

Consequently, these aspects, addressed in order, were not only important then, but they 

also took on a different meaning after 2003 because we will see how almost each of these 

resurfaced as a major problem that ultimately stripped many academics of power and 

forced them into exile or internal displacement.  

Curriculum, Fellowships, and Freedom of Expression 

While discussing the lives of academics during the Ba‘ath era with Sameer J., cited 

earlier, he, like others, emphasized that the Ba‘ath in many ways encouraged academics 

to be critical and to teach students about different ideologies and political challenges 

around the world. For example, he stated, “our curriculum was designed to provide an in-

depth understanding of the Cold War era and the decolonization movements to rid 

countries of colonization and imperialism. These are topics taught and researched even at 

top higher education institutions in the West.” He pointed out that academics were 
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allowed a “great freedom in designing effective curriculum” to prepare well-informed 

students. For example, in 1978, when the state formed specialized committees to revise 

curriculum, the committee in their department of political science was given full freedom 

to design their own curriculum: 

We taught about every continent around the world. The Palestinian case 

was an important part of our studies. The committee at that time also put a 

special emphasis on Latin America, Africa, Arab and Islamic thought. The 

materials on the history of international relations were revised and in fact 

decolonized to go back in time and include histories prior to Europe. They 

also brought back political sociology after it was removed previously. 

Later in the 1980s, we the professors, decided to also add Public opinion 

to the curriculum. 

 Sameer’s words are confirmed by Eric Davis, a scholar and a political scientist in 

training, who writes: “In 1980, the Baghdad University Department of Political Science 

was a sophisticated academic unit with a well-developed curriculum similar to that found 

in Western universities” (Davis 2005:221). Through analyzing university curriculum 

during his time in Iraq, Davis writes: “Of interest in terms of the presentation of its 

subject matter was a comparative politics text, al-Mushkilat al-Siyasiya fi-l-‘Alim al-

Thalith [Political Problems in the Third World], written by the chair of the Political 

Science Department, Dr. Riyad ‘Aziz Hadi” (ibid.). Davis seems to equate an “advanced 

curriculum” in terms of its similarities to Western education, which is a colonial way of 

evaluating other academic systems. Nevertheless, his point illustrates that Iraqi 

curriculum wasn’t only at an equal level to Western standards, but some of its best 

references were authored by Iraqi academics.  
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Davis reaches similar conclusions upon analyzing the curriculum taught at the 

Departments of Sociology and Anthropology as well as the Department of Archaeology 

in Iraqi universities in 1980s. He writes: “Thus, future archaeologists studying at 

Baghdad, Mosul, and other universities were being trained to think in ways that ran 

counter to Ba‘thist approach to history” (ibid.:223). In this case, Davis means that 

academics were not only following the Ba‘ath’s values when teaching and researching 

such topics. During the same meeting with Sameer, he told me that he shared this 

information to give me an idea about how Iraqi academics played a pivotal role in 

choosing their own academic materials and directions of teaching. Many academics, 

according to Sameer, were genuinely interested in countering the Western domination of 

knowledge production, hence the choices made in revising the curriculum. 

What is most ironic and sad for Sameer is that many academics who were on 

good terms with the former regime, “some even dedicated their dissertations to Saddam 

Hussein,” have now become “vicious critics” of the regime and have “attained high-

ranking positions in the new Iraq.” He sighed then carried on with a sad tone: “These 

people will always be around. I still feel sad about that, because they always distort 

history for their own benefit. They have no concept of morals and ethics. They are simply 

waiting to clap for the winner to turn any situation to their own advantage.” 

Sameer then talked about how the regime had strict filtering on certain educational 

institutions but its grip varied from one institution to another, from one college to 

another, depending on their function: 
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There were two colleges that only accepted academics and students who 

had to be members in the party: College of Education and College of 

Physical Education. This was because these colleges graduated students 

who would end up as teachers at primary and secondary schools all over 

the country, and so it was important to train them in ways not opposed to 

the Ba‘ath ideology. Same was true of Military and Intelligence 

academies, because their graduates would also make the core of the 

country’s national security. However, one must ask whether there is a 

country in which this is not the case, though it may be done in different 

ways. 

 It is unclear to what extent the party interfered even in the abovementioned academic 

institutions. The Iraq scholar, Sassoon, documents an interview he had with a senior Iraqi 

military officer at al-Bakir University (a military academy). The officer was responsible 

for the University in late 1980s, and later taught there as a professor of strategy and 

national defense. Sassoon writes “the officer assured me that the party did not get 

involved in setting the curriculum of this university or the military colleges, although all 

candidates had to go through ‘political guidance’ sessions” (Sassoon 2012:136). Still, in 

Sameer’s experience, the future teachers in educational institutions below the university 

level couldn’t be opposed to the party’s vision and goals.  

Given his useful insights on how the party treated communist and Islamist 

academics, I asked Sameer to speak about how certain groups like Kurds and Shi’as were 

treated in academia, he said that groups like the Kurds, for example, were not banned 

from pursuing education and higher education, but there was something called the 

“security background check” that had to be obtained to make sure that the person in 

question “had no history of actively being against the party.”  This, according to some 

academics, had to do with these groups’ oppositional and separatist activities. Sameer 

noted that minorities like Kurds were expected to change their ethnicity in their national 
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IDs from “Kurd” to “Arab”.3 This was a terrible measure taken against Kurds or any Iraqi 

minorities who wanted to name their ethnicity on their IDs. Further, “they were expected 

to bring a document proving that they were at least at the rank of nasir [supporter] in the 

party, which, frankly, was a formality only. There is no graduate from any Iraqi 

university who didn’t have to be at least a mu’ayyid [sympathizer], and this, of course is 

not to condone it, but rather, it is pointed out as a negative aspect of the party.” Here it 

must be noted that mu’ayyid [sympathizer] and nasir [supporter] were the lowest two 

ranks in the hierarchy of the Ba‘ath party and most Iraqis, including at schools and 

universities, held one or the other rank. In fact, the party considered each citizen to be a 

de facto mu’ayyid. Many academics told me that sticking to these low ranks in the party 

meant that people were not necessarily interested in politics or the party. For many, this 

was just a symbolic title to avoid institutional hurdles and bureaucracies. For those who 

wanted to get to higher up administrative positions, they had to advance in the ranks of 

the party to show their loyalty, which is why many academics who refused to go beyond 

these two symbolic ranks were not able to hold administrative positions like deans, 

provosts, and university presidents. 

However, Sameer said that when it came to academic standards, the party was 

always interested in skilled people with expertise. In many cases, they were much more 

interested in a person’s skills and knowledge than their politics, religion, sect, or 

ethnicity. The regime cared much more about skilled people contributing to the Ba‘ath’s 

project of nationalism and nation-building than other factors. For example, “when 

                                                           
3 This point also applies to Turkmen, Assyrians, and other minority ethnic groups within Iraq. 
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Saddam University4 was founded in late 1980s, it was one of the top universities in the 

country, and they wanted it to be a leading one, especially in sciences like medicine, 

engineering, pharmacology, natural sciences, and even social sciences like political 

science.” The average grades of admitted students were the highest in the country, and 

“many deans and department chairs there weren’t necessarily Ba‘athists. They were some 

of the best academic minds in the country. The University didn’t hire any academic who 

wasn’t already at the rank of a full professor…they graduated some of the best and most 

skilled students in the country based on these standards. Most of their academics had 

advanced degrees from foreign countries.”  

After talking about curriculum and minorities in academia, Sameer shared that 

teaching style in Iraqi universities was that of lecturing and it “for the most part, did not 

encourage student participation.” But, “this style is itself adopted by Iraqi academics who 

studied in foreign countries. Usually academics trained in France and Eastern European 

countries followed the lecturing style more than those trained in the UK or the U.S.” This 

shows the strong connections between different political and educational systems around 

                                                           
4 Saddam University is an Iraqi public university that was established in 1987 to be as one of Iraq’s top 

universities with high quality research, especially in the sciences. It was distinguished from other Iraqi 

universities not only by drawing some of the country’s best academics, but also by having some of the most 

advanced facilities. Unlike all Iraqi public higher education institutions funded by the Ministry of Higher 

Education, Saddam University was funded directly by Diwan a-Ri’asa [Presidential Office], which made it 

one of the best funded universities compared to other public schools in Iraq. After the 2003 occupation, its 

name was changed into al-Nahrin [The Two Rivers]. Its funding status was changed in 2007 to come under 

the Ministry of Higher Education. The University had special and rigorous admissions requirements, which 

included IQ tests. These requirements were removed after the university was put under the administration 

of the Ministry of Higher Education. Many academics and students have strongly opposed this move. 

According to the University’s website, it is a member in the unions of Arab and International universities 

and its degrees are internationally recognized by the UNESCO. The website can be accessed at: 

http://www.nahrainuniv.edu.iq/ar.  
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the world. It also shows how certain elements of education in previously colonized 

countries are adopted from Western countries. Sameer noted that their academic freedom 

wasn’t only limited to designing curriculum, but it also extended to certain discussions in 

classrooms. He said: 

The Ba‘ath was fully aware of certain academics with independent 

political views and they often approached them to consult about sensitive 

matters. They consulted them about issues that required honesty and 

straightforwardness. They would listen to their views and analyses, 

regardless of whether they would act on them in the end or not. 

These insights show an unknown side of the regime and the role of academics within it. It 

captures the dialectical relationship between the system and its academics. Consulting 

academics on state and national security matters is hardly unique to the Iraqi case. It is a 

common practice worldwide, regardless of the country’s political system or ideology. 

** 

Much of what Sameer told me in London in 2013 was reiterated in the summer of 2014 in 

Amman, when I met another academic, also from his department of political science. The 

interlocutor spoke about the Ba‘ath academic experiences and he directly mentioned 

Sameer without knowing that I already know him. Tall, handsome, well-mannered, and 

fiercely anti-occupation, Badir A. was in his early 40s, a PhD holder in political science 

who experienced Iraqi education before and after 2003. He taught in Iraq before the war 

with a master’s degree. After 2003 he went on to pursue his PhD and obtained the degree 

in 2006 under what he described as “the most difficult circumstances.”  
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 After he brought two cups of coffee for us on a beautiful summer evening in one 

of Amman’s cafés, we started a stimulating conversation about his life and political 

beliefs. When I asked him about how he had experienced academic life under the Ba‘ath, 

he said that one of the most difficult things for academics like him from that period is that 

when they highlight “the good aspects” of the academic life under the Ba‘ath, they are 

accused of being “pro-Ba‘ath” or of justifying its trespasses. He then spoke about 

“freedom of expression” noting that even though the chair of the President (Saddam 

Hussein) was a “red line” that couldn’t be crossed, it is nothing compared to the many 

“red lines” and taboos that surfaced following the occupation. Still, he added, at least 7 

academics in his department were “independent”, including Sameer. Badir made it clear 

that he is strongly opposed to any “academic red lines” whether in Iraq or elsewhere. He 

provided a compelling narrative covering “red lines” in different places, the way state 

fellowships were awarded, and the curriculum in his time: 

Last year I presented at a conference in California and it was nice that one 

could criticize Bush, Obama and everything without any red lines. But 

then, in America they have other red lines, like Zionism. I know people in 

America who lost their jobs for criticizing Zionism…We did have people 

of different politics and beliefs at our college, but they simply wouldn’t 

attack Saddam directly…Going back to my department, the dean of my 

department for two rounds whose name was Riyad ‘Aziz Hadi5 was not a 

Ba‘athist. Some people belonged to the party, but others didn’t. The claim 

that the Ba‘ath only sent people from the party on fellowships is a big 

lie...I know many people in my department who went on fellowships to 

the U.S. and the UK who weren’t Ba‘athists. Furthermore, if we speak 

about our curriculum at that time, it was universal and the subjects taught 

were similar to what was taught in many parts of the Middle East and the 

world. The theories are pretty much the same as they are in the U.S. and 

Europe. For example, everybody studied the social contract thinkers in 

                                                           
5 Also cited earlier by scholar Eric Davis, Memories of State (2005), 221. 
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depth. We studied many other parts of the world, including Third World 

politics.  

The issue of the “red lines” that cannot be crossed in different places is important. It 

reveals how different regimes of power have different written and unwritten rules about 

what “red lines” are not supposed to be crossed. The problem with the “red lines” that 

can’t be crossed becomes even more serious when the designated “red line” is precisely 

what needs to be crossed to change societies for the better. Under such circumstances, 

academics and intellectuals may find themselves in a situation in which writing, 

scholarship, or any form of work done, become a form of distraction from doing what 

really matters to change the status quo.  

As for Badir’s statement on whether state fellowships were given to Ba‘athists 

only, there have been conflicting accounts on how these fellowships were awarded. Some 

said one had to be in the party to get them. Others said it was not a prerequisite 

whatsoever. Some women academics said that the preference was for males and females 

were always second on the list of priorities in this regard. The most convincing accounts 

seem to be from those who said that one could get fellowships under the Ba‘ath even if 

an academic was at the lowest rank in the party, which practically most professional 

Iraqis had to be, and which often indicated that people would rather remain away from 

politics, or even independent.  

During one of our later conversations in his office in Jordan, where he acted as a 

political consultant, Badir declared that he actually liked the Ba‘ath thought, but he 

resented how certain individuals who took power abused it in their practice. He called the 
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Ba‘ath philosophy “the thought of prophets”, but whose problem was in practice. He 

believed that the party managed to build strong and good institutions for Iraq, and they 

could have done better if the system wasn’t infiltrated by many “opportunists” who cared 

about “power” more than the party’s original teachings as envisioned by its key thinkers 

as Michel ‘Aflaq. Badir’s words echo what ‘Aflaq wrote, cited in the previous chapter, as 

well as many academics who did for a long time believe in the party’s thought and 

purpose. In fact, I met some academics who for many years genuinely believed in the 

Ba‘ath thought, but admitted that they eventually had to leave it when they saw how 

those in power were abusing it to serve their own interests. This is best captured in the 

story of the next interlocutor, which also sheds light on the intertwined relationship 

between politics and academics. 

** 

Issa D. is exiled in Amman. He teaches management and holds advanced degrees in his 

field from Iraq and France. He worked in Iraq from 1984 when he returned with a PhD 

from France until 1996 when he left for economic reasons related to the UN sanctions. 

His PhD dissertation, he told me, was unique at the time because it was “a comparative 

study on how they produce strategic leaders in France vs. the Arab world.” Saddam 

Hussein got personally interested in his work. He told me: “I wished we would have an 

institute in Iraq to prepare strategic leaders to be administratively good, experts in their 

fields, and care about nationalism but not in a fanatic, narrow-minded way.” 
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 Issa’s statements made me wonder about his relationship with the Ba‘ath and so I asked 

him directly. His response was frank and unapologetic. He told me that he would like to 

provide an “honest testimony for history”: 

I was a Ba‘athist for 25 years--from 1965 to 1990. My other parallel line 

with my academic life is my political life. I joined the Ba‘ath in 1965 

when I was 16 years old. I worked for the party continuously until 1990, 

when Iraq invaded Kuwait. The latter event was the biggest mistake, in my 

view…That was a turning point at which I cut my relations with the party. 

In the Ba‘ath ideology, you don’t unite countries by force. Invading 

Kuwait was opposed to the principles of the Ba‘ath. I found all kinds of 

excuses to distance myself from the party. I used the sanctions and the 

difficult life conditions as an excuse to stay away from activities, 

meetings, and so on.  

Issa added that despite the many good ideas in the Ba‘ath thought, the problem was in 

practice, which is why he left it. This was the only form of resistance he could have done 

at that time. Based on his academic and political experience, however, Issa sees that 

within any system, the political and the academic aspects of life are inseparable and 

intertwined, no matter how subtle the connections may appear to an outside observer. He 

is one of the few academics I have known who made clear-cut statements about the 

relationship between academics and politics: 

Academic and political lives are inseparable. Anything academic in Iraq 

during the Ba‘ath was influenced by the party. The reasoning was to keep 

education uncontaminated by other ideologies and agendas. The academic 

became the tool to implement this plan. Rare are those academics that 

were not connected with the Ba‘ath in one way or another. This means 

even the so-called ‘independent’ people were connected in different forms 

like committees, or were surrounded by others who would prevent them 

from bringing any ‘destructive thoughts’ into the system. The system 

worked like a cycle in academia: you couldn’t become an academic 

without an advanced degree, you couldn’t get an advanced degree, 

especially a fellowship to go abroad, without somehow being in the 

system. The final result means that you were necessarily in the system if 
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you were to become an academic at all. I don’t understand how people can 

claim that they weren’t Ba‘athists as academics. 

After a short pause, he went on to remind me that this is important not just in the Iraqi 

context, but anywhere in the world, if we need to understand how academics live and 

function in different institutions: 

Let’s look at the big picture: no country in the world, to maintain control 

and get consent from its peoples would give up on such sensitive places as 

academia, the justice system, military, and so on, and let them be ruled by 

so-called ‘independent’ people. No country would allow you to be in the 

system if you were really and genuinely against that system. We need to 

be honest about this matter. So, this was not just a Ba‘ath ‘flaw’ in the 

system, it is something you see worldwide in different variations and with 

different degrees of compromise. 

Issa’s statements challenge what many other academics have said and claimed in other 

cases. In this narrative, there are some convincing points raised on the role of an 

institutionalized academic within any system around the world, especially regarding how 

hard it is to be in the system and not compromise one’s intellectual life and freedom at 

least partially to be able to “make it”, to “succeed in the game”, and so on. What is also 

noteworthy in his statements is how state fellowships to pursue education abroad are a 

political metaphor indicating whether one is on good terms with power or not. This was 

hardly the case under the Ba‘ath regime only. The recipients of state fellowships in post-

occupation Iraq changed significantly, to be almost exclusively awarded to those who are 

on good terms with the current actors in power.  During another conversation with Issa, 

as he was driving me home after spending the day on his campus on the outskirts of 

Amman, he said that experience taught him that many of us come into the massive 

machine of the system full of life and ideas hoping to change it from within when we “get 
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in”. Once we get in, we discover that the huge bureaucratic machine and the processes in 

place are there precisely to kill our intellectual dreams and creativity: “You discover late 

in the game that it was much easier to adjust yourself to the system, to become what it 

wants you to be, than to change it from within. This is what I have learned.” 

Women Academics under the Ba‘ath 

Another important pattern in many interactions I had with academics included the issue 

of Iraqi women, especially women academics during the Ba‘ath years and how things 

changed after 2003. Sura M. is a Shi’a academic married to a Sunni, currently living and 

teaching in Amman, Jordan. She chairs and teaches at one of the top departments of 

architectural engineering in Jordan, which she told me was mainly advanced and 

maintained by exiled Iraqi academics living in Jordan. She left Iraq in 2005 after she 

received a bullet inside an envelope that was put under her office’s door. A bullet inside 

an envelope became a classic method of threatening Iraqi academics in post-occupation 

Iraq, hence the title of this dissertation. When Sura opened the envelope, she saw a bullet 

and a short note stating that she would soon be killed if she doesn’t leave immediately. 

She did. While sitting at her beautiful and well-organized office in Amman, she started 

by describing the academic atmosphere under the Ba‘ath in the 1980s with more gender-

specific details. Like previous interlocutors, she talked about the dynamics of how state 

fellowships were awarded for academics to pursue higher education abroad. She said that 

despite having at least a low rank in the party was important to get these fellowships, they 

still tried hard to make them merit-based. She added: 
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The Ba‘ath members had a quota in academia. That is, a certain number of 

Ba‘athists had to be hired at each department. However, even those, for 

the most part, were qualified and decent people with few exceptions. 

Other privileges for Ba‘ath members included things such as adding 10 

points to accumulative average grades. Overall, the scientific atmosphere 

was excellent in Iraq in those years. We had lots of non-Ba‘athist faculty 

and researchers.  

Sura, as a Shi’a, emphasized what she saw as an important aspect of the regime in that it 

was not sectarian. When I asked her to speak particularly about her experience as a 

woman academic under the Ba‘ath, Sura said: 

As women under the Ba‘ath, we were not oppressed. We had a lot of 

freedoms within what Middle Eastern societies allow. I started working 

from the 1980s during days and evenings. The society accepted that. 

During the war with Iran, society depended highly on women. They 

became everywhere: in health, education, ministries, banks, and so on. 

Men were either on the battlefield or hiding from going to the battlefield. 

Women had a big influence on the society. Even the civil law codes were 

revised under Saddam in ways that protected and advanced women’s 

rights. Women were never obliged to wear certain things or behave in 

certain ways. 

Despite these freedoms, Sura said that the post-1990 period was more regressive because 

Iraq was attacked and the country, the regime, and the people were isolated from the 

world altogether. She was particularly disappointed in the so-called “Faith Campaign” 

which Saddam Hussein launched in the 1990s in order to win over some tribal and 

religious figures from within Iraq and from certain Arab regimes. Spreading religiosity, 

in her view, was just a façade. The regime still treated fanatic religious groups ruthlessly, 

but it did have a huge impact over time, especially after the occupation.  

Sura lamented: “I think the ‘Faith Campaign’ of the 1990s paved the way for all 

the oppression of women that followed, especially after the occupation. Saddam, it seems 
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to me, started it so that he could ensure a ‘next stage’ in society after he was gone, and he 

implemented his plan masterfully.” This statement echoes what some other female 

academics said. Each of these women provided different experiences to emphasize two 

things: first, the Ba‘ath highly supported women as it needed them in all walks of life. 

Second, Iraqi women strategically fought for and sought to make as many gains as 

possible by welcoming any additions to their rights and freedoms. With most testimonies 

from female academics, there was a pattern indicating that the relationship between the 

regime and women was dialectical. The gains made were not “free” or without any hard 

work. Therefore, such gains can’t be considered a charitable act by the Ba‘ath. Rather, 

they were inseparable from Iraqi women’s long battle for gaining their rights. 

** 

Back in London in 2013, during one of my conversations with Siham, she spoke about 

her responsibilities as a researcher, teaching assistant, and a student under the Ba‘ath. She 

shared that she had worked as a member of the “Scientific Promotions Committee” at her 

department of Political Science for three years. She stated, as a woman, life was not only 

better and safer for her, but, in fact, the regime trusted women with some important 

positions, including the one she held as part of the committee. When asked about the 

relationship between women and confidentiality, she said: 

The members of the ‘Committee of Scientific Promotions’ had to be well-

established researchers and people who can be trusted on confidential 

matters related to promoting faculty. The Ba‘ath Party, for some reason, 

seemed to believe that Iraqi women were trustworthy to occupy such 

positions…this does not mean that information wasn’t leaked from time to 

time. But, for the most part, people—especially women—at this position 



 

 

152 

took it seriously. Most people I worked with didn’t compromise their work 

ethics. Iraqi women had a significant presence and influence in Iraqi 

higher education at that time. 

Siham’s words show how the Ba‘ath dealt with scientific promotions as well as the role 

Iraqi women academics played at that time. In the end of our conversation about gender, 

she stated that Iraqi women are now “caught between the ‘democracy’ of the occupiers 

and the concepts of ‘humanitarian interventions’,” which is the topic of the book she had 

just published at the time of our meeting. 

** 

Mayada W. is an academic of languages and literature. A few years ago, while she was 

still in Baghdad, her book, documenting the daily death and violence in occupied Iraq, 

was published. Mayada was reluctant to meet with me at first. I emailed her several times 

while in London, and when she finally responded, her response was brief: “I can’t meet 

in person. Please send me a questionnaire to fill out, if you’d like.” That was better than 

nothing, but I did not want to give up yet on the opportunity of a face-to-face meeting. As 

I was having lunch with another academic, currently working at a British news media, the 

latter told me: “Oh, I know her well. Given her traumatic experiences in Iraq, especially 

after the invasion, I can understand why she is unwilling to meet or talk about these 

issues. I can ask her again for you. She may honor my request, since we are good 

friends.” A few days later, I received Mayada’s phone number, who resides and teaches 

at a British university two hours north of London. After exchanging several text 

messages, we finally agreed to meet. By the end of that week, I was sipping a cup of tea 

with her in the cafeteria of the campus where she now teaches.  
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 Educated in Iraq and Scotland, Mayada is currently teaching literature as a 

lecturer in Britain. She previously taught in an institute in Iraq for a few years under the 

Ba‘ath. Her actual teaching experience at the university level in Iraq did not start until 

2001, when she obtained her M.A. from the College of Arts. She witnessed what she 

called “the ugly transition from the previous regime to an occupied Iraq,” as she taught in 

Baghdad from 2001 to 2007. When we started talking about her experiences before 2003, 

she, like other female academics, lamented the lost freedoms women had in Iraq before 

the occupation. She provided a glimpse of her family’s life to emphasize the status of 

women in Iraq: 

I come from a Shi’a family. My grandmother, born in 1908, was a 

headmaster at a secondary school. She retired in 1950s. My mother was 

born in 1933. She was a pharmacologist, PhD, a free woman in every way 

you can imagine. Mom and Dad obtained their PhDs from Scotland and 

Ireland. My mom did her PhD during the Ba‘ath era. She left Iraq freely 

with no limits or restrictions on her freedom. 

Mayada continued telling me about her own life in Baghdad. She stated: 

I have written a book about my experiences of being a woman in Iraq 

during that time. In brief, I drove a car, I worked late hours at a newspaper 

with no problems whatsoever. I dressed as I wanted, within the social 

norms—jeans, t-shirt, and so on. We had lots of friends from both sexes. 

The only limitation was that politics was treacherous. There were taboos 

to avoid, like the party and the president. If you did not talk about these, 

nobody would hurt you. We had friends from all types, religions, and 

beliefs. People of different faiths and backgrounds mingled and even 

intermarried. 

Mayada continued, “I was always a rebel, by the way. Do you want to hear a funny story 

about my first academic interview in Baghdad during those days?” I nodded positively. 

She narrated: 



 

 

154 

When I got hired for my first academic job, I was invited for a meeting 

with the president of the University of Baghdad. On that day, I was 

wearing a shirt and pair of jeans. He told me during the meeting: ‘I am not 

backward or anything, but it is not suitable for an academic to wear jeans!’ 

He then said I had to be a good example for other girls to follow. I told 

him: ‘this is a new pair of jeans. I wanted to wear the best of my clothes to 

impress you!’ He said my sense of humor reminded him of another 

woman who was a big rebel and who had formerly worked at the 

University. When he mentioned that woman’s name, it was my mother! 

In a way, Mayada’s narrative is self-explanatory, yet we must pause at her point 

regarding the side of the party many Iraqi women still remember nostalgically, which was 

supportive of Iraqi women’s struggle. Scholars have argued that women were important 

for the Ba‘ath ideology, particularly in its early years, as a means to implement its vision 

and policies in shaping the society.6 Some scholars have argued that these women’s 

experiences are not representative of all classes in Iraq. Furthermore, the Ba‘ath support 

of women’s causes, especially during the 1980s, was supposedly a “tactic” to gain the 

support of women during the Iraq-Iran war, as most men were fighting and dying on the 

battlefield. Women were desperately needed to fill the gap (Al-Ali 2007:109-46). As 

such, this “tactic” was a form of state feminism” referring to the “state’s active promotion 

of women’s rights and attempt to change existing gender relations” (ibid.:146).  

These analyses are useful, but inadequate for two reasons: first, the struggle of 

Iraqi women for their rights is as old as Iraq’s history itself. The Ba‘ath era was just one 

chapter, though a long one, in that struggle. During the twentieth century alone, Iraqi 

women’s struggles have been ongoing both before and after the country’s independence 

                                                           
6 For examples of scholars who made such arguments see Suad Joseph, “Elite Strategies for State Building: 

Women, Family, Religion and the State in Iraq and Lebanon,” (1991); Amal Rassam, “Political Ideology 

and Women in Iraq: Legislation and Cultural Constraints,” (1992). 
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from the Ottoman and later the British rule. Mayada’s narrative cited above already 

captures a few generations of Iraqi women fighting for their freedoms (her grandmother, 

mother, and herself) as an ongoing battle. So, to look at their gains under the Ba‘ath as 

merely a charitable crumb granted as a “tactic” by the regime is unfair to their 

longstanding struggle and negotiating powers that made it possible for them to bargain 

and take advantage of the war with Iran to achieve their goals.  

 Second, even if we assume that the Ba‘ath simply capitalized on women to fill the 

gap left by men on the battlefield, the unintended consequences that resulted from such a 

move were still significant. This in no way means that Iraqi women didn’t have their own 

strategies to both seek these gains and to turn them in their favor. In a sense, rather than 

seeing this is as solely a state “tactic” to capitalize on women, it is more useful to see it as 

a dialectical relationship, a transaction that was constantly negotiated and revised in ways 

that benefitted both parties. I argue that rather thinking of these gains as “state feminism”, 

we should see them as feminism negotiated with the state.  

Mayada was keen to point out how the party supported women’s struggle for 

more equality. Sadly, this fact is consistently either absent or downplayed in most 

Western discourse on Iraq during the Ba‘ath years, especially during the escalation and 

build-up to the 2003 invasion. Mayada herself is a good example of an Iraqi Shi’a woman 

who fought for her own rights even under the Ba‘ath when she felt she was treated 

unjustly by the system. She told me that to fight to study what she really wanted in a 

highly bureaucratic system, she had to meet with Saddam Hussein twice to be allowed to 
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transfer from the College of Science to the College of Arts. When her request was denied 

both times she had to find alternative routes to succeed: 

I applied to what was then called the ‘Petroleum Training Center’ to get a 

diploma equivalent to 3 years of academic training. I studied material 

management, graduated as a top student at the institute with very high 

grades—out of a total of 4500 students! The law stated then that top 

students can become lecturers/trainers at the institute. My name was not 

put forward because my husband, also a relative of mine, had political 

problems with the regime. He was dismissed from the Ba’ath, so this 

prevented me from getting employment. I had the same surname as 

someone who was punished by the party. I wanted to pursue my studies at 

the university level, but the law was that I had to work for two years to be 

able to get to the university. Again, I had to meet with Saddam, who once 

again denied my request…so I applied with my Scottish high school 

diploma (GCSE) to work as a translator at the Iraqi News Agency. I 

worked there until 1993. Then they opened evening classes for the first 

time and I decided to enroll immediately. I attended the College of 

Languages and was the second top student in the class and charted my 

way in a treacherous and rigid system. 

This part of Mayada’s story is a good example of how the Ba‘ath’s support of women’s 

rights was real, but it was not a free gift. Opportunities were not just “given”, they had to 

be “taken” by women.  Many Iraqi women continued to fiercely fight and find ways to 

navigate the system to get what they wanted. Indeed, many stories I heard from female 

academics demonstrate that Iraqi women both before and during the Ba‘ath have fought 

hard for every single accomplishment they have made over the years, inside Iraq and 

even outside in foreign countries. In the next case, the interlocutor’s story is a clear 

articulation of how Iraqi women strived for their rights and gains inside Iraq and abroad. 

** 
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Hiba S. is an important case of one of the most prominent Iraqi academics and scholars of 

media and journalism. She has published many books and articles over the years, attained 

the rank of a full professor at the University of Baghdad, and chaired the department for 

several rounds, including after 2003. Her academic experience in Iraq extends from the 

mid-1970s until 2006, when she received a death threat after which she immediately fled 

to Jordan. In 2006, she said: “A number of students attacked my office screaming ‘she is 

a Sunni! She is a Ba‘athist!’…the truth is I am neither a Sunni nor a Ba‘athist. I come 

from a prominent Shi’a family from the city of Najaf.” Hiba said that although her 

writings and academic work have always focused on anti-imperial, anti-Iranian 

interference in Iraq, and anti-Zionism, but “I was not a Ba‘athist. My academic work 

simply focused on how these actors use media as a tool for conducting vicious 

psychological warfare in Iraq and the Middle East.” Following that incident, Hiba said, 

“Some of my good students came up to me and said that I had to leave or I was going to 

be assassinated. They had confirmed information that I was blacklisted to be assassinated. 

They helped me escape out of the department in the most humiliating way!”  

When Hiba saw what happened, it became clear to her that some interested parties 

and actors were on a mission to get rid of her to “replace me with someone of their own 

people more aligned with the post-occupation Iraq agenda.” As we went back in time to 

the 1960s, Hiba spoke about how she worked hard to accomplish and reach her goals as a 

woman at that time. She emphasized, “I worked tirelessly for every single achievement.” 

She shared part of her remarkable story at that time, which sheds light on an important 

period of the history of Iraqi academia and academics. Her story demonstrates how these 
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academics were educated and prepared both inside Iraq and abroad. She emphasized that 

the state took the mission of educating Iraqi society seriously and they did a great job in 

it: 

I was sent to the Soviet Union to pursue my bachelor’s degree….I arrived 

there in late 1960s, very young and fresh from high school…I cried a lot 

for being in a foreign culture, place, and setting. After finishing the 

Russian language preparatory year in Moscow, like all students then, I was 

put through so many tests, including psychological tests…The Soviets 

highly regarded psychology. They used such tests to determine what the 

best field of study is for each student, what their passions are, and where 

they may succeed. Based on those tests, it was determined that I should 

pursue medicine. This made me miserable. I absolutely hated it. Unlike 

most people in those days, I knew firsthand that being a physician was not 

the good life that most people thought it was. Having had a few doctors in 

my family, I knew the misery that came with such a job. They practically 

had no life. When I shared with my cousin that I was admitted at the 

college of medicine in Moscow, he jokingly said: ‘God damn medicine 

and all those who study it!’ I went to an Iraqi friend in Moscow, a woman 

who was older and much more experienced than me. I told her that I was 

not happy. She told me that I was born into this world to study journalism.  

I still remember her words: ‘You become a doctor? No big deal! There 

will be a lot of women doing medicine. If you do journalism, you will 

become one of the pioneering Iraqi women in the field!’ And so it 

happened!  

Hiba, despite her older age now, is still not married. Although I didn’t ask about that, she 

made sure to comment on it, “I am not married and I never will. I always believed that a 

good scholar can either take care of family and children or of their scholarship. Chasing 

both wasn’t something I wanted to do.” In her department where she now teaches in 

Amman, I noticed that Hiba was one of the most well-dressed professors and women in 

the department. Looking at the way she speaks, the way she dresses, the colors of her 

clothes, and the way she wears her makeup, one could see how she cares about every 

single detail of her mind and appearance. She still wore old-fashioned big glasses like the 
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Soviet-style academics and intellectuals of the 60s and 70s. Hiba is also kind, funny, and 

sharp in her comments.  

Before she continued sharing her Soviet-days memories, she asked me to remove 

some books from one shelf in her office to another: “I’ll put you to work. It is okay, 

you’re like my son. I don’t have enough energy like I used to.” She said semi-jokingly, 

and then continued, “Don’t be deceived by my appearance. The soul is still young but the 

body can’t keep pace with it!” After I put the books on another shelf, as she requested, 

she said: “Before you sit down, why don’t you also make us two cups of tea? Those cups 

over there are clean. I washed them this morning. Just boil some water for us. Here are 

the tea bags,” she said as she took the teabags out of her drawer. After the tea was ready, 

I sat down and she carried on speaking about her Soviet time memories and other stories 

about the Iraqi culture and its differences from other cultures: 

Living in Moscow and learning to accept the Soviet culture was quite hard 

at the beginning. But, with time, I learned to love it. I learned how smart, 

hardworking, and meticulous the Russians are. I must say that I don’t 

agree with those who say that Iraqi institutions were designed to be like 

the Soviet ones. We were neither like the Soviets nor like Western 

institutions, simply because our culture is very different from both. We 

have our own traditions, work ethics, for better or worse. We have our 

own style, and pace of life, and it would have been impossible for us to 

fully adopt the Russian or the Western ways of life. Yet I think Russian 

education and institutions have deep roots and spring out of great 

traditions and experiences, unlike Americans. To be precise, Russians are 

nationalists and that’s important to them. Americans are patriots. The two 

concepts are different and they bring with them different consequences for 

those who believe in them.  

Hiba then talked about her fight in Moscow to switch from medicine to journalism: 



 

 

160 

I was determined to abandon medicine in favor of journalism. I went and 

asked to be transferred, but my request was denied. After I asked for an 

appeal, Moscow State University asked me to appear before a committee 

to justify my request. The committee was to make the final decision after 

that meeting. In front of the committee, I was very shy and timid…One 

committee member, an older woman, asked me whether I have read a 

memorable story in my life that I could share with them to convince them 

of my wish to transfer from medicine to journalism. I still remember like it 

was yesterday, I recited an old Russian short story by the Russian author, 

Nikolai Shchedrin,7 who is an important Russian writer…The committee 

had read the work. When I started reciting the story, I totally forgot where 

I was and who was sitting in front of me. It was as though I had left the 

real world and went to another one. I even started quoting parts of the 

story, especially by the heroine who was a woman challenging the world 

with her love. As I finished, I looked at one of the committee members to 

see tears flowing from her eyes. She told me: ‘I had read this story several 

times, but never was so touched by it like hearing it from you. You will 

certainly make a great journalist, and best of luck to you!’ 

Hiba’s story is not just touching, but over time, it was proven right in the sense that she 

truly believed that she was born to study, practice, and teach media and journalism. Her 

story doesn’t only give us a glimpse into how Iraqi academics, men and women, were 

prepared at that time, but it also shows Iraqi women’s specific struggle to gain every bit 

of their freedoms in the academy inside and outside of Iraq. Hiba carried on remembering 

her lifelong struggle to be who she is, including her struggles after she returned to Iraq: 

Teaching in Iraq wasn’t easy either…As a woman from a well-known 

religious family, working in media during those days was frowned upon, 

to say the least. We are talking from late 1969 until the end of 1970s. 

During those years, to avoid working in media only, I decided to go into 

teaching media. It was quite hard for me to get hired as a faculty of 

journalism. In fact, I had a wasta [a mediator] as I was competing with a 

lot of men. My position was designed for a male, but I managed to get in 

because I met all the criteria: age, degree, and experience. To prove 

                                                           
7 Interlocutor is referring to the Russian writer, civil servant, and magazine editor, Mikhail Yevgrafovich 

Saltykov-Shchedrin (1826-1889). Some of his best-known works include his novel, The Golovlyov Family, 

which was first published in 1876. He is also known for his satirical novel Modern Idyll which was started 

in 1877 as a serialized work. 
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myself further, I became a reporter at a newspaper called Sahafa 

[Journalism] from 1967 until 1970. Taking that job was a big deal because 

it was a job that even men didn’t want to do those days. It was a hard job 

with vicious politics and dealing with different kinds of news. That was a 

first big challenge. We used to stay up all night to make it possible. It was 

received well by the public. Some of my students, now prominent 

journalists, helped me immensely. After that, I felt a huge emotional 

pressure. When I did reports, I became increasingly uncomfortable. Many 

men tried to harass me. I was young and beautiful. A lot of opportunities 

were for males, but I insisted on applying and doing everything possible to 

support women. I wrote about these challenges in newspapers, so they 

wanted to shut me up and granted me admission to the Soviet Union once 

again to do the PhD. I went to Moscow again! It was easier than before 

because I knew the language, the culture, and so on. I was at Lomonosov, 

one of the best in the field. I obtained the PhD in 1978 with excellence. 

My dissertation was on media and public opinion. 

These details in Hiba’s story are a clear articulation of the treacherous ground Iraqi 

women had to tread on. It shows that the fight of women academics under the Ba‘ath is 

too complex to be seen through the narrow lenses of the state capitalizing upon these 

women for its own benefit. In this way, instead of labelling it “state feminism”, many 

stories in this ethnography show that it was in fact feminism constantly negotiating with 

the state. It also shows that the state was in many ways genuinely invested in supported 

certain causes, like educating Iraqi women and involving them in many walks of life. 

Both the Iraqi state and women needed each other to keep the society running. It was a 

dialectical case that resembles the old Aramaic saying commonly used by Assyrians that 

can be translated into: “You can’t clap with one hand!” 

Religion and Sectarianism under the Ba‘ath 

Another extremely important pattern that was articulated by most academics both during 

the Ba‘ath years and after the 2003 occupation is the issue of religion and sectarianism. 
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Many academics spoke about this rather nostalgically, because religion and sectarianism, 

as I argue in a later chapter, were used as cleansing methods and new forms of 

governance in post-2003 Iraq that forced many academics into exile and internal 

displacement.  As such, sectarianism in particular, is a tool that different powers have 

employed to organize or totally reconfigure the academic space in Iraq, but also in many 

countries were sectarianism is part of daily political and social struggle. In London, the 

story of Mayada, a Shi‘a academic introduced earlier, provides insights on how 

sectarianism was dealt with before 2003: 

The Ba‘ath Party, to be clear, did not accept anyone with different political 

directions, especially those who favored Iran. It had a great sensitivity 

towards Iran. Anyone active politically with a party other than the Ba’ath, 

was treated ruthlessly. If you were neutral with no political activities or no 

anti-Ba‘ath opinions, nobody would care to hurt you. We should also 

remember that the Iraq-Iran war made the Ba‘ath very sensitive towards 

Iran, but this would have happened in any other country in the world. 

Many Iraqis in exile have exaggerated the problems of the Ba‘ath Party in 

the West. It is probably such people who gave distorted images or notions 

about Iraq to the world and led to our ultimate destruction. Many people 

who left Iraq as presumably ‘anti- Ba‘athists’ were in fact wanted and 

accused of crimes by the Iraqi state. I am not saying that the party was one 

of innocent angels. There were indeed lots of trespasses. But lots of Iraqis 

also misrepresented reality. In my big extended family, for example, 43 

people were executed or punished by the party! After the toppling of the 

regime, many members of my family finally admitted that those punished 
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actually had ties with Iran through ad-Da‘awa Party.8 So, this means that 

the Ba‘ath had good reasons to punish them. This is my opinion. 

As a Shi’a person, this is a controversial statement to make. Mayada, while admitting the 

party’s brutality towards opponents connected to Iran, she also finds it understandable 

and even justifiable. The climax of her statement comes when she connects it to the 

punishment of her own extended family members who, it turned out later, did have 

connections with Iran. Regardless of whether one agrees with Mayada in that the party 

had “good reasons” to suspect and punish them, we should analyze her narrative in two 

ways: first, the party’s tactics of detecting and punishing suspects. Second, the way it 

perceived the Iranian danger in Iraq because of the deteriorated relations between Iraq 

and Iran, whether during the 8 years of war or even after.  

For more nuance, I wanted to understand how sectarian tensions were experienced 

in academia. A golden opportunity presented itself one year later in Amman in June of 

2014, as I was chatting with another exiled Shi’a academic. Zainab A. was not only 

important because of being a Shi’a academic who have experienced the sectarian issues 

under the Ba‘ath, but also because of her specific field of study. She holds a B.A. in 

                                                           
8 Hizb ad-Da‘awa [Islamic Dawa Party], also known as the Islamic Dawa Party is a Shi’a political party in 

Iraq established in 1957 by Mohammed Sadiq Al-Qamousee and Mohammad Baqir al-Sadr in the Iraqi city 

of Najaf. The party was established in Iraq with the support of the Iranian governments following the 

Iranian Islamic Revolution. The main aim of the party within Iraq was to promote Islamic ethics and to 

counter secularism. As a result, the Ba‘ath regime was a foe to the party. After the First Gulf War, the 

party’s agenda became more aligned with that of the U.S. both acting as strong opponents to Saddam 

Hussein’s regime. Most of the party’s leaders were persecuted by the Ba‘ath regime and were forced into 

exile as a result. However, after 2003 many returned to Iraq and assumed different political positions, 

especially after some of its members moved to the Islamic Supreme Council of Iraq (SCIRI). It must be 

noted that, unlike other Islamic Shi’a oppositional parties, ad-Dawa was opposed to the invasion of Iraq. 

For a recent scholarly work that provides detailed analyses of the history of the party, see Florian 

Bernhardt, Hizb ad-Da‘wa al-Islamiya. Selbstverständnis, Strategien und Ziele einer irakisch-

islamistischen Partei zwischen Kontinuität und Wandel (1957-2003) (Würzburg:Ergon Verlag, 2012). 

 



 

 

164 

Arabic language and Shari‘a law from Baghdad University obtained in the mid-1980s, 

and an MA and PhD in the same field from Baghdad University’s College of Education 

obtained in late 1990s. Speaking about her experiences, Zainab said that she was the first 

woman to specialize in al-hadith a-nabawi.9 Zainab, who at the time of our meeting was 

living and teaching in Amman with her husband, started by strongly criticizing religiosity 

in Jordan. She noted, “we were more strictly against religion in Iraq under the Ba‘ath. 

Under Saddam we had Shari‘a not fiqh and it was surrounded and controlled by party 

politics. We were watched by the party. Hijab was not imposed on women.” Zainab 

provided details on how the Iraqi academy was during those years, particularly in her 

field of Shari‘a law and Islamic studies. According to her, it was quite different, 

especially when it comes to sectarian and gender issues: 

I graduated the university without ever wearing a hijab. My hair was 

longer than my skirt. We were mixed at the University of Baghdad. No 

one would dare talk about gender segregation. Those who did would be 

written up by party members who were watching them at all times. In 

party meetings, they always assigned certain students to watch certain 

professors at our department in Shari‘a, especially those deemed fanatic 

and ultra-religious by the system or women wearing hijabs. That time also 

witnessed some activities for the Islamic ad-Dawa party, which was a 

threat to the Ba‘ath, hence these strict measures. 

As she was speaking in the Amman café, I noticed that Zainab was at times nervous 

looking around as though she felt she might be watched. She whispered to me that it is 

likely that she is watched in Amman. After all, she’s a Shi’a in Jordan, a Sunni-

dominated country. Here, it must be added that a few Shi’a academics residing in Amman 

told me they feel they are watched at all times because of their sect. Zainab then spoke 

                                                           
9 The collection of traditions containing sayings of the prophet Muhammad which, with accounts of his 

daily practice (the Sunna), constitute the major source of guidance for Muslims apart from the Quran. 
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about her experiences studying Shari‘a in Baghdad University, which she said was the 

most corrupt place of all departments: 

For example, many personalities and characters were sick, malicious, and 

vindictive. They use religion as a cover for horrible acts. Whenever I hear 

about the horrible aspects of religion, sectarianism, and religiosity in Iraq, 

I am never surprised for one second…In our department, women were 

unable to communicate with professors without getting marriage offers or 

asked to go on dates with certain professors. We are talking about 

prominent religious men, religious experts who would be all over the 

place: on TV and satellite channels…The Ba‘ath always monitored the 

professors at the Religion and Shari‘a departments nationwide. They asked 

their informants to follow them and eavesdrop on their conversations with 

girls to see what was being said and discussed. For example, we had a 

blind professor who would be accompanied by students, including female 

students, who held his hand and walked him to help him move around. 

They used to put cassette recorders under his desk to record his 

talks/lectures, to make sure he was not calling/preaching for a different 

political party or spreading radical Islam. They discovered that all he was 

doing was simply flirting with girls…Student Unions were powerful in our 

times, because they were like a monitoring eye for the Ba‘ath…Yet, I 

must also say that during that time both as a student and later as a 

lecturer—I lectured two years before the occupation took place—one has 

to be fair and say that it was a nice experience. The college was very nice. 

People were kind and open-minded, though many were in the Ba‘ath. 

They would never hurt you, unless you hurt them. Most of them were 

forced to be in the party as a formality, with few exceptions of those who 

aspired to gain power and high ranks within the party. I am talking about 

academics here, of course. 

One point that stood out to me in her statement “women were unable to communicate 

with professors without getting marriage offers or asked to go on dates with certain 

professors,” is that I discovered later that Zainab herself married one of her professors 

from college days. While there is no question about the brutality of the party’s execution 

of people for their political ties with its enemies, and while no scholar would view 

executing people for their political, religious, or sectarian ties and loyalties, favorably, the 

narratives of both Mayada and Zainab raise questions about the general discourse that 
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claims that the Ba‘ath consistently eliminated “innocent” people. In a way, it seems 

necessary here to redefine, reexamine, and further refine the meaning of “innocence” 

within politics, states, and other regimes of power, as we analyze different political 

systems around the world. Who is innocent? What authority and under what 

circumstances “innocence” can be defined? Does the definition of “innocence” changes 

from one country to another and from one time to another? Are the “criminals” of today 

the “innocents” of tomorrow (and vice versa)? These questions are important, but beyond 

the scope of this project. Therefore, they deserve special attention.  

** 

Another story that provides a glimpse of how academics experienced these issues is that 

of Tamara L., residing currently in London. Tamara holds a B.Sc. from the University of 

Technology, Baghdad (1983). After getting her B.Sc., she enrolled at the Civil Aviation 

Institute to obtain a degree that would allow her to teach at the same Institute. Upon 

graduation, Tamara became a lecturer at the Institute before eventually moving to 

London in the early 1990s.  

On one occasion, she invited me to their house in the outskirts of London. Since 

her academic experience in Iraq was mainly during the 1980s under the then ongoing 

Iran-Iraq war, Tamara shared experiences that shed light on the intersection between 

religiosity and women academics at that time. Her position was that, despite the harsh 

measures the Ba‘ath took to suppress religious fanaticism and sectarianism in the society, 

the advantages of this approach, far outweighed the disadvantages. This position was 
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strongly felt by many female academics and professionals. Tamara spoke about how the 

Ba‘ath dealt with religion in the 1980s when she lectured at the Aviation Institute: 

During the war with Iran there was a rising tide of Hizb ad-Da‘wa [Da‘wa 

Party] which made a few female academics and staff decide to wear hijab 

at work. I remember our boss at the Aviation Institute met with us after 3 

women wore hijab. He said that if he sees any women wearing hijab 

around, he will shave their heads bald and have them walk around to be 

shamed publicly: ‘If you don’t like it, go to the Ministry of Religious 

Affairs and complain,’ he told us in the meeting. So, religiosity was very 

different during those years. Women had many victories, especially during 

the 1980s. Manal al-Alousi, the president of General Federation of Iraqi 

Women, suggested that marrying more than one woman according to 

Islam was not acceptable. She challenged religious beliefs in Iraq, 

something that had not happened in other Arab countries at that time. As 

far as you go back in our family’s history, my mother, grandmother, we 

had education, worked, and were independent women. My mother for a 

long time wrote and presented special programs for al-Jamaheer Radio 

[The Public Radio] in Baghdad. She was the first woman who presented a 

special program for women in the 1960s. In the 1950s the Minister of 

Education was a woman. Iraq has long been very diverse and accepting of 

diversity. My husband’s mother was born in 1912 and she drove cars in 

the 1940s. This has yet to happen in Saudi Arabia. The migration from 

other governorates and villages to Baghdad restricted some freedoms, 

because some of the newcomers were more conservative, especially in the 

mid-1970s.  

Tamara’s narrative is hardly unique among the class of educated and professional Iraqi 

women. I noticed a pattern of female academics who whenever spoke about religiosity 

and sectarianism in Iraq during those years, they also connected it to women’s freedoms. 

For them, the less religion and sectarianism the better. Tamara rightly mentioned that 

everything she experienced was in the capital Baghdad, and it may not be 100% 

applicable to all Iraqi cities: 

My responses could be biased in the sense that they represent Baghdad 

more than the rest of Iraq. My aunt studied in Babel in southern Iraq. 

Women there were still honored and respected, but they dressed and 
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behaved more conservatively compared to Baghdad. Mind you, even 

neighborhoods within Baghdad were not all the same. Differences and 

practices were not the same, depending on diversity, kind of people, their 

level of education, economic standards, and many other factors.  

The testimonies of these interlocutors on how the Ba‘ath handled religious and 

sectarian fanaticism raise questions similar in nature and complexity to the arrests, 

torture, and executions of “terrorists” and “radical Muslims” in the West’s “war on 

terror”. What is the difference? Is the West’s treatment of who’s perceived as a “terrorist” 

or a “radical” who “hates our freedoms” or who poses a danger to our “national security” 

any different that the people punished by the Ba‘ath because they were also perceived as 

such? Neither of these cases are justified, but also in most cases the struggle is political 

rather than purely religious as it seems on the surface. Religion and sectarianism in this 

context act as political tools to eliminate the “unwanted”, as happened in Iraq after 2003. 

These complex questions must make us seriously consider how “terror”, “radicalism”, or 

“sectarianism” are applied by different powers at different times in the most selective and 

problematic ways.10 They become different forms of governance and governmentality 

practiced by different regimes of power, as I show in chapter four. The fact that the 

Ba‘ath eliminated people for their sect or religiosity and that the post-occupation Iraqi 

sectarian governments have been doing the same shows some disturbing connections 

between secular and religious regimes worldwide. 

In the Ba‘ath context, it must be remembered that the Ba‘ath in Iraq (and Syria) 

viewed itself as a secular party strongly opposed to three elements: regionalism, 

                                                           
10For further reading on the genealogy of the term “terrorism” in Western discourse, see Lisa Stampnitzky, 

Disciplining Terror: How Experts Invented “Terror” (2013). 
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sectarianism, and tribalism. These three elements, as seen in the party’s philosophy, were 

considered backward and provided a perfect recipe for dividing nations and allowing 

colonizers to interfere by using the “divide and conquer” rule. Yet this made the Ba‘ath in 

Iraq and Syria fall into some contradictions, because, as Nikolaos Van Dam convincingly 

argues, on the one hand the Ba‘ath “disliked the idea of exploiting sectarianism and other 

traditional social loyalties which they considered as being backward and contrary to the 

ideal of secular and egalitarian Arab nationalism” (Van Dam 2011: 138). At the same 

time, it would not have been possible for the party to implement its vision and plans 

without “dependence on those same loyalties” (ibid.:143). This explains why the Iraqi 

Ba‘ath, particularly under Saddam Hussein, had a love-hate relationship with these 

elements. This relationship is best articulated by academics through rejecting how the 

party crushed religiosity and sectarianism on the one hand. But they also, as we will see 

in the post-occupation chapters, look back at an academic environment free of religious 

and sectarian divides and tensions with great nostalgia on the other hand. Indeed, many 

Iraqis—academics and others—believe that the occupying forces capitalized on religion, 

sectarianism, and ethnicity to get Iraq where it is today. Therefore, for many Iraqis today, 

freedom almost means freedom from the grip of religion and sectarianism. 

The Ba‘ath’s relationship with religion and sectarianism was far from static. For 

example, at first, the regime took strict measures against anything tribal and religious 

because they were considered backward and reactionary.11  Yet, tribalism, like religiosity, 

                                                           
11 For example, books like the four-volume seminal work Asha’ir al-‘Iraq [Iraqi Tribes] authored by 

‘Abbas al-‘Azzawi was banned in Iraq among others. For further analysis on this, see Davis, Memories of 

State (2005), 238-9. 
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was brought back in when the regime was blockaded and isolated by the international 

community and needed more internal support from Iraqi tribes as well as external support 

from certain Arab regimes in countries like Yemen and Libya. Here, as we see in 

Zainab’s narrative and as some scholars have argued, the Ba‘ath was not threatened by 

Shi’ism only. It was threatened by any religious activity deemed potentially radical or 

threatening to the regime, even if coming from radical Sunni traditions like Wahhabism 

(Sassoon 2012:224). Eric Davis convincingly writes, “the regime’s decline was most 

evident in the reintroduction of tribalism as the basis for Ba‘thist rule. When it first seized 

power, the Ba‘th vowed to eradicate tribalism, which it condemned as a reactionary 

vestige of imperialism. Still, tribalism was always a core component of Ba‘thist rule” 

(Davis:2005:238-9).  

In practice, however, the party continued to act promptly and ruthlessly against 

any religious or tribal acts that promoted fanaticism, radicalism, or simply posed threat to 

the party. It is precisely why many Ba‘athists, especially those genuinely loyal to the 

party’s principles, continue to have a strong animosity towards these three elements. The 

party’s approach remained aggressive towards religiosity, tribalism, and sectarianism. 

This approach, as will be discussed further later, was the exact opposite of what the 

occupying forces revived or triggered in Iraq after 2003. Some academics gave me the 

impression that while the Ba‘ath, for the most part, forced Iraqis to “forget” their 

differences; the occupiers forced them to remember them in order to divide the country 

into smaller, weaker, and more controllable territories. I put “force” in quotation marks 

because it can be problematic either way, but the consequences also vary significantly 
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from one approach to the other. Academics and academia were hit particularly hard by 

the sectarian and ethnic violence that forced many out after 2003. 

Multiple Displacements, Multiple Critiques 

The narratives of academics who experienced life under the Ba‘ath followed by living 

and teaching under other power structures in internal displacement and exile have  unique 

critical lenses for evaluating different regimes of power. Such lenses are multidirectional 

and spring out of direct experiences, and thus may not be as easily attained by academics 

who only experience one type of institutions or one system. Knowing multiple academic 

settings under multiple regimes of power makes the gaze of these academics particularly 

sensitive to abuses of power. The rest of this chapter closely examines two cases that 

show different angles of how exiled academics get to evaluate different academic settings 

and regimes of power. In doing so, it shows how exiled academics are well-positioned to 

critically interrogate different regimes of power as well as show important connections 

and similarities between different systems that at the surface may look different from 

each other. 

** 

Majeed Z. is an exiled academic currently living in the U.S. He taught drama, short story, 

poetry, and translation for many years at the Colleges of Arts and Languages, in Baghdad 

University. He started teaching in 1994 when he received his M.A. in English literature, 

and continued until 2005 when he left the country for the U.S. when sectarian violence 

was at its peak. I knew Majeed in person during my undergraduate years in Baghdad. He 
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was one of the most articulate and well-read professors of English literature. He was 

known as a tough grader. While exiled Iraqi academics in the U.S. are not part of the sites 

covered in this research, when I heard that he was in the U.S., I wanted to reconnect with 

him because I knew that his experiences would enrich this project.  

Once reconnected, we had several lengthy Skype conversations about his past and 

present experiences. In one of our early conversations, I asked him to speak about his 

time living, studying, and teaching during the Ba‘ath years. He noted with detail the pros 

and cons of the period. He shared information that, in his view, often conveniently gets 

overlooked in Western scholarship for ideological reasons. One of the first issues he 

addressed was related to curriculum, teaching sensitive and critical issues in the 

classroom, and the relationship between academics and their students on the one hand; 

and academics and university administrators on the other hand. Although some of these 

issues have already been covered in previous sections, I include them here to show how 

interlocutors’ experiences moving from Iraq to exile allow them unique critical lenses in 

these sites. Majeed noted: 

When I started teaching in 1994, there were moments when reading a 

poem or a line from a novel, you could tell that some of your students 

were clever enough to implicitly make comparisons with the Iraqi 

situation in critical ways. It was to be expected…There had been two or 

three times during my experience when I found out that something related 

to a class discussion was reported to the dean. Usually the dean would 

want to meet to make sure that everything is going well. You would hear 

things like ‘I am so happy with you, but we need to be careful. Something 

said in the class made people wondering.’ This would be enough for me to 

know that someone must have reported something I had mentioned in the 

class. The dean was nice enough to tell us exactly who said what, but he 

also warned us to be careful not to say things that may make students 

report us. It was not oppressive in the worst sense of the word, but there 
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was censorship. Things became much worse after 2003, I must say… 

Imagine, for example, how a clever student could write about the Greek 

myth, Daedalus. Some students wrote sentences that could be interpreted 

as implying an ambitious young regime that would not listen to wise and 

more experienced people, and that ultimately would lead to the destruction 

of that regime. One student wrote such a paper, but I had to ask the student 

to rephrase certain sentences… I didn’t want to take chances. I also didn’t 

want any of my students to potentially get harmed...Another student 

compared in detail the myth of Daedalus to the Iraqi situation. Some 

students asked questions that not everyone in class dared to ask.  But 

imagine how often this happened in Iraqi classrooms?12 This means that a 

considerable number of students were taught to question reality or they 

were at least given the critical tools to do so, despite limitations.  

The narrative above shows how academics supported and protected each other as in the 

case of the dean and Majeed. It also shows how academics gave critical tools to their 

students, but also tended to protect them from any potential harm as in the case of how 

Majeed dealt with some of his students’ papers.   

Particularly revealing is the interlocutor’s reference to certain students who were 

in the Ba‘ath Party and who reported any anti-party activities and discussions of their 

professors or other fellow students in classrooms. These “informants” existed in different 

state institutions. Interestingly, they were referred to in both Iraq and Syria as a person 

“with a nice handwriting,” which meant an “informant” who would write such reports. 

These persons with a “nice handwriting” were loathed by most citizens. They have been 

even referenced in literary writings in both Iraq and Syria. One recent example that 

captures this phenomenon is from an autobiographical novel by the Syrian novelist, 

Ghada al-Samman. The main character, Zen, in the novel gets into serious trouble with 

                                                           
12 The interlocutor meant that it happened often. 
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authorities because of false reports submitted by someone “with a nice handwriting” 

(Samman 2015: 143).13 

Like many interlocutors, for Majeed looking back critically at the Ba‘ath years 

takes on a whole different meaning when compared and contrasted with everything else 

he has experienced in post-occupation Iraq and in exile. Clearly influenced by Edward 

Said and some decolonial thinkers, he spoke about how the West uses “modernity” and 

“orientalism” to define and rule the “other”. In doing so, its evaluation of other states and 

systems, like the Ba‘ath in Iraq, is itself purely ideological and lacks self-reflection, 

which eventually leads to wars and violence: 

The Ba‘ath, like most countries around the world, including the U.S., had 

a specific frame of thought. The Ba‘ath helped higher education through 

scholarships, and established universities and institutions…It wanted to 

build a strong state and society. The same could be said about the health 

system, and just by comparing it with the one here in the U.S. where I now 

live, we know what that means. The Ba‘ath provided orphanages for 

children, compulsory education, and many other good services for 

citizens. This helped in building Iraq, and this stage was as a result of 

many other stages before the Ba‘ath, since the Iraqi state was found. But 

the Ba‘ath improved all of this more than any other former government. 

This does not mean that the Ba‘ath was right in some of its trespasses on 

citizens, but we have to evaluate it objectively. It was a totalitarian party 

and leaders at the top were despotic. They behaved in ways that offended 

people’s dignity. But a lot of what they did was not much different than 

what happens in so many other countries around the world…Many 

academics believed that despite being a despotic regime, the Ba‘ath 

secured the country and provided a relatively stable life that most Iraqis 

liked and appreciated…The West knows this, but most people don’t like to 

mention it, because of ideologies and different conflicting agendas. 

Oftentimes mentioning this part is inconvenient. In the West, researchers 

and thinkers are hired to do work, but their work is often determined by 

the agendas of those who hire them, so lots of truth and knowledge gets 

                                                           
13 The novel is a continuation of Samman’s previous novel titled al-Riwāyah al-mustaḥīlah: fusayfasāʾ 

Dimashqīyah:riwāyah (Manshūrāt Ghādah al-Sammān, 1999). 
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overlooked. This situation is slightly better in Europe because they have 

more knowledge and they don’t buy the naïve stories fed to Americans 

here.   

In recounting his experience on the pros and cons of the Ba‘ath years and later moving to 

critiquing the West where he now lives, it is notable that Majeed’s narrative is no longer 

informed by the Ba‘ath years alone. It is now a combination of experience of those years 

and what followed in exile. This is important and it explains why many academics may 

seem as though they are looking back more favorably at certain aspects of their previous 

lives after experiencing the present.  

Majeed then discussed the impact of “orientalism” and “modernity” on how Iraq 

and the region were constructed in the Western imagination. For him, the way the West 

constructs the rest has led them to “see themselves as a ‘father-figure’ of the world, and 

that it’s their job to ‘help’ the rest of the world.” There are three issues worth analyzing in 

his narrative. First, his words fit with the premise in the introduction of this work, namely 

the Foucauldian notion about the “productivity” of power. Majeed explains, as other 

scholars of Iraq have done, that the Ba‘ath had many productive aspects to it, which 

explains why it lasted as long as it did. He also expands and further complicates this 

notion by emphasizing that the dismantling and the destruction of the Iraqi state and 

society by the occupying forces should be equally seen as a result of the productive not 

the destructive aspects of the Ba‘ath regime. There are many Western-friendly regimes in 

the “Third World” that are not being attacked precisely because the “productive” aspects 

of their powers are not deemed as a threat to the neocolonial agenda. The colonial powers 
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are more interested in changing regimes deemed unfriendly to them than “salvage” the 

people living under such oppressive regimes. 

The second point Majeed raises is one that was frequently raised by many 

academics when discussing the Ba‘ath’s negative sides, they quickly remind the listener 

that these “trespasses” are hardly unique or only done by the Ba‘ath. They remind us that 

every power around the world has its own methods of “rewards” and “punishments”, 

“destruction” and “productivity”, and so on. Many academics find themselves in a 

dilemma when trying to be critical of the powers under which they live vs. other external 

powers. They find themselves trapped between a rock and a hard place: if they excuse the 

trespasses of the regimes under which they live, they may easily seem as though they are 

condoning these trespasses. If they expose and criticize these trespasses, they could easily 

come across as encouraging or even inviting the colonial powers to intervene in their 

countries to “salvage” them. Many academics in this research were mindful of this 

dilemma. 

The dilemma resembles what some Middle Eastern scholars in both the East and 

the West experience when writing about certain regimes and societies in the region. In 

the postscript of her book, Dissident Syria, miriam cooke raises questions with which 

some Middle Eastern scholars constantly wrestle. She writes: “How can Middle East 

specialists continue to function in such an environment? We are caught in a double bind 

that tries to silence us. If we criticize Arab regimes we may seem to condone 

interferences in the affairs of so-called rouge states. If we don’t, we are called apologists 

and, therefore, a threat to national security” (cooke 2007: 163-4). Elsewhere, writing and 
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contesting the “Campus Watch” in the U.S., Cooke points out: “Since World War II, U.S. 

scholars of the Middle East, and particularly of the Arab world, have been caught 

between their government and its critics. They have been variously cast as allies and 

traitors, collaborators and dissidents, necessary to U.S. projects in the region and, when 

not, a threat to national security” (cooke 2004:21-40). What is ironic about the “campus 

watch” project, presumably a reaction to 9/11 in the U.S., is that it suffocates academic 

freedoms in ways that resemble the “rogue states” that supposedly contributed to 9/11 

because “they hate our freedoms”. It also shows how different academics in different 

parts of the world struggle with power in ways that carry more similarities than 

differences. Cooke’s proposal to deal with this complexity of doing scholarship on the 

Middle East is through engaging in what she had previously termed as “multiple 

critique”. The term is a combination from what the Moroccan novelist and critic, 

Abdelkebir Khatibi, calls “double critique” and what the African-American sociologist, 

Deborah K. King calls “multiple consciousness”.14 This term is important for this project 

because it helps us understand how academics attempt to look critically at the multiple 

regimes of power they have experienced from the Ba‘ath to their current spaces in exile. 

Cooke’s questions cited above will continue to surface and resonate in different 

conversations with interlocutors. 

The third point Majeed’s narrative raises, which entails critical analysis of 

different powers, is his reference to how the West’s Orientalizing of the “other” makes it 

assume the role of a “father-figure” that presumably tries to “salvage” the “infantile” 

                                                           
14 For detailed analysis on how cooke coins, uses, and applies the term “multiple critique” see miriam 

cooke, Women Claim Islam: Creating Islamic Feminism through Literature (2000), 107-136. 
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Middle East, through war and violence. Scholars writing about authoritarian regimes in 

the Middle East have used Hannah Arendt’s notion of “authority” and its role in 

producing violence. Arendt, building on some German thinkers before her, sees that an 

“authoritarian government” should be distinguished from tyranny, dictatorship, or 

totalitarian rule. For Arendt, authority’s main hallmark is its “unquestioning recognition 

by those who are asked to obey; neither coercion nor persuasion is needed. (A father can 

lose his authority either by beating his child or by starting to argue with him, that is, 

either by behaving to him like a tyrant or by treating him as an equal.)” (Arendt 1970:45). 

Building on this notion, some scholars have tried to show how certain authoritarian 

regimes in the Middle East often address their peoples with a paternalistic tone as a form 

of establishing authority.15  

Yet Majeed’s narrative prompts us to further complicate this use of a 

“paternalistic tone” by seeing how the colonial powers, too, look at postcolonial nations 

in a paternalistic way. This creates a situation similar to what Gayatri Spivak argues in 

her essay, “Can the Subaltern Speak?” when she deconstructs the common discourse of 

how the abolition of the Hindu rite of sati in India has been mistakenly and misleadingly 

understood as a case in which white men saved brown women from brown men.16 In this 

case, people in such states are seen as “oppressed” by their own regimes (or parents, to 

use it as a metaphor), and therefore need “salvaging” by the colonial powers. In this way, 

we end up with the Iraqi people caught up between two “abusive parents”, their own 

                                                           
15 For example see Wedeen (1999); Marion Farouk-Sluglett, “Liberation or Repression? Pan-Arab 

Nationalism and the Women’s Movement in Iraq,” (1993). 
16 See Gayatri Spivak’s essay “Can the Subaltern Speak?” published in 1988 in a volume titled Marxism 

and the Interpretation of Culture. See bibliography for full reference. 
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regime and the occupying forces that claim to be “liberating” them from that regime 

through wars and violence. This is precisely why, using the same metaphor, many 

academics insinuated that it is more bearable to deal with one abusive parent (the Ba‘ath) 

than with two abusive parents (the occupiers and the new powers they set in place to 

serve their interests). 

** 

Another important case that shows how academics attempted to critique from different 

directions is that of Kareem K., one of my most memorable, warm, and generous 

interlocutors whom I first met in Amman in May 2014. Kareem holds a B.A. in 

journalism from Baghdad University obtained at the end of 1970s; an MA in journalism 

and sociology from a British university obtained at the end of 1980s, and a PhD in 

journalism from Baghdad University, obtained at the end of the 1990s. When I first met 

him, he was teaching media and journalism at one of Amman’s private universities where 

he is highly respected by his students and colleagues. One of the most interesting things 

about him is that he had documented his life from the first day he entered university in 

the 1970s up to the present. Besides visiting him in his office where he also did some 

administrative work for the university, Kareem and I met regularly at his house every 

Friday, after his Friday prayers.  

 Given his love for documenting events and his sharp memory and attention to 

detail, I wanted Kareem to share his experience living under the Ba‘ath as a student and 

as an academic. To this, Kareem responded: 
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The Ba‘ath was a useful experience for Iraq and Iraqis, because it united 

all of them, despite differences. Yet, arming the society, oppression and 

authoritarianism affected their [the Ba‘athists’] image. What happened had 

nothing to do with the thought of the Ba‘ath itself. It was rather a matter of 

authorities in Iraq itself…Iraqis are rebellious in nature...Iraqis are never 

happy with any leader. My PhD advisor, also the biggest influence in my 

life, once said: Iraqis don’t work well without a strict leader and system in 

place…Here we must differentiate based on theory and practice. The 

Ba‘ath was bad in Western criteria, but not in our criteria. I will tell you a 

story to illustrate this. When I was in England, they had shops that sell 

clothes at considerably discounted prices due to irregularities from the 

manufacturer. I went into one of them and bought 6 t-shirts sold for 99 

pence each instead of the original price of 6 pounds. The t-shirts looked 

fine to me. When I asked the seller about how could these t-shirts be 

considered ‘irregular’, she said ‘they indeed are so.’ She then showed me 

the color of the button on one of them that had a slightly different shade 

from the others. Hardly noticeable. Now, according to them, that was 

enough to sell the t-shirt at such a discounted price. The West measures 

our political systems perhaps in the same manner. This is how they 

evaluated the Ba‘ath. The Ba‘ath was not as bad for us, in our measures. 

An architect can come to my house and find many flaws, when in fact I 

don’t even notice them. The Ba‘ath experience in Iraq wasn’t as bad as the 

West has depicted it. They demonized it much more than it was, because 

they had their own agenda in the country and in the region. 

Kareem’s narrative is different than that of Majeed. There are several important points in 

his narrative that are commonly expressed by Iraqis from different walks of life. 

Therefore, they must be analyzed closely.  

First, Kareem’s point, citing his PhD advisor, who said that Iraqis only work 

under strict leadership and strict rules is dangerous. In the street, this point is often 

expressed by many Iraqi people who make statements like “we Iraqis need a dictator to 

function well.” Never mind that the statement contradicts what Kareem says about the 

Iraqi character typically being “rebellious”, at best, such ideas can only form through the 

accumulation of oppressive colonial powers and local authoritarian regimes and political 

parties, which might have instilled this notion in the Iraqi psyche over a long time. Living 
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under such conditions for a long time can easily create such understanding of the “self” 

and the society. It takes serious re-education (perhaps un-education) of the “self” to 

change such notions.  

 Second, equally problematic is the story of the clothing store in England and how 

the West evaluates a country like Iraq, or any country in the “developing world”. The 

example suggests that the West’s criteria are “flawless”. The Western political systems 

are so “perfect” that they can detect problems in these societies that are negligible to the 

Iraqi people. Significantly, Kareem’s example is immediately followed by the “architect” 

who may come to find many flaws in his house when he himself finds it perfectly fine. 

The example is a case in point when it comes to how the West sees itself as the 

“knowledgeable” engineer whose job is to detect flaws that are not visible to the residents 

of the house. There is a great irony here. Kareem’s “clothing store” story used as a 

metaphor is problematic for the following reasons: first, it assumes that Iraqis are not 

sensitive to the smallest details and flaws in their own system, which, of course, is far 

from accurate. Indeed, many interlocutors in this project, including Kareem himself, have 

already proven otherwise. Second, this metaphor assumes that the Western systems are 

flawless. They are so meticulous that they immediately take notice even of Iraq’s 

slightest flaws and “treat” them with occupation. The underlying issue here takes us back 

to a point that will continue to resurface in this research, that is: who measures the 

measurer? Who evaluates the evaluators and with what intellectual tools?  

Unfortunately, many Iraqis and people from other “developing countries” 

evaluate the West through Western tools. They evaluate themselves through the self-



 

 

182 

congratulating image the West paints of itself through media and other forms of 

knowledge production. This is why Edward Said’s “orientalism” still stands the test of 

the time.  It takes individuals who have lived or known exile or displacement, as many 

academics in this project have, to be able to see the complex picture without a superiority 

or inferiority complex. Kareem, in the end of his narrative, seems to be at least aware of 

this complexity. This paves the way for the next chapter which shows how the thirteen 

years of the UN embargo caused serious damage to the Iraqi identity, society, and 

culture.
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Chapter Three 

 

The UN Sanctions: Consenting to Occupation through Starvation 

The long and harsh 13 years of the UN embargo on Iraq started when I was a primary 

school student and ended with the invasion of Iraq in 2003, when I was still an 

undergraduate student studying English language and literature at the University of 

Baghdad. I still remember vividly many of my teachers and professors in high school and 

at the university during those years. Many of them profoundly shaped my personality and 

my outlook on the world with their diligence, perseverance, working and giving to 

students, despite getting almost nothing in return. I can wholeheartedly say that they were 

the reason why I chose to research and write this ethnography. One of the most 

memorable images in my mind is my high school math teacher who used to scream in the 

classroom every time a student misbehaved or failed to prepare their assignment. On one 

occasion, he said: “You all should stop making our lives harder than they already are. Do 

you realize that our monthly salary is barely enough to buy two kilos of tomatoes?” Like 

many teachers and professors, the math teacher was forced to do other kinds of jobs to 

survive during the sanction years.  

Another image that sticks in my head was when I was returning home on one cold 

winter evening from visiting a friend. On the way, I noticed a small kiosk annexed to a 

house and wanted to find an excuse to warm myself inside for a few minutes. I had to 

pretend that I was there to buy a piece of gum. To my surprise, I was shocked and 

saddened to see that the owner of the little kiosk was my Math teacher whose 

circumstances had inconveniently forced him to sell gum, cigarettes, and a few other 
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“convenience items” to sustain himself during those years. He was at first embarrassed to 

see me, but then immediately smiled and gave me a piece of gum for free (Yako 2015).  

A similar memorable experience of academics’ suffering during the UN embargo 

years was with my Grammar professor at Baghdad University’s College of Languages 

who spoke flawless English very fast and expected us students to learn to catch up with 

her as a way to improve our listening skills. The way words came out of her mouth in the 

classroom resembled bullets shot from a revolver. I used to walk with her and chat after 

class. Her steady and fast steps were no different than the way she uttered her words. 

Since the UN sanctions and the international blockade imposed upon Iraqi people had 

made it impossible for us to get new books, magazines, literary journals, and newspapers 

from abroad, the Grammar professor used to lend me her old 1980s copies of the 

American magazine, Reader’s Digest, to practice reading American English, learning 

new vocabulary, and idioms beyond the textbooks we read by Shakespeare, Alfred Lord 

Tennyson, Jane Austen, Thomas Hardy, William Wordsworth, and other English 

literature classic and canonized writers. She told me once: “We used to get copies of all 

types of English magazines and literary journals from different English-speaking 

countries before the embargo. They were very helpful for reading modern English and 

staying up-to-date with what is happening in the literary world. Though these are old 

Reader’s Digest copies, you can still learn from the vocabulary and the modern forms of 

writing in them. Please do return them when you are done reading them.” By the end of 

my second year at the University, she shared with me that she had accepted a new 

teaching post at another university in Baghdad, but she would make sure to come visit me 
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whenever she was on our campus in the future. As soon as the war erupted in 2003, I lost 

all contact with her (ibid.). 

These are just two personal stories out of many that demonstrate some of the key 

issues that emerged from discussing the period of the UN sanctions with academics in 

this research. Based on what most interlocutors shared about this period, their vision can 

be summed up as this: rather than considering the Iraqi regime solely responsible for 

these sanctions, many exiled and displaced academics believe that the UN bears the main 

ethical and human responsibility for the damage the embargo caused for Iraqi people and 

society. Many academics saw these sanctions as the UN’s method to obtain the consent 

of Iraqi people to the 2003 occupation through starving and weakening the people and the 

institutions within the country.  

This finding is significant as it changes how we understand that period. Many 

academics insist that they were fighting an intellectual, human, and economic embargo 

caused by internal and external powers at once. Scholars typically analyze the Ba‘ath’s 

35 years in power as based in getting “consent” from many Iraqis through its complex 

system of rewards and punishments, as well as the productive aspect of the regime. Yet, 

in this chapter, the academics extend this notion of “consent” to be applied to how the 

colonial powers sought to get what some called “consenting to occupation through 

starvation” by imposing the UN sanctions on Iraq. For many academics, the UN embargo 

was the most damaging technique external powers used to destroy Iraqi society and 

institutions. Many interlocutors argued that while these sanctions destroyed the Iraqi 

people and society, they also empowered rather than weakened the regime. In this way, 
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internal and external powers ganged up against the Iraqi society. This is important when 

we consider how economic sanctions work. It resembles what is happening in Syria at the 

time of writing. 

In 2015, internally displaced academics in Iraqi Kurdistan told me many stories 

about the effects of the sanctions. Nasreen A. is a Kurd from Iraqi Kurdistan. She was 

raised, educated, and lived most of her life in Mosul. Nasreen had to leave Mosul in 2014 

because of ISIS. She is currently a researcher and lecturer of chemistry in Kurdistan. 

When I asked about her experiences during the sanctions, she recalled how a great many 

academics and students were absolutely impoverished. The salaries of academics, as 

many have confirmed, ranged from $3-6 per month. It was barely possible to survive on 

it for one week. Nasreen said she had to be honest that she didn’t suffer as much as many 

academics did, despite her embarrassingly low salary. That was “mainly because my 

husband was a physician and made good money. I wouldn’t have made it without his 

salary on my own.” She remembered how during those years not only were academics 

deprived of every possible basic need to teach, do research, and live with dignity, but 

many couldn’t even afford to buy food and clothes. She said she often secretly handed 

their second-hand clothes or extra food to many of her colleagues in the department. 

They accepted her help because they knew she wouldn’t tell anyone about it to embarrass 

them. Nasreen said, “even as a mother, I felt how other children going to the same school 

as my children suffered. I often intentionally packed extra sandwiches for my children to 

share with their friends who were unable to bring a sandwich to school.” These stories are 

just the tip of the iceberg of what many Iraqi people from all walks of life suffered during 
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the years of the inhumane UN embargo. Before sharing more accounts, it is important to 

contextualize this period through how scholars from different disciplines have 

documented it. 

Scholarship on the UN Sanctions 

The UN sanctions were imposed on Iraq from 1990 until the occupation in 2003. As a 

result of invading Kuwait, a full financial and trade embargo was imposed by the United 

Nations Security Council (UNSC) starting on August 6, 1990. The UNSC banned 

anything and everything that could potentially be used to produce any type of military 

technology. Yet, in practice, the banned items included things supporting some of the 

simplest human needs that severely affected the access of millions of Iraqi people to basic 

food and medicine. The effects of the shortages in food and medicine continued to affect 

Iraqi people causing many direct and indirect deaths, malnutrition, and shortages in 

electricity, clean water, and countless other items and services. It was only until 1995, 

after an assessment conducted by a UN inter-agency, and after worldwide condemnations 

of the effects of the embargo on Iraqi people that the UNSC decided to operate what was 

called the “Oil-for-Food Program” after passing resolution 986, on April 14, 1995. The 

implementation of the program, however, didn’t start until December of 1996. Those who 

fully supported and highly contributed to the war and sanctions on Iraq, like the 

neoconservative, Douglas J. Feith, claimed that the sanctions have significantly curtailed 

Iraq’s military capabilities (Feith 2008: 193).  
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Other scholars, including Iraqis from many professions, like doctors, strongly 

condemned the adverse effects of the sanctions on the Iraqi people (Al-Araji 2001). In 

fact, the humanitarian impacts of the embargo were so harsh that multiple UN officials 

resigned to protest these inhumane sanctions. For example, Denis Halliday, the UN 

Humanitarian Coordinator in Baghdad resigned in 1998, after 34 years of working for the 

UN. Halliday resigned to protest what was going on, but also to have the freedom to 

criticize the sanctions and expose them in the open. Halliday was quoted by the 

investigative journalist, John Pilger, saying “We are waging a war through the United 

Nations on the people of Iraq. We’re targeting civilians. Worse, we’re targeting 

children…What is this all about?” In the same interview with Pilger, Halliday stated “I 

am resigning…because the policy of economic sanctions is…destroying an entire society. 

Five thousand children are dying every month. I don’t want to administer a program that 

satisfies the definition of genocide” (Pilger 2004). Likewise, Halliday’s successor, Hans 

von Sponeck resigned in protest calling the sanctions a “true human tragedy.” This 

statement, predictably led Washington and London to accuse Sponeck of “siding with 

Iraq” (Plett 2000).  

The studies on the number of deaths caused because of these sanctions vary widely 

depending on the time in which they were conducted, the methods used in each study, 

and the agendas of those who funded and conducted them. Studies by some scholars 

made estimates that go up to and even exceed 500,000 children deaths.1 Other scholars 

                                                           
1 For examples of such studies see UNICEF results of the 1999 Iraq Child and Maternal Morality Surveys 

available at https://fas.org/news/iraq/1999/08/990812-unicef.htm; Sarah Zaidi, “Child Morality in Iraq,” 

The Lancet, 350:9084, 1105, October 11, 1997. 

https://fas.org/news/iraq/1999/08/990812-unicef.htm
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have dismissed these figures and considered them as no more than inflated, manipulated 

figures by the former Iraqi regime, despite the plethora of evidence suggesting otherwise 

from various international organizations, studies, and academic works (Spagat 2010).  

Other scholars of ethics have gone as far as seeking to locate who bears the 

“moral responsibility” of the consequences and ramifications from the effects of 

sanctions on the Iraqi people and society. In this regard, the New Zealand scholar of 

human rights, Ramon Das, concluded that the UNSC not Saddam Hussein bears primary 

responsibility for the sanctions-caused human rights violations of civilians in Iraq over 

the last twelve years (Das: 2003). Das went further to conclude that the evidence at hand 

“seriously undermines the claim that the UNSC’s motives in administering the ‘oil-for-

food’ program since 1996 have been (primarily) humanitarian” (ibid.:26). Citing 

Halliday, Das also concluded that the “oil-for-food” program was designed to “stop 

further deterioration in Iraq at a time when famine conditions prevailed…It has 

maintained quasi-famine conditions for many Iraqis now for over six years. So we’ve 

nothing to be proud of—all we’ve done is stave off mass starvation.”2 To take this 

further, Das’s conclusion in fact supports what some Western and Iraqi academics and 

intellectuals have argued in that the sanctions had little economic and humanitarian 

consequences on the Iraqi regime itself, and they ended up punishing Iraqi people and 

destroying their society more than anything else.3  

                                                           
2 Denis Halliday interview on Salon Magazine, cited in Ramon Das, 26. 
3 For example, see Arnove (2000); Richards et al. (1999). 
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Lastly, the harshness and suffocating effects of the UN sanctions on Iraqi society 

have been captured in many literary works that have vividly and poignantly depicted how 

Iraqi people lived through those times that wore out the texture of their society. A notable 

work in this regard includes Ghāyib [Absent], by the Iraqi novelist Batūl Khudạyrı̄, 

which is written from a woman narrator’s perspective, focusing on the suffering of Iraqi 

women during the sanction years (Khudạyrı̄ 2004). 

Another autobiographical novel more pertinent to this project, and therefore 

deserving a closer reading is Idha al-ayamu aghsaqat [If the Days Turn to Dusk] by the 

Iraqi academic, translator and writer, Hayat Sharara (Sharara 2011). Sharara was born in 

the southern Iraqi city of al-Najaf in 1935 to an Iraqi mother and a Lebanese father, the 

Lebanese-Iraqi poet, Mohammed Sharara. Living between Najaf and Baghdad over the 

years, Sharara, through her father’s literary circle, grew up surrounded by many 

important Iraqi writers, intellectuals, and poets. After her father was arrested for political 

reasons, he chose to leave for Lebanon upon his release. At that point, Sharara, like her 

father and other family members, became involved in leftist circles, which was to later 

cause her much grief, followed by disillusionment. After multiple displacements between 

Syria, Lebanon, and Egypt, Sharara returned to Iraq where she obtained her bachelor’s 

degree from Baghdad University’s College of Arts. After many subsequent political 

upheavals in Iraq, she decided to leave for the Soviet Union to pursue her studies in 

Russian language and literature. Upon obtaining her PhD on the life and works of Leo 

Tolstoy, Sharara returned to Baghdad to teach Russian literature and work on literary 

writings and translations of Russian literature into Arabic, leaving political work behind.  



 

 

191 

Sharara consistently felt alienated in her society. This sense of alienation 

worsened significantly after her father passed away. In one letter dated on March 11, 

1980, Sharara wrote to her sister, Balqis, that she found no joy in speaking with people. 

She didn’t like visits because she felt alienated around people. She hated having to be 

cordial and having to put up with conversations mostly revolving around food, children, 

and house chores. She also wrote that this narrow frame of life made her more interested 

in translating the works of Anton Chekov who masterfully depicted the monotonous and 

absurd details of daily life that, over time “put out the fire of kindled hearts and turn 

everything into ashes” (ibid.:47-8). 

Sharara, who continued to live and teach in Iraq during the embargo years, started 

to gradually feel suffocated and lose all hope until she committed suicide by breathing 

propane gas in her house which killed her and her eldest daughter Maha, leaving the 

younger one behind (ibid.:83). Balqis closes her introduction to Sharara’s 

autobiographical novel with a tone that is at once sad and paradoxical as she writes, “such 

was the way Hayat came into this world in the historic city of Najaf, and such she faded 

away and her light was put out while at the peak of her intellectual production in the city 

of Baghdad—the city of peace” (ibid.:84). Sharara died after enriching the Iraqi and Arab 

libraries with priceless translations of the jewels of Russian literature. Her authored 

books, studies, and articles have covered a great number of important Russian and Soviet 

writers such as Leo Tolstoy, Vladimir Mayakovsky, Vissarion Belinsky, Alexander 

Pushkin, Sergei Yesenin, Nikolai Gogol, to name but a few. 
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Sharara’s novel starts with the male protagonist, Nu‘man Mahmoud, an academic 

at the University of Baghdad who applies for early retirement from his academic post 

during the UN embargo and is anxiously waiting to have his request approved. Nu‘man, 

the main narrator, says that he didn’t apply for retirement because of an illness or 

inability to do his academic work. On the contrary, he tells us the “blood is still flowing 

in my veins,” and that he is at the peak of his capability to give, teach, and contribute to 

knowledge. He states that he hates the idea of having to retire but still hates not being 

able to do it. Nu‘man tells the reader that he can explain these contradictory desires, if 

“you bring your ears closer to my lips…I speak with whispers lest I am heard by anyone” 

(ibid.:94). In opening the novel this way before even moving to the horrific effects of the 

UN embargo, Sharara makes it clear that the suffocation of freedoms by the government 

as a result of this embargo were particularly damaging to academics. 

Sharara then introduces the theme of the shortages of basic human necessities like 

food even for professors during those years. Nu‘man passes through the markets every 

day after teaching his classes and he notices all kinds of meats, vegetables, fruits, and 

other food items that he cannot afford to buy with his meager salary. The narrator states 

that his observation is that the more people are unable to afford these basic needs, the 

more the shops and kiosks selling them are increasing (ibid.:103). There is a moment 

when Nu‘man is walking in his department when he smells fresh coffee being brewed 

and it “awakens his desires” because he has cut coffee from his shopping list long ago as 

he couldn’t afford it anymore (ibid.:123). Here, Sharara plays on words to describe his 

longing for coffee as almost a sexual desire. Coffee and knowledge have one thing in 
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common: they are both stimulants, therefore, coffee here is at once a deprivation of 

physical and intellectual needs. Shortly after the coffee scene, we hear the narrator 

struggling to understand how these sanctions were caused and came upon the society in 

such an abrupt way:  

It seems to me that what we are experiencing is more a work of magic 

than an outcome of the first Gulf war. Everything is closer to imagination 

than to reality. How could prices increase 1000% within four years only? 

How could beans, chickpeas, and lentils, that used to be the food of the 

poor, suddenly become unaffordable to us and we feel so happy when 

eating them? How did the value of knowledge collapse in such a way that 

it is no more than a means to boost morale? How did our life value 

decrease as if we were thrown from the peak of a mountain all the way to 

the bottom? Everything has the color of myths and is more like the One 

Thousand and One Nights. I wonder how many nights will these sanctions 

last and how many stories would the Shahrazad of our time weave from 

them if she still had the ability to narrate. (ibid.:124) 

The theme of hunger and the inability to afford the most basic human necessities is 

woven throughout the novel. In one conversation between Nu‘man and Wajdi, another 

academic in his department, the former states “if you want the truth, the feeling of 

constant hunger doesn’t leave me even after I eat a meal. I am ready to eat at every 

opportunity I have. I don’t know whether this is because of a latent fear or a real hunger 

or a psychological need. I never feel full like I used to” (ibid.:129). Although at one level 

the hunger Sharara depicts is a real physical hunger from lack of food, but at a deeper 

level, in the case of academics and intellectuals, it is perhaps a hunger to express, to 

revolt, to break the chains of internal government ties and the external international 

human and intellectual blockade.  
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The two-sided coin of the intellectual and physical hunger is best captured in yet 

another example in the novel when the narrator notes that many academics and 

intellectuals are forced to sell their precious books in al-Mutanabi Street4 to buy food and 

other basic needs for their families. Nu‘man, in fact, mentions how the sellers trading 

books take advantage of their needs by offering them the cheapest rates possible to buy 

their most precious belongings, their books (Sharara 2011: 131). Nu‘man gives the 

example of his colleague, Munir, who goes to sell his English-Arabic dictionary and the 

potential buyer provides an extremely low bid on the book. Deeply insulted by this, 

Munir eventually decides not to sell his book despite the great need for the money. The 

narrator says: “The buyers continued to devalue the book forcing us to believe that our 

precious books that represent our past wishes and memories, books that are the most 

precious thing we have, are of no value…before them [the buyers] we felt the defeat of 

the mind in the world of trade and commerce” (ibid.:133). The point on the defeat of the 

mind in a world dominated by the market and commerce forces, as will see later, 

becomes even more significant in the situation of academics exiled after the 2003 

invasion of Iraq. 

Other important issues Sharara raises in the novel include the militarization of the 

Iraqi society during the UN embargo and the deterioration of society and social life 

                                                           
4 Al-Mutanabbi Street, named after the famous Iraqi poet Abu at-Tayyib Ahmad al-Mutanabbi (915-965), 

is one of Baghdad’s most famous streets. Located in the historic part of the city, the Street has always been 

the center where books of all types were sold. The street has also traditionally contained many cafés where 

Iraqi writers and intellectuals gathered. On March 5, 2007, a car bomb exploded on al-Mutanabbi Street 

killing and wounding more than 130 people in total and causing a significant damage to the historic street 

and its businesses. An anthology dealing with the historical and symbolic importance of this street was 

published in 2013. The edited anthology contains responses from to the bombing from Iraqi and 

international intellectuals, poets, and writers. For more details see Beausoleil & Shehabi, ed. (2013). 
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during these years. We see women who are forced to leave their low-paid jobs to do 

menial work to survive; prostitution becomes an issue for many who are forced to do it to 

either survive or stay at a certain living standard, including with college students and 

female academics. We also see how the more corruption increases in society, the more 

religiosity rises. The novel is an important example of the relationship between religion 

and corruption. Sharara then raises the issue of how the embargo and the political 

suffocation of academics have produced new realities for academics that force some to 

compromise their ethics. One such issues is how some students were expected to be 

passed in exams simply because they are children of one politician or official or another, 

or simply because they are well-connected to power (ibid.:264-5). The novel continues to 

gradually introduce all the small compromises, humiliations, and hardships that 

academics must go through as the embargo progresses. Each compromise in and of itself 

is not detrimental. It is their accumulation over time that makes these academics suddenly 

find themselves having lost all footing and dignity.  

Sharara also discusses the issue of the meager state makrama [monthly state 

allowance] that was given to certain academics, writers, journalists, and intellectuals to 

show “appreciation” for their work and efforts. For many, the narrator writes, this was 

more of an insult than a reward. Furthermore, the narrator notes how the state classified 

those chosen for the makrama in a problematic way by mixing important names with 

“small and mediocre” writers and vice versa. In doing so, some esteemed intellectuals felt 

deeply offended, while the ego of the small minds was highly boosted to be on the same 

list with the former (ibid.:278-9). The example of this makrama was in fact discussed in 
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detail by one of my interlocutors, Majeed, introduced previously. Majeed shared this as 

an example of how Iraqi academics suffered financially, and therefore, their narrative of 

that time is far from nostalgic or from an experience of a privileged group. He 

emphasized through this story that academics didn’t benefit from the former regime as 

some claim: 

It is easy to generalize that we benefitted from the regime, but remember 

what I mentioned to you about our salaries and how we barely could put 

bread on the table. We talked about all the difficulties already. I don’t see 

$2-3 salary per month as ‘benefitting from the system’.5 Writers and 

intellectuals barely made a living. It was not until the late 1990s that 

Saddam wanted to extend his ‘benevolence’, if you will, to this group of 

people, and as you know, writers, poets, intellectuals are not keen on such 

steps anyway. These people wrote and worked nonstop in spite of all the 

difficulties we discussed in our conversations. It was only at this time 

when the government decided to give them a makrama6and the 

intellectuals included for this makrama were classified into three 

categories: A, B and C.  Those in the first category received a stipend of 

$100 per month. Those in the B category received $50. And those in the C 

category received $25. I was one of these people included under category 

C. I received a monthly allowance of $25! That was given for all the work 

of writing and the translations I did during my academic time in Iraq. I 

have never mentioned Saddam or the Ba‘ath Party in my works. All I 

wrote about was writers, poets, and literary works. I wondered then 

whether I should even accept that makrama. I was told by some friends: 

‘this is a reward from the President, and if you do not accept it, it could be 

misinterpreted by authorities’ [laughter]. The lists were created by 

designated individuals given the task of reading everything that was 

written and published, who then compiled those lists. In the same token, 

                                                           
5 Referring to academics’ salaries during the UN embargo, the time this interlocutor started teaching and 

researching in higher education. 
6A state monetary reward given either as one-time payment or a monthly stipend to designated groups or 

individuals. 
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let’s be honest, Abdel Khaliq al-Rikabi,7 whom you know well is a very 

important novelist, was honored much more under the Ba‘ath than he has 

been after 2003. He was given a literary award only once after 2003! If 

you read this man, you can’t say that he had benefitted from the regime. 

There are many, many others like him.  So, with so many people who 

contributed significantly to the intellectual life in Iraq, all those who 

produced works that did not praise the system in any way, and many of 

whom did struggle from what happened, how could we call their views, 

memories and narratives nostalgic? 

The state’s makrama provided to Iraqi writers, intellectuals, and academics has been 

noted by other scholars who wrote that since Saddam saw himself as a writer and poet, he 

took a strong interest in these groups.8 What is particularly intriguing in Majeed’s 

narrative is when he notes that he was hesitant to accept the makrama that was given to 

him by the party to show appreciation for all his academic and literary contributions. But 

then, he was told that refusing it could be misinterpreted as him rejecting the president’s 

gift. In this way, we see yet another ironic and absurd layer of the relationship between 

power and academics in that just like it is hard to avoid power’s punishment, it is equally 

hard to turn down its rewards because, if misunderstood, the latter can potentially turn 

into a punishment also. You get punished for not accepting the reward. At one level, the 

makrama, in Foucauldian terms, is part and parcel of power’s productivity, but it is a 

                                                           
7 Abdel Khaliq a-Rikabi (1946- ), is a prominent Iraqi novelist. He was born in the southern Iraqi city of 

Wasit. His literary career started as a poet when he published his first and only poetry collection, mawtun 

bain al-bahri wa a-sahra [A Death between Sea and Desert] in 1976. Since then, he has written many 

novels, some of which were extremely successful in Iraq and the Arab world. Al-Rikabi has received many 

literary awards in Iraq, the Arab world, and even internationally. His most notable novel is sabi‘ ayam al-

khalq [The Seventh Day of Creation], first published in Baghdad in 1994, which was selected as one of the 

best Arabic language novels written in the 20th century. His novels have been of great interest to many Iraqi 

scholars who have focused mostly on the art of narration and character development in his novels. In a 

recent interview with al-Jazeera in 2014, a-Rikabi expressed his deep sadness and distress about the 

situation in Iraq and the consequences of the occupation on the country. To this end, he stated, “I repair 

Iraq’s destruction with novel.” The interview, accessed on July 30, 2016 is available at: 

http://www.aljazeera.net/news/cultureandart/2014/1/30/عبد-الخالق-الركابي-بالرواية-أرمم-خراب-العراق.   
8 For example, see Sassoon, Saddam Hussein’s Ba‘th Party, 68 where he also cites the work of Saman 

Abdul Majid, Les Années Saddam: Révélations exclusives [Saddam’s Years: Exclusive Revelations] 

(2003). 

http://www.aljazeera.net/news/cultureandart/2014/1/30/عبد-الخالق-الركابي-بالرواية-أرمم-خراب-العراق
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productivity that can easily backfire if turned down by the individual in question. The 

insult Majeed felt about receiving the meager monthly allowance is identical to the 

feeling of the academic narrator in Sharara’s novel.  

One last memorable moment in the novel is when Nu‘man notes how the 

availability of some food in the department made a huge difference in the mood and the 

friendliness of faculty and staff, including the dean who is known for his strict and harsh 

way of dealing with matters. Likewise, the narrator admits, “the sanctions have awoken 

in me and in others this uncontrollable feeling of fear and hunger. This feeling creates a 

ghost that dwells in the unconscious. A feeling that makes me, in a strange way, increase 

my food intake so long as there is something edible around” (Sharara 2011: 311). This 

statement we hear repeatedly throughout the novel, but it is also a feeling that we see in 

many writings by other writers who painted life under the UN embargo and how the 

psychological effects of hunger made people live in constant fear of not having 

something to eat for their next meal.  

Sharara’s autobiographical novel ends with Nu‘man receiving the news that his 

request for retirement was denied. The reason cited for the denial is that academics are 

highly needed during these difficult times and they cannot be spared, unless in serious 

cases or for “humanitarian reasons” like going through cancer (ibid.:364). In other words, 

to survive the humiliation of the system, an academic must be nearly dying to be able to 

be released from the grip of power. The ending of the novel, then, is as unresolved and 

unsettling as its beginning. Sharara’s novel is an important and vivid documentation of 

the embargo years, their drastic and destructive effects on Iraqi people and society, with a 
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particular focus on Iraqi academics and intellectuals. Thus, not surprisingly, the reader 

will see that many of the details and observations that Sharara captures in the novel were 

clearly articulated and confirmed by many interlocutors in this project. In this way, this 

autobiographical novel captures in a literary way many historical facts and events that for 

complex reasons related to both the Iraqi government of that time and the UN embargo, 

could have fallen through the cracks of history. Indeed, such novels remind us of Carlos 

Fuentes’s words who writes: “Art gives life to what history killed. Art gives voice to 

what history denied, silenced, or persecuted. Art brings truth to the lies of history” 

(Fuentes 1990:62). 

Academics Blocked from all Sides 

When I asked Sameer, introduced previously, about how he felt the effects of the 

embargo as an academic, he said: 

We suddenly found ourselves unable to get any new resources like 

journals, publications, books, and scientific sources. They deprived us of 

all of that under the pretext that any academic/scientific resources could 

potentially be used to ‘manufacture weapons of mass destruction’. The 

reality is that they were destroying the masses with this embargo to pave 

the way for their upcoming invasion. They had to set the ground for a 

weakened society with damaged institutions and people so that the agenda 

of the occupation would go smoothly… It was crucial for the occupiers to 

come to a demoralized population to do whatever they wanted with them. 

Sameer then shared that because it was nearly impossible to get any updated academic 

resources to remain informed of recent scholarship around the world, their only hope was 

in certain academics and students from other Arab countries who had access and could 

smuggle some of these materials to them. This, Sameer added, had extremely negative 
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effects on the morale of academics. Further, for him, the UN sanctions had already paved 

the way for the most serious brain drain in Iraq’s contemporary history, because it was 

during these years that even the academics educated abroad who had a vital role in 

educating and graduating students needed in every sector of the society started leaving 

the country.  

Mazin B is an academic and a computer scientist who teaches at a-Nahrin 

University (formerly Saddam University), one of the best and most rigorous in Iraq. 

Mazin still lives and teaches in Baghdad. I was introduced to him by one of my Kurdish 

friends and we had multiple Skype conversations in 2014 and 2015. In one conversation, 

Mazin noted that the most humiliating effects of the embargo was the devaluation of the 

Iraqi currency, which “turned the salaries of Iraqi professors to range from $4-6 per 

month.” On top of that, to prevent brain drain, the state banned academics from leaving 

the country. Consequently, many had to change their “occupation” on their passports to 

be able to leave the country. Still, that was not the end of it, Mazin noted. If an academic 

was fortunate to ever get a passport, they had to leave the country without their academic 

transcripts, because they were not furnished for the same reasons—to avoid brain drain 

and loss of academics and professionals with advanced degrees. Mazin said “because you 

couldn’t get your original transcript, many academics I know had to forge a degree 

equivalent to what they had to use it abroad to get employment.”  

This statement is at once shocking and paradoxical. Academics who wanted to 

leave seeking other living opportunities, had to forge a degree equivalent to their original 

one. So here, the “fake” degree is at once fake and original. It is the ultimate Kafkaesque 
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reality of the relationship between academics and power, that is: one has to forge what is 

already real to survive or to get out of the grip of the system. Equally paradoxical is how 

the “real” can lose its meaning and value depending on the power that grants it. Seen 

from a different angle, “forging” the real degree withheld by power becomes a form of 

resisting that power and circumstances by individuals trapped under them. Yet this is also 

a case in which academics have been subjected to a multilayered intellectual embargo. 

The first layer was imposed by the UNSC, and the second by the Iraqi state that wanted 

to hold on onto its brains to keep the society functioning. In this case, the second layer is 

indirectly caused by and an extension of the first one. In others, the boundaries and the 

relationship between these two layers is hazy and slippery. Academics are sandwiched 

between the external and the internal forces.  They, like average citizens, are turned into a 

battlefield in which these two forces are confronting each other. One last irony on forging 

original degrees is that in post-occupation Iraq, many had to forge degrees that didn’t 

exist just to escape the war and its consequences. In both cases, forging becomes a 

necessary method for survival. 

** 

Ghanim B. is a communist academic from a Shi‘a family who still resides in Baghdad 

despite everything. He identifies as an atheist. I connected with him in 2013 by chance 

through another exiled Kurd academic currently living in the Netherlands. Ghanim and I 

emailed and then exchanged Skype contacts. Over the last few years, we have stayed in 

touch and had many rich conversations during which Ghanim shared so many intriguing 

details about his academic, personal, and political life in Iraq. Our skype conversations 
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were at times interrupted because of power outages in Baghdad at which time he would 

tell me to continue the conversation another day, when his laptop battery was about to run 

out of charge.  

Ghanim holds an advanced degree in architectural engineering from the 

University of Technology in Baghdad. He currently teaches as a Senior Lecturer in his 

field in Baghdad after resigning from the same position three times over the years 

“protesting wars, sanctions, oppression, and occupation,” as he told me. He had to leave 

Iraq a few times from the 1990s up to now seeking other opportunities in another Arab 

country, but he told me he always missed Iraq and had to come back, despite everything. 

The last time he left was because his wife was diagnosed with cancer and he couldn’t find 

good treatment for her in Baghdad. She received treatment in one of the Arab Gulf states 

and is still in remission. He told me he will be in Baghdad as long as his wife is in 

remission and as long as he can take it. 

When I asked him about the embargo years, he noted that the impacts of the 

sanctions on Iraqi people, society, and institutions were not just severe, but they aimed at 

destroying two of the most important components of any modern society: first, the 

infrastructure. Second, and more importantly for him, the “human infrastructure”. 

For Ghanim the conventional infrastructure can be fixed quickly once the causes 

are over, but the human infrastructure takes many generations to be repaired. In fact, if 

not fixed, the human infrastructure can continue to undermine the entire society, as has 

been the case after the 2003 invasion. Majeed, also introduced earlier, echoed what 
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Ghanim said about the destruction of the “human infrastructure”, with a focus on 

academics and students: 

Millions of Iraqis were transformed. Their lives, their ethics, their hopes 

and views of the future were diminished because of the sanctions. As an 

academic, I could notice the impacts on so many of my students.... We, 

academics, couldn’t pressure students to do things beyond their means. It 

was a difficult period filled with anxiety. The future seemed very dark and 

this affected most academics…Many people were planning to graduate 

and leave to places like Yemen, Libya, and other Arab countries that we 

would never consider inhabiting in the past. I was not immune from this 

pressure. I often considered looking for alternatives, including quitting 

academia altogether…Students were not clear about what do with their 

education. Many Iraqis were welcome in the 1970s and 1980s in Arab 

countries, especially Gulf countries, but this changed after the1990s. 

Fewer countries were accepting Iraqis like Libya and Yemen did. The 

latter two were countries with traditions and socialities very different from 

Iraq…We were struggling with circumstances and lack of knowledge 

exchange with the rest of the world…I often asked friends living abroad to 

send me books, but many academics and students did not have this 

option…We often got materials very late, after they had become outdated.  

Despite these challenges, Majeed asserted that the embargo “helped in showing the 

determination of the Iraqi people…especially when it comes to keeping infrastructure and 

institutions running, despite all difficulties.”  This idea was expressed by multiple other 

academics in this research. 

Ghazi F is a chemist and an academic, currently displaced in Iraqi Kurdistan. He 

holds advanced degrees in chemistry from Basra University and from England. His 

research primarily focuses on theoretical organic chemistry. I met Ghazi multiple times 

during my time in northern Iraq. When I asked him about the sanctions, he echoed 

Majeed in the humanities, but provided other details related to his discipline. Ghazi noted 

in one of our meetings in his office in November, 2015: 
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The period of the UN sanctions, and right after the first Gulf war, we had 

so many places rebuilt with Iraqi expertise. Some experts, including many 

academics, were able to dismantle equipment and hide the pieces to 

protect them from bombing simply because they were able to read 

manuals written in different foreign languages like English, Russian, 

French, and others. Our experts were able to dismantle factories and 

equipment, hide them, protect them from bombing, and reassemble them 

after the bombing was over. This was done all with Iraqi hands.  

Ghazi noted this as an example of how, despite the brutal effects of the first Gulf war and 

the sanctions, academics continued to play a pivotal role in maintaining society and 

institutions. 

** 

Hazim H, whom I met in Amman in 2014, specializes in Education, with a focus on 

technology of education, with advanced degrees from Iraq and England. He also 

articulated what Ghanim and Majeed said. He cited the advances made during the 1970s 

and 1980s by Iraqis, and so insisted that the 1990s should be understood as the “UN’s 

crimes against Iraqi people.” He then noted that despite the damaging consequences of 

the UN sanctions, from his experience of working for the Iraqi Ministry of Education:  

One cannot ignore the degree of self-sufficiency Iraq attempted to reach 

during those years. For example, we used to print about 42 million copies 

of school textbooks every year. Imagine the cost of having to do this by 

relying on foreign companies. Also, don’t forget the opportunity and 

access of free education to every single Iraqi, even during the 

sanctions…We were blocked from the world for 13 years, without 

internet, mobile phones, and so on. This wasn’t the fault of Saddam’s 

regime. These things were banned by the UN. In fact, Iraq worked for 

years to prepare itself for bringing on mobile phones to the country, but 

was never given the permission to operate them. 
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If we think about the most serious intentions of the sanctions and the occupation 

combined, Hazim said that they are no more than the occupiers’ attempt to “reconstitute 

the Iraqi consciousness”. Hazim’s remark here is crucial because it can be seen as a direct 

response to some scholars of Iraq, like Eric Davis, who saw the Ba‘ath’s primary agenda 

as no more than to “rewrite history” (Davis 2005:148) through “appropriating”9 every 

single element in society to achieve that goal. Hazim’s remark, coming from an Iraqi 

perspective, extends this analytical framework to show that the UN sanctions and the 

subsequent occupation of 2003 were also an attempt to “reconstitute Iraqi consciousness” 

and later rewrite its history by the occupiers. This was done by attempting to create 

malleable citizens who can be easily ruled by the occupying forces. This point will 

become clearer in the next chapter that deals with the occupation and its consequences. 

Women Academics during the Sanctions 

Zeynep C, an Iraqi Turkmen from Kirkuk recalled different aspects of the Ba‘ath era 

from her experience as a woman and a lecturer in Fine Arts. She remembered both pros 

and cons, like most interlocutors. For example, despite the restrictions on certain political 

freedoms and the pressure on minorities like Turkmen, Zeynep noted that the party 

provided support for academics and intellectuals who wanted to be creative, from 

different backgrounds and social classes. She recalled her years studying Fine Arts in 

Baghdad as the most creative and rewarding years of her life. I asked her to speak about 

how she experienced the sanctions, since she taught art during those years before she 

                                                           
9 The term “appropriate” or “appropriation” in Davis’s above referenced work are used on the following 

pages: 148, 163, 164, 178, 185, 226, 256, 272. 
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eventually immigrated in the end of the 1990s to Turkey and later to a Western country. 

Zeynep said that first, upon “turning the page of the Iran-Iraq war” most Iraqis were 

hopeful about a new start, but what followed the invasion of Kuwait and the harsh 

sanctions was like “a car suddenly breaking after it was moving at 120 kilometers per 

hour.” She talked about the sanctions and how after an active artistic life filled with art 

galleries and intellectual gatherings in Baghdad, she had to return to Kirkuk after 

graduation and look for a job in teaching art at an institute under the most difficult 

circumstances: “People were hungry, starving, and dying from lack of medicine. Can you 

imagine what art meant to people under such circumstances? Yet I loved art and I had to 

work in that area no matter what. My parents were both retired state employees getting 

meager pensions. I had to support myself. It was very hard and intellectually 

suffocating.” I asked Zeynep to share a memorable story from those days: 

During the sanctions, teaching was a sad affair. Teaching art was 

particularly hard due to shortages in the materials students needed to do 

art. There was a serious shortage in notebooks, pens, coloring materials, 

you name it…I once asked my students to bring some materials to do art 

in class, and most were unable to buy them. I will never forget a female 

student who was supposed to bring a piece of cloth for art work purposes, 

but she couldn’t afford to buy the proper one, so she cut a piece of cloth 

from her father’s underwear and brought to the class. When I asked her 

why she did so, she didn’t answer. She just started crying. 

Despite the sanctions, Zeynep said that the quality of Iraqi education and standards 

remained relatively good, though not as they used to be in the 1970s and 1980s. She 

remembered how sad she felt because people started to care less and less about art or 

anything artistic. She told me with a sad tone that “a disintegrating society has no need 
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for art, literature, and even philosophy.” She still loved what she did despite the 

embarrassingly low salary, which she spent mostly on transportation.  

Eventually, like many Iraqi women during those years, Zeynep said she had to 

reluctantly accept a “loveless” marriage offer from an Iraqi living abroad “just to exit that 

hell.” She did so even though she was far from ready to get married. Many women told 

me that they wouldn’t have been able to survive on their academic salaries if they didn’t 

have certain social networks of support to lean on, like their spouses and other family 

members. In fact, one academic told me that she remembers many women academics 

who didn’t have any support and so they were forced to leave academia and find different 

routes to make living, without even necessarily going out of the country. For Zeynep, this 

was not just a “brain drain”, she called it an “internal bleeding” within the body of the 

Iraqi society.  

Many female academics in this research confirm what anthropologist and gender 

scholar, Nadje al-Ali, has found in her research on Iraqi women, particularly middle-class 

women, living under the sanctions. Al-Ali wrote: “The breakdown of the welfare state 

had a disproportionate effect on women, who had been its main beneficiaries” (Al-Ali 

2007:186). It equally confirms al-Ali’s findings, as we see in Zeynep’s marriage story, on 

how family and gender relations were severely affected as a result of the sanctions 

(ibid.:195-208). 

One of the women academics who had a direct experience not just with the effects 

of the sanctions, but who, given the nature of her work, she dealt with some UN 
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inspection teams provided intriguing details on those years. Israa K. holds a B.Sc. from 

Pharmacy College, Baghdad University, and a PhD in biochemistry and photochemistry 

from England obtained in the early 1980s as part of the Iraqi state fellowships at that 

time. After going on the tenure ladder all the way to an associate professor, Israa was due 

to apply to get full professorship in 2006. However, despite her many publications in the 

field and her long and excellent teaching experience in Baghdad, she was denied the full 

professorship due to sectarian reasons at which point she found herself forced to leave the 

university and escape to Jordan. This happened right after her husband was kidnapped 

and released after paying a huge ransom that cost them most of their possessions in 

Baghdad. 

When I asked Israa about those years, the first thing that became clear to me 

during our various conversations is that Israa and her family have suffered greatly due to 

the sectarian tensions in post-occupation Iraq. On our first meeting, she immediately said 

“I am a Sunni, let’s be clear about that and get it out of the way, because I know people 

are obsessed with evaluating everything we say based on sect rather than honest and 

objective facts on the ground.” Israa said that the sanctions were a perfect period to 

debunk two big myths about Iraqi people and society during that time: first, the myth that 

the Sunnis benefitted from the Ba‘ath regime more than others. The second myth, 

according to her, that Iraqi academics of that time benefitted from the system in place. 

The harsh years of the sanctions and the way “many Iraqis held hands to get through 

these hardships outright discredit these absurd claims,” Israa said with an agitated tone. 

She further elaborated on her point: 
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Those who say that we Sunnis are ‘angry’ with the current situation 

because we benefitted from the previous regime, I respond to them with 

this: first, we need to define what is the meaning of the word ‘benefit’? If 

by that we mean getting education, getting jobs, and advancing 

academically or in other fields of work, then these opportunities were not 

only allowed to Sunnis. I don’t think anyone would disagree with the fact 

that these opportunities were available to all Iraqis, regardless of religious 

or ethnic backgrounds. Everyone accessed these state privileges under the 

same conditions. If by benefitting they mean the salaries, then everyone 

can confirm that all academics were seriously disadvantaged, especially 

following the Kuwait invasion when living expenses were very high and 

academics were paid next to nothing. So, what was the benefit we got 

more than any other Iraqi working next to us and doing the same job and 

amount of work? Surely, there were people who wanted and needed to 

make more money to survive, and those had to teach private lessons, do 

extra research, teach evening classes, and so on. But again, these 

opportunities were available to anyone who wanted to go that route. 

Israa added, “many Iraqis will confirm to you that their suffering during the sanctions 

was the harshest thing they had every experienced.” She insisted that in her academic 

discipline, she was free as an academic to do any type of research she wanted and she 

never felt academically suffocated until the UN sanctions were imposed. She provided an 

important testimony on this point: 

The only party that suffocated our academic freedoms was the UN 

delegations and inspection officers who came to Iraq to inspect during 

those years. Just to give you an example, at our labs we used growth 

hormones to grow tissues, and the UN interfered even with that. With such 

cases, bacterial growth was deemed to happen at times, so the inspectors 

thought we had been working with issues related to biological weapons. In 

reality, I would discard any samples in which such bacterial growth 

occurred, considering them simply as cases of contaminated hormones. 

They didn’t like it whenever they saw any growth of microorganisms. 

They photographed everything in our labs, classrooms, even every single 

blackboard where we simply wrote information for students. They were 

frightened by the Iraqi minds. 
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Israa, like many Iraqis, believed that the “international community” represented by the 

UN were trying to disable Iraqi minds and aspirations for achieving a strong and self-

sufficient country that is not subjected to direct or indirect colonial agendas. She said:  

The UN did everything they could to hinder Iraqi academia, research, and 

academic freedom with all sorts of restrictions on so many materials we 

needed to work with in our labs while teaching students. In doing so, they 

were seeking to create a state of total desperation and humiliation for Iraqi 

people to later invade the country. In many ways, they succeeded in their 

goal. 

Israa’s narrative on the UNSC inspection teams shows how academics were caught 

between different powers that seriously undermined their ability to function. 

Furthermore, both the Iraqi regime and the UNSC were each trying to make the other 

“look bad” by using the Iraqi people and society as a battlefield to make the point. The 

Iraqi regime consistently tried to remind Iraqis that their suffering is caused by the UNSC 

controlled by the superpowers, and the UNSC was equally trying to give them the 

impression that their suffering was a result of Saddam Hussein’s policies and acts. Being 

caught between the Iraqi regime and the superpowers is important because it will 

resurface as a more serious issue in post-occupation Iraq, as will be demonstrated in the 

next chapters. Although many academics I met in my fieldwork strongly blamed the 

UNSC, some were also mindful about the responsibility of the Iraqi regime that did 

contribute to what happened, and therefore, their testimonies in this regard also deserve 

to be documented. 
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Academic Voices Critiquing the Iraqi Regime 

Other academic voices show that while they were aware of the external factors that 

contributed to their suffering, that didn’t stop them from looking back critically at the 

internal problems, including the regime. Sameera S, an exiled chemist and academic in 

Amman whom I met in 2014 spoke about both the internal and the external challenges 

during those years. Sameera received her B.Sc. and M.Sc. in chemistry from Baghdad 

University between the end of 1970s and early 1980s. She went on to obtain her PhD in 

chemistry, focusing on photochemistry from Baghdad. She left Iraq in 2007, after she 

received a bullet in an envelope with a death threat asking her to leave her academic post 

and the country immediately.  

While having dinner with Sameera and her husband in their house in Amman one 

evening, I asked how she experienced the sanctions as an academic, Sameera articulated 

the central idea of this chapter. She said that if we think about it, Iraqi academics were 

caught between two powers: the UN on the one hand and the Iraqi state taking all sorts of 

measures to protect itself from the international blockade, on the other hand. She found 

disturbing similarities between the measures the Iraqi regime took to “protect our national 

security” during the sanctions and those taken in the U.S. after 9/11. Between the two 

powers, many academics had to struggle not to get crushed. The UN prevented almost 

every academic resource, materials, machines, and so on, from entering Iraq. They even 

banned lead used to make pencils from entering the country. As a student in those years, I 

remember how unaffordable pencils were for most students. I made sure to be 

economical and protect my pencil for as long as possible.  
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Academics, Sameera added, were banned from going to conferences, publishing 

internationally, and so on. She said that in many ways it was a vicious cycle: The Iraqi 

state banned most academics from going abroad to attend conferences, and the UN 

banned everything that could help academics do good research and teaching from 

entering the country, and so they had to rely on outdated materials, labs, and resources, 

mostly dating back to the 1970s and 1980s. This made academics fall behind. As for the 

Iraqi state restrictions, “We couldn’t even talk, correspond, or interact with any foreigner. 

If we talked to any foreigner, they would send someone with me to watch me at all times. 

I remember in a conference in Amman, an American academic in my field came up to me 

and asked how I was doing, how’s life under the embargo, then she handed me her card 

and asked to contact her if I needed any resources. The person from the Iraqi government 

accompanying us in that conference immediately took it away and ripped it up!” 

Likewise, Sameera added, “the UN banned even something as simple as uranium acetate 

from entering Iraq. This is a very simple material that all chemists need to do lab 

experiments. I personally protested this and wrote a letter to the UN, but of course it was 

nothing but, as we say in Arabic, a scream in a valley.” Sameera emphasized that it is a 

common mistake to think that Iraqi academics didn’t criticize the regime during those 

years:  

I know many academics in my department who strongly criticized certain 

steps taken by the state, but an academic can only do so much. We really 

shouldn’t exaggerate how much our criticism can change things. The 

Ba‘ath didn’t kill or imprison those who criticized things. They simply 

sent warning letters or had them summoned to ‘have a talk’. In my 

department, I know a number of professors who wrote letters protesting 

the low salaries, the militarization of academics when they tried to train us 
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to bear weapons to presumably protect ourselves from the invasion, and 

many other things. Many of my colleagues, including me, refused to 

attend any party meetings in protest. Frankly, even the party didn’t take 

such meetings seriously at that point. It was just a formality. I have seen 

some academics during those years cursing the President of our University 

to his face to protest what was going on. The point is, we did resist on both 

fronts, but mostly, I am sad to say, in vain. 

Another case in point on how the UNSC has sought to achieve “consent through 

starvation” during the sanctions as a method to pave the way for the occupation was 

articulated in the testimony of Issa, an academic specialized in management, introduced 

in the previous chapter. When I asked him to speak about the effects of sanctions on Iraqi 

people and academics, he noted that the effects were economic and in the form of 

psychological warfare. The latter, he added, was best seen in how academics had to do all 

kinds of menial jobs not commensurate with their training just to survive.  

Many academics, including Issa, had to drive taxis, work as car mechanics, work 

at small convenience stores, and so on, just to survive and maintain their dignity. Others 

went astray by asking students for bribes, purposely lowering their teaching standards in 

public universities to teach them privately on the side for more money, asking students 

for all kinds of favors from packets of cigarettes to getting new tires for their cars, and 

other petty favors. Issa went as far as stating that both the first and the second Gulf wars 

didn’t affect Iraqi academia and society in general as much as the sanctions did: “the 

effects of the sanctions on Iraq were more than all the wars combined,” he told me. For 

Issa, the sanctions also contributed to the Iraqi regime seeking to militarize all sectors of 

society, including the academic life. In this regard, he noted:  
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Saddam failed to understand that the sanctions were later to become his 

graveyard. Iraq, or any country, doesn’t fail because of bombs, but 

because of economic sanctions that kill the value-system in the society. 

When you are hungry, there must be a moment when you will break down 

and give up your values to survive. The embargo did just that. It was the 

seed that turned Iraq into the most corrupt country in the world.  

Issa insisted that the genealogy of the current state of corruption in Iraq should be traced 

to the traumatizing economic and human effects of the UN sanctions on the society. 

Sattar D., a computer scientist and a senior lecturer in computer science, shared 

experiences similar to those of Issa. Originally from the Iraqi Kurdistan region, Sattar 

was raised mostly in Baghdad and was forced into exile in Amman for ten years. After 

his contract wasn’t renewed in Amman, he had no choice but to return to Iraqi Kurdistan, 

the only relatively stable part of Iraq. Sattar, too, agreed that the effects of the UN 

embargo on society and academics will take many generations to repair. He said that 

before the sanctions Iraqi academics used to produce knowledge, but after the 1990s, they 

became no more than users of it. Corruption, according to him, increased because the 

only way to survive for many was either be corrupt; leave the country, which was 

extremely difficult for academics; or to have other sources of income and continue to 

teach with embarrassingly low salaries. On top of everything, Sattar said that the 

sanctions deprived Iraqis, particularly academics of any new technology: “In 1999, when 

I left for Jordan the PCs weren’t available in Iraqi universities. We only had 

minicomputers and mainframe—older styles of computers. In fact, I didn’t even know 

how to use a mouse! I had to teach new courses that required more updated technology 

like ‘Communication and Network’ about which I had no adequate knowledge in Iraq, 

like many of my Iraqi colleagues, because of the embargo.” 



 

 

215 

Kareem, the professor of media and journalism introduced previously, said that 

the first couple of years of the sanctions were bearable, but as time passed, the effects 

became more and more suffocating for all people. The saddest thing for him was that he 

was forced to take many of his books and sell them in al-Mutanabbi Street in Baghdad, 

because he could no longer have money to put enough food on the table for his family. 

He showed me his diary notebook from the year 1996 with multiple days throughout the 

year when he was forced to sell books from his collection. I looked through his diary and 

my eyes fell on the day of January 26, 1996 where he had a short entry stating: “went to 

al-Mutanabbi to sell more books.” It is perhaps symbolic that Kareem, like many 

intellectuals, writers, and academics I personally know, was forced to sell his books for 

bread. Yet during one of our conversations, remembering those years, Kareem shared 

with me that besides the economic sufferings, unfortunately, the embargo years were 

used by the state to further restrict certain academic and general freedoms for academics 

and other citizens. In this sense, Kareem saw that the UN directly contributed to 

suffocating Iraqi people not just by depriving them of food and medicine, but also by 

further restricting their freedoms in certain ways: 

Freedom of speech should be for all citizens, not just for 

professors…Sanctions and international aggression were used as a pretext 

by the Iraqi state to further limit our freedoms. When some people tell you 

how bad it was for freedom of speech, you must believe them. Yet the 

state had its own justification for doing what it did. This is also true in all 

nations. Imagine if the U.S. was going through exceptional circumstances, 

wouldn’t that create a ‘state of emergency’, curtailing lots of freedoms, as 

happened after 9/11? 

One of the interlocutors who was an undergraduate student during most of the 

embargo years and who later went on to become an academic, recalled how he 



 

 

216 

experienced his Iraqi professors during those years and what he learned from them. 

Hatim S. grew up and received his undergraduate education in the city of Mosul, 

occupied by ISIS at the time of research and writing. He later moved to teach in Jordan, 

did a postdoc in Germany, and returned to Iraqi Kurdistan for a teaching post in his 

discipline of computer science. As soon as he got his academic post in Iraqi Kurdistan, 

ISIS took over Mosul and Hatim and his wife and children found themselves trapped in 

Iraqi Kurdistan while their families are trapped in Mosul under ISIS. I had many 

conversations and meetings with him while doing research in Iraq. In one of our 

conversations in September 2015, Hatim looked back at the embargo years and told me 

how much the resilience of his Iraqi professors going through those harsh years had 

taught him and shaped his own academic character. First, he reflected on his own 

situation as a student going through those years. Hatim said that he didn’t fully appreciate 

his Iraqi professors in Mosul during the embargo years until after the war and after he 

travelled, studied, and did research in different parts of Iraq, Jordan, Malaysia, Germany, 

and later back on Iraq again:  

I really admire the Iraqi professors of that time. They gave a lot for the 

very little they received in return, despite the most difficult circumstances. 

I had a professor in Mosul who left lecture and went to the industrial area 

working as a car technician. I thought he was one of the best professors I 

ever had. Our professors were so good and faithful to what they did. They 

treated us justly, regardless of background, religion, etc. they gave us as 

much as they could. The relationship of professor/student was one of 

utmost respect. It could have been the culture, the party, the regime of the 

time that taught people to respect those in higher positions. 

Hatim carried on remembering students in his class during those years when he was 

doing his undergraduate studies in computer science: 
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During the difficult times under the embargo most students were poor. In 

every classroom, you would see one or two out of 30 or 40 students who 

owned a computer. In 1993 I had one that was a model made in 1981. The 

hard disk stopped working after a week. During that period, despite the 

lack of resources, we learned how to make the best out of things. We 

really had to search for sources and for information to find them. There 

was a time when a friend and I had to go to Baghdad to find sources to do 

research. We found some old manuals from the 1980s and tried to find any 

useful piece of information. We tried to be as productive as possible. 

Despite my old (PC- IBM XT), I tried to make the best out of it. I spent 

most of my time working on it. I had to be creative in finding all kinds of 

techniques to solve problems. This was the bright side of the difficult 

circumstance. The dark side is that we were really behind the world 

because there were constant advancements in knowledge. We would spend 

so much time and effort studying things that were expired or no longer in 

use elsewhere in the world. It was a harmful embargo on 

knowledge…There were gaps and even creativity was not enough to make 

you advance in fields like computer science. 

Hatim told me that it was not until he left for Jordan to teach that he really understood the 

damage that was done to Iraqi academia and academics because of all these 

circumstances. It is only there, after getting exposed to more updated materials and 

technology, “I started feeling how much we were crushed by both the embargo and our 

own regime.” For Hatim, the Iraqi government shouldn’t have put itself and the Iraqi 

society in a position to suffer as much as they did during those years. Still, he thinks that 

those years will always leave one question unanswered in his head: “why is it that people 

become more creative under difficult circumstances than they do under luxury?” Hatim 

said this in relation to how most students he later taught in different places were not as 

resourceful and as thirsty to knowledge as those he experienced during the sanctions 

when there were shortages in everything.  
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Part Two 

Chapter Four  

 

The Occupation: Paving the Road to Exile and Displacement 

The Occupation: Restructuring State & Society through Cultural and Academic 

Cleansing 

In the previous part we were introduced to Hiba S., one of the pioneer Iraqi women 

academics and authors in the field of media and journalism, currently exiled in Amman. 

During one of my visits to her office in the summer of 2014, Hiba shared that the early 

days of the Iraq occupation in 2003 were the most difficult she had ever experienced. I 

asked her to describe how she felt during those days, she recollected: 

I was sitting in my garden smoking when I suddenly saw a huge American 

tank driving through the street. I saw a black soldier on the top of the tank. 

He looked at me and did the victory sign with his fingers. Had I had a 

pistol in my hand, I would have immediately shot myself in the head right 

then and there. The pain I felt upon seeing that image is indescribable. I 

felt as though all the years we had spent building our country, educating 

our students to make them better humans were gone with the wind. 

Hiba’s description carries strong feelings of loss, defeat, and humiliation. Also significant 

in her narrative is that the first American soldier she encountered in post-invasion Iraq 

was a black soldier doing a victory sign with his fingers. This is perhaps one of the most 

ironic and paradoxical images of the occupation. A black solider from a historically and 

consistently oppressed group of the American society, who, one might imagine had no 

choice but to join the military; comes to Iraq and does a victory sign with his fingers to a 

humiliated Iraqi academic whose country was ravaged by war.  In a way, this image is 

worthy of a long pause. It is an image of an encounter of two oppressed and defeated 
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groups of people—the Iraqis and the African-Americans meeting as enemies in the 

warzone. But, if one digs deeper, are these people supposed to meet as enemies in the 

warzone? Are they really “enemies” or allies struggling with similar forces? Do the real 

enemies ever come to the battlefield, or do they hide behind closed doors planning wars 

and invasions while sending other “oppressed” and “diverse” faces to the battlefield to 

“represent” them? These are some of the questions that came to my mind as I heard 

Hiba’s words. 

 Hiba went on recalling the early months of the occupation at the University of 

Baghdad where she used to teach media and journalism. She said, referring to the 

Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA), that the first thing they tried to do was to change 

the curriculum Iraqi academics had designed, taught, and improved over the decades. She 

added, while the Americans succeeded in doing so at the lower levels in primary and high 

schools, they didn’t succeed as much at the university level. Hiba said that Iraqi 

professors knew better than to allow such “Americanization of curriculum” to take place, 

“we knew the materials we were teaching were excellent even compared to international 

standards. They [the occupiers] tried to immediately inject subjects like ‘democracy’ and 

‘human rights’ as though we Iraqis didn’t know what these concepts meant.” What we 

see in Hiba’s statement, also articulated by multiple interlocutors, is that Iraqi education 

and higher education were some of the earliest sectors targeted by the occupying forces to 

reshape and restructure the Iraqi society and peoples’ psyche.  

 These sectors in society were the first to be subject to what Hazim, another 

interlocutor currently exiled in Amman also introduced previously, called “reconstituting 
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Iraqi consciousness”.  When I asked Hazim to elaborate further on this comment, he said 

that it was done in education and higher education by changing curricula and by getting 

rid of the “unwanted” and “inconvenient” academic voices who were opposed to the 

occupiers’ agenda in Iraq. It was also implemented through spreading “fear and 

confusion” among Iraqis through the plethora of “supposedly local media” that 

mushroomed following the first few months of the occupation, which, according to him, 

may be understood through “cognitive dissonance theory”. The post-occupation media, 

he noted, was in fact all funded by internal and external parties whose main purpose was 

to “spread more and more confusion in a war-torn society”. Hazim who holds advanced 

degrees in education and education technology from Iraq and England, felt strongly about 

how the occupiers and their supporters in the “new Iraq” sought to “reeducate, if not to 

say miseducate” the Iraqi society after 2003 through “confusion and sectarian violence”. 

Hazim saw that in post-occupation Iraq, people were too confused to understand the long-

term effects of what was being done to them. This, to him, is what can “easily happen in 

every war-torn place.” Hazim added, “Iraqis are not only confused, but they are always 

caught in a vicious cycle. They always come back to point zero.”   

 The two post-occupation testimonies above provide a glimpse into how currently 

exiled and internally displaced academics make sense of the post-occupation reality of 

Iraq and Iraqi academia. This final part of the project, divided into five chapters, looks 

closely at different but intertwined realities of Iraq under occupation through the eyes of 

these academics. This chapter seeks to understand how former Iraqi institutions were 

dismantled, cleansed, and restructured. The experiences of academics captured in this 
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chapter show that this cultural cleansing and dismantling of society was done primarily 

through three “cleansing methods”: first, through direct death threats and assassinations 

of actors no longer wanted in the new post-occupation Iraq, including academics in this 

research. Second, through igniting sectarian violence that significantly contributed to 

turning Iraq from a unified, central state with strong institutions in place, into a space run 

by militias and militant groups practicing what Achille Mbembe calls “necropolitics” 

(Mbembe 2003) to decide who lives and who dies; who stays and who gets forced into 

exile. Third, many academics were cleansed through the notorious and controversial 

policy of “de-Ba‘athification”.  

Chapter Five takes an in-depth look at these academics’ current academic and 

social conditions in exile and internal displacement as the final station, where they now 

live and teach mostly under precarious conditions. It focuses on how they have been 

turned from relatively stable and vital actors in the former Iraqi state into what I call 

“contracted lives”, especially in places like Jordan and Iraqi Kurdistan.  

Chapter six, a continuation of chapter five, examines the new spaces in which 

these academics now live primarily marked with existence tied to renewals of annual 

contracts; and new political, academic, and social conditions such as the shift from public 

education to private and for-profit institutions that treat them as no more than disposable 

cheap laborers. A clear examination of this life in exile or internal displacement in which 

most exist under neoliberal, corporate, and precarious academic conditions shows that 

rather than simply seeing academic exile and displacement as a consequence of war, it 

should be seen as part and parcel of new academic realities worldwide. It is an amplified 
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and perhaps more severe version of academic realities spreading worldwide rather than a 

case unique to the Iraqi situation.  

Chapter seven deals with language as a metonym that defines and redefines 

alienation, belonging, and politics for these academics. Language is a particularly 

important metonym for politics, because, as we saw in chapter one, the entire pan-Arabist 

project came into existence as a reaction to the alienation experienced by Arab societies 

under the Ottoman and European colonization. Central to that project, as examined 

through the lives and intellectual works of al-Husri and ‘Aflaq, was the importance of 

language to build a space that can be called “home”. Today, with the collapse of that 

project and with the similar alienation that Iraqi academics face in Iraqi Kurdistan with 

the Kurdish language, it can be argued that the story is back to where it all started almost 

a century ago. Whereas part one of the project sought to show what it meant to be an 

academic living and teaching in a previously colonized space entangled in internal and 

external power relations with constantly shifting alliances, this part, by examining the 

realities of living in exile, will help us understand what it means to be an academic from 

such places. What it means to have one’s life tied to contracts, residency cards, and 

ultimately, what I call “plan B mode of existence”, in which most academics are 

constantly living with uncertainties, precariousness, and a permanent transitory feeling of 

“in-betweeness”. Indeed, the conditions of existence in exile and internal displacement 

can be described as a “permanently temporary” existence. In doing so, this part of the 

project confronts a key issue, that is: since academics and power (in the form of state or 

other forms of power like militias) are entangled, and since the meanings of “state” and 
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“power” are being redefined in the region, the story of these academics will therefore 

provide insights into what kind of power and what kind of academia are emerging at this 

crossroad of history. Lastly, the current lives of these academics also raise the question of 

whether the meanings of “home” and “exile” for this population—and perhaps for many 

other populations too—is one in which “home” is a potential graveyard and “exile” is 

“solitary confinement” in which one can conditionally stay, provided their “contracts” are 

renewed.  

The project closes with chapter eight titled “Final Reflections on Home, Exile, 

and the Future”, a collage of voices of exiled and displaced academics sharing their 

reflections and ideas of the meaning of “home”; the role of the academic amid these 

upheavals; and their dreams and hopes for the future. 

Bullets in Envelopes: Killings, Assassinations, and Threats as a Cleansing Method 

One of the key ideas we learn from Michel Foucault’s philosophical approach in tracking 

the “genealogy” of events is rather than focus on how things are, we should pay a closer 

attention to how they have become the way they are.  Therefore, as we examine the path 

that forced academics into exile, or even multiple exiles and displacements, we must 

understand how things started before their final exit. Most interlocutors I met in London, 

Amman, and Iraqi Kurdistan have either received death threats, survived assassination 

attempts, or members of their families and loved ones have been kidnapped, threatened, 

or assassinated. After hearing so many testimonies from interlocutors in all three sites, it 

became clear that one classic pattern of threatening academics and pushing them to leave 
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their academic positions and the country was by sending them a bullet in an envelope, 

oftentimes with a note asking them to leave as soon as possible or else be killed. Those 

academics who didn’t act swiftly, were indeed subject to assassination attempts, some of 

which failed, while others succeeded. The IraqSolidaridad group, part of the Spanish 

Campaign against the occupation for the sovereignty of Iraq, as of November 7, 2013, 

reported that a total of 324 Iraqi academics from different disciplines have been 

assassinated throughout the country. Many of these murdered academics were prominent 

figures in their fields. The group, in collaboration with BRussell’s Tribunal, provides 

names and detailed information of each assassinated academic.1 

 Of the 63 academics in this research, 20 of them were subject directly to death 

threats, mostly by receiving a bullet in an envelope, sometimes with a threatening note 

asking them to leave their positions and/or the country immediately.  Others were told by 

some “informants” on the campuses where they taught that their names had been put on 

“death lists” and so they better leave as soon as possible. 7 interlocutors had spouses and 

other family members either threatened, kidnapped and released upon paying huge 

ransoms, or killed. 4 interlocutors survived assassination attempts. A few had their 

houses searched and their academic work and documents confiscated by the U.S. military 

and/or different militia groups that mushroomed in Iraq after 2003. At least one 

academic, Badir, introduced previously, was imprisoned because of his anti-occupation 

PhD dissertation in the field of Political Science. Most interlocutors kept the threat letters 

                                                           
1 Campaña Estatal contra la Ocupación y por la Soberanía de Iraq (CEOSI), “List of Iraqi Academics 

Assassinated in Iraq during the US-led Occupation”. Available at: 

http://www.iraqsolidaridad.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/List-of-Iraqi-academics-

assassinated-November-2013.pdf. Last Updated on November 7, 2013.  

http://www.iraqsolidaridad.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/List-of-Iraqi-academics-assassinated-November-2013.pdf
http://www.iraqsolidaridad.org/wordpress/wp-content/uploads/2013/11/List-of-Iraqi-academics-assassinated-November-2013.pdf
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and the bullets they had received in envelopes as evidence. Most were able to present 

them to me to prove their stories. Unfortunately, since the notes and envelopes included 

the interlocutors’ first and last names, it is not possible to include pictures of them here to 

protect their privacy and lives. Many of the threatened academics were able to come to 

places like Jordan and the UK through such organizations as Scholars at Risk (SAR), 

Scholar Rescue Fund (SRF), and Council for At-Risk Academics (CARA) for the UK-

based academics. Those who couldn’t leave, had no choice but to be internally displaced 

in places like Iraqi Kurdistan, as one of the few relatively “safe havens” available for 

them.  What follows is a survey of some of the most chilling death threats and 

assassination testimonies shared by different interlocutors, some of whom were already 

introduced in the first part of this project as they recounted and shared their experiences 

and lives in Iraq during the Ba‘ath era.  

** 

Sameera S, introduced earlier, is an exiled chemist and academic in Amman whom I met 

in 2014. She was threatened by receiving a bullet in an envelope. When the occupation 

took place, Sameera was teaching in Yemen. She returned to Baghdad in 2004 where she 

continued to teach until 2007, when her brother-in-law was kidnapped and killed. At that 

point, she and her family decided to escape for Amman, but because she was initially 

unable to find a job to make living, she was forced to go back to teaching in Baghdad 

once again in 2008, despite the dangers and the sectarian violence. Sameera worked for 

one year before she received a bullet in an envelope that “looked like an official 

university manila envelope used for daily correspondence between departments.” While 
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having dinner at her home in Amman, Sameera and her husband showed me the original 

envelope, the bullet, and the note that read in Arabic: “Warning: you must without further 

notice leave the university immediately lest you lose your life with a silencer, Dr [name 

of interlocutor omitted]. Don’t underestimate this warning. Save your and your family’s 

lives. We will act on this threat. You have been notified.” Sameera explained this threat 

in light of the sectarian violence that was at its peak in Baghdad at that time. She said, “I 

am a Sunni that’s why I was threatened,” despite the fact that in her family they “don’t 

believe in sectarianism.” Sameera went on to say about the threat: 

We thought so much about it, but we couldn’t guess who would benefit 

from such a threat. I was liked by everyone. All my students and all 

professors in my department. So, I can’t imagine who would benefit from 

such a threat. It is very sad that I had to leave Iraq at that time because I 

was at the peak of my scientific and academic life. I was looking forward 

to making up for the sanctions’ lost years to continue to research, read, 

and produce work that would make a difference. I loved chemistry and 

was so happy that the invasion would allow us access to new books and 

scientific resources. But it was all cut short… I cannot describe to you 

how this threat affected me psychologically. My only solace after that was 

working with the Scholar Rescue Fund (SRF). It was hard for me to 

suddenly lose my work, my income, and become a housewife overnight 

after all these years of hard work. 

Because of this threat, Sameera had to leave everything behind, take her family and leave 

for Jordan immediately. In the meantime, from Amman, she applied for early retirement 

from her academic post in Baghdad and started working with the SRF on research related 

to energy and water treatment at a Jordanian university. 

 

** 
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Abbas D. is an academic specializing in economics, with a focus on economic 

agriculture. He received his advanced degrees from Iraq and Bulgaria in the 1980s. 

Currently internally displaced in Iraqi Kurdistan, I first met him in November 2015. 

Before the invasion, Abbas moved around different small cities and towns in the middle 

and southern parts of Iraq, teaching at different universities and institutes located near 

agricultural areas. Married and a father of four children, he was very much “looking 

forward to a new start after 2003,” though he, like many academics, strongly opposed the 

occupation. He noted: “Invasion was wrong. They could have gotten rid of Saddam, but 

they shouldn’t have destroyed state institutions, like they are also trying to do in Syria 

now. We should have changed the regime without destroying institutions. We still don’t 

have real institutions functioning in 2015. We have gangs, militias, and political parties. 

That’s it. We have criminals ruling us. Iraqi oil is being stolen and taken without any 

supervision. Most of it is going cheaply to Iran to support internal militias inside Iraq.” 

When I asked Abbas to describe the circumstances that forced him into internal 

displacement in Kurdistan, he said:  

In 2005 sectarianism worsened significantly and they started targeting 

academics. In the end of June of 2006 I received an envelope with a bullet 

inside. I left the following day immediately. Inside the envelope there was 

a threat note saying: ‘we want your house!’ I first left on my own and 

came here to Kurdistan. My Kurdish friends welcomed me and I stayed 

here for 3 months. They helped me get my current academic 

position...After two days from leaving my town in the outskirts of 

Baghdad, they came for my wife and daughters whom I had left behind. 

They told them: ‘leave the house or we will rape you.’ They left the house 

immediately. They went to stay with some of our Kurdish friends in 

Baghdad. Once I was settled here, my family followed. My house was 

occupied by militias for five years. I tried hard to get it back...In October 

2011 I had it back and sold it right away. The house was in a horrible 
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shape. They had destroyed my big collection of hundreds of precious 

books.  

Abbas paused and looked sad. I saw tears welling in his eyes as he said, “these are very 

painful memories.” He then shared how after 2003, Iraq was practically not a state, but 

just a space ruled by different militant groups. A place in which each citizen had to be 

loyal to one or another militia to survive. Yet, he added, there were no guarantees, 

because “one could always end in the hands of the wrong militant group.” 

** 

The case of Sa’ed J. was one of the most shocking I had encountered in this research. 

Sa’ed was one of the well-known and highly regarded physicists in Baghdad before the 

occupation. He received his education in the 1980s from al-Mustansariya and Baghdad 

universities, focusing on solid state physics, material science, and plasma spraying 

technology. He was forced to leave Baghdad into internal displacement in Kurdistan in 

2005. When another academic in Kurdistan introduced me to him in October of 2015, I 

was warned ahead of time that this man had had serious traumatic experiences.  

After a short introduction in his office, Sa’ed invited me for a walk on campus the 

following day to share more. The next day, as we talked about his pre-2003 academic 

experiences, Sa’ed told me that most of his academic work was research-related and he 

was only forced into teaching after he was displaced because he had no other options in 

Kurdistan but to teach, “I prefer research only. Teaching drains energy that I could 

otherwise use for research,” he said. In July of 2005, Sa’ed came to Kurdistan. He 

remembered with so much pain what happened before his forced displacement: 
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I went out one day in June 2005 to see one of my friends, also an 

academic. While we were both walking in a street near my friend’s house, 

four masked people suddenly came out of a car. They shot me from a very 

close distance. I was shot four times...I lost consciousness. My friend was 

shot once in his leg. He was seriously injured. I had already received a 

note before that date saying that my name was on an assassination list, but 

I didn’t take it seriously. I should have acted immediately. 

Sa’ed survived, but the price was high. He told me half-jokingly: “You see, I received 

one bullet in the head. I almost have no mind left in my head after that attack. I often 

space out and forget where I am or who I am. I want to forget everything.” Sa’ed was 

fortunate to survive this attack. Many academics and professionals targeted, he said, were 

not so fortunate. After his recovery, he immediately took his wife and five daughters and 

came to Kurdistan, his only option for a “safe haven” in Iraq. 

Although not sure who might have had an interest in killing him and other 

academics, Sa’ed believes that “the colonial powers with hegemonic interests in the 

Middle East have every benefit from depriving Iraq of its brains to implement their own 

agendas.” Sa’ed is not alone in thinking so. Other academics, though most of them 

clearly stated that they have no concrete evidence to support their claims, believe that 

those parties interested in controlling the Middle East are behind draining Iraq’s brains 

and “cleansing” its culture and heritage. Some academics went as far as to say that all 

these actors are interested in destroying Iraq and its culture, while preaching against or 

simply dismissing Iraqi people’s explanation of events as “conspiracy”.  

** 
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Iftikhar, introduced previously, also a physicist, is currently displaced and working as a 

lecturer in Kurdistan. She is a Sunni originally from Mosul, though spent most of her 

adult life and academic career in Baghdad. She described the years after occupation in 

Baghdad as littered with “killings, bombs, car explosions, and other forms of violence.” 

One of the most worrying factors for her family was sectarian violence that started rising 

after 2005. She had to act swiftly when the American forces started raiding and searching 

houses randomly in search of “insurgents” or “terrorists”:  

The Americans searched our house multiple times. My husband and I were 

worried they would arrest my four sons…There was a time when a missile 

fell nearby. They knocked on our door. My son answered the door and 

was shocked to see American soldiers outside…They entered and claimed 

that the missile was shot from our house. We told them that the claim was 

absurd. We were academics and professionals and had nothing to do with 

it all. They insisted that the missile was from our house according to their 

satellites. On a different night, they broke into our house and came 

searching while I was sleeping. They asked so many absurd question…We 

started to be very concerned…eventually, we had to leave in 2005. 

Iftikhar and her family felt the humiliation of leaving home for internal displacement 

from the beginning, she said. Right at the checkpoint to enter Erbil, Kurdistan, they were 

shocked to see that there were two lines of people: one for Kurds and another for Iraqi 

Arabs, “Arabs can’t enter without a sponsor or a residency card.” The family had to wait 

in line for many hours before they made it through the checkpoint.  

For Iftikhar, separating Kurds and Arabs into two different lines, supposedly 

citizens of the same country, is already “a sign that citizens are divided into different 

classes within the same country. American occupiers are the masters of segregating 

people,” she noted. In Kurdistan, she and her husband were able to find temporary, 
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contracted academic jobs. Her husband died soon after. She has been living on contracts 

to support her family since. 

** 

Latifa A. is an academic in the field of computer science. She received her undergraduate 

and advanced education from Baghdad University. She has been through multiple exiles 

from Baghdad to the UAE, returning to Kurdistan in 2009, after her contract as a part-

time lecturer wasn’t renewed in the UAE. After teaching computer science in Baghdad 

for 22 years, she left her academic position “empty-handed,” without being able to apply 

for early retirement or to remain on leave until security conditions improved. She 

received a threat note that was thrown in their garden asking them to leave immediately 

or get killed: “They claimed that my son had been working against the al-Mahdi Army. 

They said if I didn’t deliver my son to them, they were going to take my daughter. We 

left for the UAE immediately.”  Initially, when her contract didn’t get renewed in the 

UAE, she had to return to Baghdad despite the dangers, because she had no choice. 

However, she found herself forced to leave once again heading to Kurdistan in 2009, 

after her husband died in an explosion while he was praying at a mosque. She recalled 

those days: 

I left the UAE in the end of 2009. At that time, in Baghdad, they said that 

people with service could return to their old positions within 72 days. I 

went back and they told me that I could retire. However, when I started 

working on the paperwork, they said I couldn’t retire because I was not 60 

years of age yet, and so while the University counted me as retired, the 

Directorate of Social Security didn’t consider me eligible for retirement. I 

called this university here in Kurdistan and it turned out they needed a 

lecturer. They, however, didn’t count my 22 years of academic service in 
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Baghdad, partly because I didn’t get a letter from Baghdad that proves it, 

and partly because I didn’t have connections here—people with strong 

connections still manage to have things done for them. I didn’t have any 

connections. 

Iftikhar is one of many interlocutors who told me that they lost credit for so many years 

of service in post-occupation Iraq. These are academics who worked for 20-30 years and 

then were forced to leave the country without being granted retirement or early 

retirement. These academics felt bitter about this loss, because their years were neither 

counted in Iraq to help them get a pension nor in exile where they work on annual 

contracts only, and where their service in Iraq is irrelevant to the private institutions 

hiring them. In fact, even for those internally displaced in Kurdistan, their service was not 

counted because as some academics shared, “Kurdistan has its own Ministry of Higher 

Education, separate from Baghdad. We are the only country in the world with two 

separate ministries for everything. Moreover, they are constantly fighting with each other, 

undermining and overwriting each other,” one interlocutor told me.  

** 

I’d like to share two more threat and assassination attempts from people I spoke with in 

London. The first one is a continuation of the story of Siham S., who was then a 

researcher and a young lecturer in the Political Science department at the University of 

Baghdad. Siham’s story is particularly difficult because she believes that she was 

apparently targeted to be killed. However, her sister who was close to her age and who 

looked like her was the one who got assassinated. The assassins shot her sister while she 

was heading home in a car with her friend. Her sister didn’t die immediately, but after 
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five days of being in a critical condition, she passed away at the hospital: “I couldn’t 

carry on teaching after that. I couldn’t bear to be on campus anymore.” During that time, 

Siham continued to be chased, receiving phone calls from unknown individuals, and felt 

like she was watched on her way back and forth from the University. In the end, she 

realized that it was she who was targeted and that they killed her sister mistakenly: 

“Imagine, I must live with the idea that my sister died on my behalf for the rest of my 

life,” she told me. Siham had no choice but to apply to a postdoc in Ireland. She left Iraq 

with her husband, also an academic, in 2008 with no return. 

** 

Mayada, a Shi’a academic in the field of humanities, whom we got to know in the 

previous part, was also targeted. During one of our meetings on the campus where she 

now teaches two hours north of London, she told me: 

I was subject to kidnapping attempts twice once in 2004, and then again in 

2007. In 2008 I was also shot at by the Iraqi Army. I heard from a 

colleague of mine that my name was on an assassination list for being 

secular and for not believing in the sectarian nonsense. My father is Shi’a 

and my mother is Sunni, so I see the nonsense of both sides. The first 

kidnapping attempt took place when I was on my way to my lawyer’s 

house to hand him some documents. One of my friends was with me in the 

car. When I went out, rang the bell, knocked on the door, two men 

approached me. One claimed to be the guard of the house, but I knew he 

wasn’t. They tried to take me, but I escaped, my shirt was ripped, I ran to 

the car and drove away. It was like a movie. The second attempt took 

place when I went to a pharmacy to get medication. I was followed by a 

car with 4 men inside. I kept changing directions to see if they were 

following me. After some time, it was confirmed that they were. I went to 

a street with a dead end where there was a house of an official. I ran to the 

body guards and asked for help. The car that was following me turned 

around and disappeared. Also, my husband was targeted by some militia 

groups. At that time, we decided to move out. We came to the UK through 
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Council for At-Risk Academics (CARA). I am still at great shock with 

Iraq and Iraqi people, particularly after the war. I have limited my contacts 

with all Iraqis because of these traumatizing experiences. 

When Mayada finished telling me about these two kidnapping attempts, she added, 

“None of this is a surprise to me. Iraqi academia has always been connected with the 

political situation. We are not independent of politics…The university is not an 

independent entity; therefore, academic stability cannot be separated from political 

stability.” This statement, once again, captures the entanglement between academics and 

politics. 

** 

The above are just some examples of numerous assassination, kidnapping, and threats 

that pushed many interlocutors into exile and displacement. In Amman, I happened to 

meet several exiled Sunni academics who believed that they were targeted for sectarian 

reasons, specifically for being “Sunnis” under the now Shi’a-dominated Iraq. However, 

when testimonies and statistics are examined closely, there is hardly a clear pattern as to 

why these academics were targeted and eventually either killed or forced out. A close 

look at interlocutors’ testimonies as well as the published and documented biographies 

and disciplines of those who were assassinated, shows the targeted academics to be from 

different sects, religions, backgrounds, cities, and academic disciplines. The only thing 

they have in common is that they were part of the former Iraqi state and institutions, and 

many were prominent in their fields. Therefore, the fact that they were targeted can be 

understood as a case of shifting powers and alliances. It’s a case of cleansing academics 

of the former state to replace them with new post-2003 actors more compatible with the 
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new reconfiguration of power, and consequently of academia itself. I asked most 

interlocutors to name or at least theorize who they thought the primary groups or actors 

interested in killing and/or forcing them out might be. While most of them didn’t have 

any concrete evidence as to who was behind it, they had some guesses. Most of them 

seemed to think that cleansing Iraq of its academics is part of dismantling the country’s 

society, culture, and institutions. Many believed it is a way of erasing the Iraqi identity.  

 The experiences and insights of these interlocutors have been confirmed by recent 

research that documents the cultural cleansing in Iraq. One notable work of investigative 

journalism is Naomi Klein’s The Shock Doctrine (Klein 2007). Looking at many 

countries around the world, Klein coins the term “disaster capitalism” to examine how 

the concept of “shock doctrine” devised by the Chicago economist, Milton Friedman, has 

been applied brutally to destroy many economies and countries worldwide. For Klein, 

“disaster capitalism” is best defined as the “orchestrated raids on the public sphere in the 

wake of catastrophic events, combined with the treatment of disasters as exciting market 

opportunities” (ibid.:6). This is because these disasters provide capitalists with “clean 

slates” to start over and impose their own terms on the spaces where such disasters occur, 

whether they are natural disasters as in the case of post-Katrina New Orleans, or disasters 

caused by war, as in the case of post-2003 Iraq. In a well-researched examination of the 

Chicago school’s strain of capitalism, Klein shows that it has much in common with 

other dangerous ideologies: “the signature desire for unattainable purity, for a clean slate 

on which to build a reengineered model society” (ibid.:20). Klein dedicates considerable 

space to the case of Iraq to show the occupation was not meant to achieve “nation-
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building” but rather “nation-creating” through the “shock and awe” doctrine to erase the 

entire country, provide a clean slate on which to recreate it. In the end, the author sees the 

case of Iraq, while one of the severest ones, but still a part and parcel of a “creation of the 

fifty-year crusade to privatize the world” (ibid.:359). Yet, given the great failure of the 

U.S. in Iraq, Klein concludes that “Iraq had been blasted with every shock weapon short 

of a nuclear bomb, and yet nothing could subdue this country. The experiment, clearly, 

had failed” (ibid.:374).  

Articles in a volume edited by Raymond Baker and Shereen and Tariq Ismael 

confirm much of what interlocutors have shared in this research (Baker et al. 2010). 

Central to this volume is what the editors call “state-ending” theory to show how the Iraqi 

state was ended and its culture and institutions, including academia, were cleansed. The 

editors convincingly argue that “mainstream social science has yet to come to terms with 

the full meaning of ‘ending states’ as a policy objective.” And while much social science 

literature exists on the state, there is little about “state-destruction” and “de-development” 

(ibid.:3). This point is critical because it reminds us of some basic, but perhaps too 

obvious realities of war, namely destruction, development, and even exile as a 

consequence. The authors draw attention to the fact that there is no “development” 

without “de-development”; there is no “rebuilding” without “destruction”, and for this 

project, one may add, understanding exile cannot be separated or resolved without 

understanding everything that produced it. The case of Iraq, the editors stress, makes 

“unavoidable the recognition and analysis of state-ending as a deliberate policy 

objective.” In their analysis, to “remake a state”, as happened in Iraq, the state has to be 
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“rendered malleable”. Obstacles to this goal “included an impressive intelligentsia 

committed to a different societal model and the unifying culture they shared” (ibid.:6). 

And because the Iraqi intelligentsia has always proposed a culture of a “unified country,” 

the occupying forces saw the “liberation” of Iraq as part and parcel of liberating it from 

its intelligentsia also.  

 Indeed, recent scholarship makes it clear that understanding the “state 

destruction” that took place in Iraq is relevant for many other parts of the world, 

particularly the “Third World” countries facing neocolonial powers today. In the case of 

Iraq, some ways to achieve these objectives included, “death squads as foreign policy”, 

like what had been done before in Central America (ibid.:13-4). Furthermore, it is 

important to understand this state destruction and cultural cleansing vis-à-vis the players 

that supported them. 

As for the interlocutors in this research, when I asked many of them about who 

they thought would benefit from cleansing Iraqi academics through killings and forced 

exile, many believed that this plan was being implemented by armed sectarian militias 

with the full knowledge and blessings of the occupying forces. Some academics cited the 

West and Israel behind the destruction of Iraq and its society and turning it into a weak 

and divided country that doesn’t pose any threat to their hegemonic aspirations in the 

Middle East. Others blamed Iran and the Iran-supported Shi’a militants that mushroomed 

inside Iraq after the occupation. Some academics, particularly Shi’as, thought that Sunni 

insurgents caused these killings to destabilize the country because they are angry at 

losing the control they had before 2003. It was clear that each academic’s positionality 
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and experience contributed to forming their guesses. Statistically, this research shows that 

Sunni academics have been disproportionately removed, threatened, and forced into exile 

more than any other group of academics. Yet, the more I asked, the more confusing this 

matter became. However, one thing many academics seemed to be aware of is that the 

parties arming, igniting, or supporting sectarian violence on either side had nothing to do 

with supporting Shi’as or Sunnis per se. Most of these sectarian groups have nothing to 

do with the sects they claim they are defending. They are political actors seeking to serve 

themselves and their own interests only. Although it was hard for academics to prove 

which parties might be behind cleansing Iraqi academics, professionals, and culture and 

society at large, in the case of this project, it was useful to try to understand the changes 

and challenges academics experienced on campus, in the classrooms, and in daily life, 

right after the occupation before they were eventually forced into exile or displacement. 

The following sections show that understanding what went on in university classrooms in 

Iraq right after 2003 is itself an important indicator of this reconfiguration of both “state” 

and “academics” on the one hand; and consequently, the terms of the “contract” or 

relationship between the two parties on the other hand. 

Sectarian Violence as a Cleansing Method 

Badir, the professor of political science introduced earlier, was teaching in his field with a 

master’s degree while completing his PhD in 2006. He told me that he was imprisoned 

because of his PhD topic.  He shared his arrest story: 

In 2006 I wrote the first dissertation in my field on the UN Security 

Council and the 2003 illegal occupation of Iraq. I was arrested just one 
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day before my doctorate defense by a brigade named “a-Theeb” [The 

Wolf Brigade]. The reason they cited for my arrest was ‘describing the 

Americans as occupiers in inflammatory ways’. They knew about my 

dissertation topic because I had submitted the title and the abstract in 

2004. They arrested me not only because of my dissertation, but also 

because of my first name, my last name, and the neighborhood where I 

lived in Baghdad [all disguised, but indicating that he is a Sunni]. It was 

all for purely sectarian reasons. I had to pay a bribe to be released from 

prison. I was released in June 2006 and immediately took a cab to the 

airport and left for Amman. I had planned to leave for Amman anyway, 

but I needed to be in Baghdad for my dissertation defense. They detained 

me even though I was staying at a hotel. They didn’t torture me but I saw 

many innocent people in prison getting abused and tortured. It was a 

traumatic experience. 

** 

Siham who had barely started her academic life in Baghdad University’s department of 

Political Science was shocked at how the situation rapidly deteriorated on campus and 

outside after the occupation. She stayed in Iraq until 2008 when her sister was killed 

while sectarian violence was at its highest levels. When describing the campus and the 

classrooms between 2003 and 2008 when she left the country for Ireland and later 

England, she said that discussions in classrooms became increasingly difficult. Students 

started belonging to different political and sectarian parties and adhering to these parties’ 

thoughts and ideologies even in classroom discussions. In the field of political science 

this was particularly disturbing: “I often had to remind students that it was okay to make 

any arguments as long as it was supported with evidence.” She provided one example 

when a heated and nearly violent discussion erupted when a student brought up the issue 

of “resisting the occupying forces” in one of her lectures. Another student who had lost 

his brother in a car bomb reacted and said that it was “terrorism not resistance”. The 

classroom was suddenly divided into two parties, mostly males dominating and 
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screaming, one party insisting it was “resistance” and the other calling it “terrorism”. 

Siham added, “Females, on the other hand, became so quiet and silenced after the war. I 

couldn’t blame them. They started feeling unsafe.”  

 Another thing that she and many professors witnessed was that many students 

started showing up to exams with guns: “Some students with high ranks in the Ministry 

of Defense wouldn’t even bother attending lectures. They would simply send lower-rank 

soldiers or employees to attend lectures and take notes on their behalf. We had never seen 

such things before.” With all these changes, Siham said, “we started to even doubt our 

students and feel that they may kill us, if they didn’t like us.” This feeling was further 

amplified because the government was not taking any serious measures to investigate the 

assassinations of many professors on and off campus. I then asked her who she thought 

might have been killing academics, she responded, “We didn’t know who would get 

killed next and why. Many professors were killed regardless of their sect or religion…It 

was random. When someone got killed, we wouldn’t know when and by whom. All we 

could do is be confused and just make guesses like ‘perhaps he/she had an argument with 

student X the other day?’ and such other guesses.” This sense of “confusion” is 

significant because it ties with what the interlocutor, Hazim, mentioned earlier on how 

post-war Iraq was a space filled with “distress and confusion”. Siham said that each time 

a professor was killed, threatened, or kidnapped, “we had to revise our guesses on why 

this was happening.” With each case, they had to add yet another potential reason to the 

list of why they were being targeted:  
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At the beginning, we thought it was because he/she was a former 

Ba’athist. When someone independent got killed, they said it was 

sectarian. When someone got killed by American soldiers, they thought it 

was to wipe out Iraqi minds, and on and on we kept guessing. American 

soldiers would enter classrooms without a prior notice, when professors 

were in the middle of lecturing. The campus was raided by Americans 

many times and this created an outrage. The Iraqi government never raised 

the issue. It was only after it got international attention…that they mildly 

protested these raids. Some said that they wanted Iraqi professors to 

escape to benefit from their knowledge at cheap prices in places like 

Kurdistan, Arab countries and Western countries. Killing professors was 

random as was the killing of some of their family members. The Iraqi 

government still has not done adequate official investigations to see who 

is really behind this. This is not to mention all the threatened professors 

who received bullets in envelopes. 

** 

Majeed, who taught English literature at the University of Baghdad, introduced earlier, 

spoke vividly about academic life before he eventually had to leave for the U.S. Like 

many interlocutors, Majeed pointed out that academic institutions became purely 

sectarian zones, some predominantly in the hands of Shi’a militias (like al-Mustansariya 

University), and others predominantly in Sunni hands (like Mosul University). Others 

that contained both sects, like the University of Baghdad, became even more difficult 

spaces to exist in, because each sect was trying to impose its own symbols, rituals, and 

beliefs on campus: like flags, political statements, and many other sectarian activities 

that, according to interlocutors, had nothing to do with knowledge and education.  

 Majeed remained in Iraq until 2005. During one of our long Skype conversations 

in 2014, I asked him to describe how he experienced academic life after the occupation. 

He said that within a few months, “there was a huge transformation from a despotic and 

strong state into a country that made most people wonder whether it was even safe to go 
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to a grocery store. This sudden change of state and governance is strongly tied to the 

change academics felt in their daily lives.” For academics, he added, at the beginning, 

many were hopeful for change. After long years of sanctions and intellectual and physical 

deprivation, they were finally hoping to reconnect with the world and with academic 

research to get new books, researches, materials, and so on. However, at the same time, 

“it was a situation of great irony. I was invited to different lectures, and we started to 

teach new political themes in Shakespeare’s writings, for example, that we could not 

necessarily discuss directly in the past. But in return, we were hearing explosions and 

deaths all over the place. We were under new types of danger if we refused to subscribe 

to the political thoughts of certain religious and political parties that multiplied after the 

occupation.” Majeed said that a lot of money started to go directly to the hands of 

reactionary and religious forces: 

We were seeing a country whose institutions were hijacked by sectarian 

groups whose main concern was to empower themselves…Many 

neighborhoods were taken over by certain ethnicities and sects to cleanse 

other ethnicities and sects. These frames of thought started affecting the 

new generations of young people who started to think religiously, 

ethnically, and almost exclusively in sectarian terms. 

 These sectarian divides that were nurtured by and after the occupation were a recipe for 

death, Majeed believed, because people of different sects and beliefs who used to mingle, 

intermarry, and work together in the past were suddenly clashing violently with each 

other. In fact, some academics shared, that even some intermarried couples (Shi‘as and 

Sunnis) were affected by sectarian violence. In this way, it was not only that the 

“contract” with the former state has been changed from a centralized system into a 

sectarian one, but even “love” or “marriage” contracts between people were severely 
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affected. One Shi‘a academic from Mosul, currently displaced in Kurdistan told me: “I 

started having a lot more disagreement and arguments with my Sunni wife after the 

occupation. One day we both caught ourselves in a ridiculous fight over sectarian 

matters. We both calmed down for a bit and then vowed not to let sectarian issues come 

between us.” Consequently, the relationships between people changed drastically, 

including those between academics on one hand, and between academics and their 

students on the other hand. 

 Furthermore, Majeed described the new meaning of “freedom” and “academic 

freedom” experienced after 2003 that, to him, was in fact “fatal”. On the one hand, 

academics could write and speak about issues not allowed before. But, on the other hand, 

they could also get killed if a certain militant group didn’t like their writings or teaching 

in the classroom. In this regard, Majeed provided a specific example: 

In 2004 I translated an article by a Western lesbian academic for the Iraqi 

magazine, al-Aqlam, for which I had submitted many translations and 

academic works over the years…The article was about fiction, writing, 

and empowering the LGBTQ groups.  There was a great irony in the 

situation, because I could have been killed by fanatic groups who would 

not like me as an academic writing about such controversial issues. 

Freedom meant very different things for academics and the religious 

parties and militias ruling us…One could publish what one wanted, but 

they can kill you for doing so also. Both actions were done under the 

banner of ‘freedom’… Anyone who refused to be under the protection of a 

certain militia or religious group, was not protected and even targeted by 

all these reactionary groups that sprung up in Iraq after the occupation. I 

was told by some of my morning-classes students, who had friends 

enlisted with political/religious parties and militias, that I, along with other 

professors at our College, were the target of some groups because of 

certain things we had said in lectures. These students, from different sects, 

cared enough about me and told me what they had heard and they insisted 

to take me home to protect me. This is so bittersweet. When I arrived in 

the U.S., I learned later about some of my former students and colleagues 
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who got killed and assassinated later because of their views, their sects, 

and their politics. There was a constant feeling of being targeted by this or 

that faction, if you say something that would dissatisfy one or the other.  

Many received threat letters to leave within 48 hours. 

Majeed’s narrative shows a new form of “governance” that is much more complex, 

slippery, and almost impossible to navigate than the previous political reality of a one-

party, central, secular state before 2003. Some interlocutors, in fact, said that in the past 

at least there was one political party in place and they knew what lines they shouldn’t 

cross, or be very careful and implicit when they do cross them. After 2003, no matter 

what militia or religious/sectarian group one adhered to or pretended to adhere to for the 

sake of their safety, there was always a chance of falling to the hands of the “wrong side” 

and paying one’s life as a price for it. Majeed, like many interlocutors, confirmed that the 

rise of sectarianism on campuses was accompanied by removing any academics who had 

no sectarian affiliation with this or that sectarian group. This is a significant method that 

was used to cleanse academia of many academics who didn’t operate on a sectarian basis. 

One academic said that “each university became like a mouthpiece for a certain sectarian 

militia or political group. So, one can only imagine how academics could teach and exist 

on campuses under such circumstances.”  

 Moreover, others complained about how the increasing number of religious 

holidays—mainly added by the Shi’as—has impeded teaching and class attendance. One 

interlocutor said: “students found all kinds of ways to avoid classes using religious 

holidays as an excuse.” Another female academic currently living in Amman said that on 

her campus not only did they impose Shi’a religious holidays, but they expected women 
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to dress in black on Ashura Day,2 “I didn’t wear black when my father died,3 why should 

I be forced to do so for a religious holiday?” she said. Other academics noted that, given 

these new realities of politicized sectarianism, many students started to write entire theses 

and dissertations dedicated to or simply in favor of one sectarian group or another. Many 

students had to dedicate their dissertations to sectarian militias to make sure they would 

pass their defense. This note, confirmed by many interlocutors and by other journalistic 

accounts, (Abu Zeed 2016) is important because it reminds us of how something similar 

was done when some students dedicated their theses and dissertations to the Ba‘ath Party 

or to Saddam Hussein. Today seems so much like yesterday, except with many more 

actors and players to please in order to survive. One academic complained, “at least in the 

past we had one party to deal with or to navigate. Today, we have dozens of them. You 

can’t please one of them without simultaneously pissing off most of the others.” 

 Other academics, including some who used to teach in the northern city of Mosul 

in Iraq before getting displaced into Kurdistan after ISIS invaded Mosul, believed that 

while they were less affected by sectarian violence than Baghdad and the so-called 

“Sunni-triangle”, academics were still far from safe even in Mosul. One interlocutor, 

Aboud R., a professor of Linguistics, currently displaced in Kurdistan, noted that even 

students became “vicious and started using Machiavellian methods to force us to get 

grades they didn’t deserve. They took advantage of the fragile security. Some became 

                                                           
2 Ashura falls on the 10th of Muharram in the Islamic lunar calendar. It is considered a major religious day 

of mourning for Shi’a Muslims worldwide that commemorates the martyrdom of Imam Hussein which took 

place in the year 680 AD in Karbala in modern-day Iraq. 
3 Traditionally, Iraqis (especially women) wear black when a family member or a loved one dies. Some 

wear it for the first 40 days, others wear black for one year as a sign of mourning. 
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extremely aggressive and threatening.” Aboud said that there was a rumor that it was 

some students who sent “bullets in envelopes” for professors they didn’t like, or those 

who didn’t give them high grades. Yet most insisted that the systematic assassinations of 

academics are far too serious to be the work of disgruntled students. 

 Regardless, most interlocutors I knew in all three sites of this research agreed that 

the sectarian violence was used as a method of governance to cleanse universities and 

departments of academics who were no longer wanted or favored by the “new Iraq” run 

by the occupying forces and the sectarian militias. One case that particularly captures the 

post-occupation academic realities that forced many academics into exile and internal 

displacement was that of Omer S., a Sunni academic in his late 50s or early 60s, 

specializing in Middle Eastern history. Though originally from the city of Anbar, Omer, 

currently displaced in Iraqi Kurdistan, was raised and educated mostly in Baghdad. Omer 

narrated his story of what he called “multiple displacements”, mostly because of sectarian 

violence. He stated: 

I escaped from Baghdad due to sectarian violence and threats against me, 

especially because of my name. I left behind a big, fully-furnished house, 

with a rare book collection. It was occupied by a Shi’a militia group and 

they destroyed everything in it. I found out that they even dismantled the 

window frames in the house and sold them. It was devastating. I then had 

to relocate and start over in Anbar at this age. I had to build another house 

from scratch. I even had to borrow money to build it. As soon as it was 

finished, before we even got a chance to take a breath, ISIS came and we 

were forced to escape in the middle of the night to Kurdistan with nothing 

but our clothes and IDs. We lost that second house, too, and had to come 

here and stay at a hotel for one month before I had my paperwork done to 

be able to rent a place. I am still paying off the debt of a house that I never 

got to live in and probably never will. I don’t even know what had 

happened to it. I don’t know if it is demolished or still in one piece now. 
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For Omer, the Iraqi case of exile and displacement is unique because “it is not only 

people who are being displaced, but entire institutions.” He is referring to the fact that 

entire universities in areas that have been witnessing sectarian violence, particularly those 

later occupied by ISIS like Mosul, Anbar, and other parts of Iraq, were displaced. This is 

a case of human displacement combined with what can be termed as “infrastructural 

displacement”. In fact, when Omer came to Kurdistan, he couldn’t find a job at either the 

public or the private universities in the region. He was fortunate, he told me, “that my 

former University in Anbar was entirely displaced and forced to relocate to Erbil. They 

had to rent a new space for their displaced faculty and certain staff members. This 

allowed me to continue to go to work at my new location of displacement. In other 

words, I couldn’t go to my University anymore, but the University followed me all the 

way here!”  

 However, this is not the end of the story. “Displaced institutions”, as I learned 

from Omer and others in Iraqi Kurdistan, now have what they call a “relocation order” 

which allows their employees to work at their new “temporary” offices in relatively safer 

cities like Erbil, Kirkuk and Duhok, but even these “relocation orders” are subject to 

annual renewals. This means that internally displaced academics can only stay if their 

“displaced institutions” renew this “relocation order”. To put this theoretically, this 

means that internally displaced academics in such situations are surrounded by many 

zones and fronts of death, in the form of militias, insecurity, and losing contracts and 

jobs, which make the task of “searching for life” like searching for a needle in a haystack. 
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 When I first met Omer, he was extremely nervous and distrustful, because of all 

the sectarian violence he had endured. He was reluctant to speak comfortably at first, 

even though I was introduced to him by one of his best friends, an academic I know well. 

Despite the fact that the latter assured him that I am trustworthy and will never 

compromise his security and safety, it took at least half an hour for him to warm up to 

me. I invited him for a cup of coffee at the mall where we met for the first time in 

February of 2016 in Erbil. I noticed he was nervously smoking one cigarette after 

another. His voice was trembling. His hands were occasionally shaking. His eyes were 

dark like a veil with so much pain hidden behind them.  We talked for the first half hour 

about my research and about the mutual friend who connected us. I tried to reassure him 

that everything he said, including his identity, would be anonymized when writing the 

research. I also shared with him much about my own story, family, and journey to help 

him feel safe with me.  

 After Omer told me about his “displaced university”, he said that he is anxiously 

waiting for his “relocation order” to be renewed in Kurdistan, because if it doesn’t, he 

had no place to go to with his family. He couldn’t stay in Kurdistan because his residency 

status was tied to his employment at the University. He had recently tried to relocate to 

Baghdad once again, but his request was denied by the Ministry of Higher Education. He 

attributed this denial to “sectarian reasons”. Either way, he emphasized, going back to 

Anbar under ISIS is fatal, “it could cost me my life.” Going to Baghdad, given the 

ongoing sectarian violence, is also hardly a safe option.  
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 I asked him about how he experienced sectarian violence in Baghdad before he 

was displaced to Anbar and later to Kurdistan, especially when it was at its peak between 

2005 and 2008 when he was there. Omer confirmed that violence was certainly a method 

to cleanse entire neighborhoods, workplaces, and, obviously, universities. He shared that, 

based on his experience, he is convinced that the larger objective of igniting sectarianism 

was to change the demographics of Baghdad—and other Iraqi cities—depending on the 

militia groups that ruled at any given place. He added: “Between 2005 and 2008, many 

‘Omers’ got killed in Baghdad.” He mentioned this referring to the Sunni casualties of 

the sectarian violence. Omer is a common Sunni name (its equivalent is Ali for the 

Shi‘a). Of course, it is also true that sectarian violence has killed many “Alis”. With the 

rise of the sectarian violence, people carrying names commonly Sunni or Shi‘a were 

murdered based on the name itself and the group in whose hands one fell. Likewise, in 

the universities where Omer taught in Baghdad, if a university happened to be dominated 

by Shi‘a groups, someone with a name like his would be immediately a target to be 

killed, threatened, or, if fortunate, simply harassed and/or dismissed. In fact, sectarianism 

was so prevalent, Omer said: “When I visited any government office to do any kind of 

paperwork in Baghdad, I knew immediately whether I was dealing with a Shi‘a or a 

Sunni employee. If he was kind, polite, and cordial to me, it meant he was a Sunni, and 

vice versa.” But this was barely the beginning of Omer’s story with sectarianism. On our 

second meeting, a week later, he spoke more openly about being in Baghdad and how 

sectarian violence reached such a level that he had to move around with a fake ID: 



 

 

250 

At that time, I honestly had to use a different ID to survive. I couldn’t 

have walked around the streets with an ID with the name ‘Omer’. 

Fortunately, I had bought a new car and its previous owner had forgotten 

his ID in it. His name was a standard Arab name, not indicative of either 

sect. I used that ID during that year. Sadly, and here is another twist to the 

story, I later learned that that person, who was also a Sunni, was killed for 

sectarian reasons. His forgotten ID saved my life, but not his. 

This part of Omer’s story is particularly important for academics and all Iraqis who had 

to endure sectarian violence in that it is a case of having to “forge” one’s original identity 

to “pass” and to simply “stay alive”. This case reminds us of the academics under the 

Ba‘ath who were forced to “forge” their original transcripts to leave the country, because 

the state withheld their transcripts to prevent brain drain. In post-occupation Iraq, under 

much more violent circumstances, the issue had become way more serious than brain 

drain. It is perhaps best articulated by an interlocutor who called it “Iraq bleeding out its 

minds”.   

** 

All the narratives shared by interlocutors thus far are important to help us situate 

sectarianism in Iraq and the region into a larger perspective. They help us better 

understand how sectarianism works in practice as a form of governance. In December of 

2015 in Iraqi Kurdistan, while chatting with Sadiq T., a lecturer in English language and 

literature, we discussed “sectarianism” in Iraq. Sadiq provided analytical and empirical 

insights on the issue, especially insofar as it is related to the middle class in general and 

academics in particular. Sadiq, succinctly expressed what multiple interlocutors in this 

project and other Iraqi writers and intellectuals have articulated. He stated: 
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There is a difference between theorizing sectarianism and thinking about 

its consequences on the Iraqi scene since 2003. We are a multi-ethnic and 

multi-religious country. We are weak politically, and therefore 

sectarianism is a perfect recipe for disaster. When you have a strong 

regime in place, they can tailor the social fabric that people are going to 

adopt. If the regime is Sufi, the people will become Sufis; if it is Sunni, 

Ottoman, it will be as was the case in Iraq under the Ottomans; if it is 

secular socialist, the people will be as was the case under the Ba‘ath Party, 

and so on. This means that Iraq still hasn’t adopted or specified its 

identity. It perhaps never will. So, it all depends on the coercion, means of 

governance, authoritarianism, or occupation to determine or even postpone 

any latent sectarian tensions. Sectarianism has always existed, but was 

always determined by political stability, or lack thereof. The question of 

identity in such an old and diverse civilization will always be a source of 

problems. Imposing identity will cause such problems. If you talk to the 

Assyrian Christians of Iraq, they will tell you we are the indigenous 

people of this place. The Muslims will claim that they have culturally 

made everyone, and so on and so forth.  

These issues, for Sadiq, are all things to consider before we get more into the nitty-gritty 

details of what happened on the ground after 2003, which forced many academics and 

Iraqis out of the country. Furthermore, he added, some groups are more severely affected 

by sectarianism than others. In this regard, he shared: 

First, the impact wasn’t equal on all parts of the society and state 

institutions…Some sectors are more fragile than others. Academics and 

middle class people in general were the most affected by it. For example, 

when they disbanded the Iraqi army, what do you expect happened after? 

A civil war, ISIS, al-Qaeda, a-Sadir, Fallujah, and on and on I could go 

with the list of disasters that ensued. Why did this happen? Because they 

dismantled essential parts of the society. What happened to the army 

personnel after it was dissolved? Some left the country, but the rest turned 

into guerrillas and militias.  The weakest link in this was academics and 

professionals, most of whom represent the middle class, which was 

already totally eroded. This class to begin with was on the verge of 

destruction because of the UN sanctions that hit us hard. The invasion was 

the straw that broke the camel’s back. Saddam had already caused much 

destruction to this class, whether intentionally or 

unintentionally...Sectarianism was the final blow that turned this class 

from an effective class into a nearly non-existent one. It was destroyed. 

Totally. I mean it.  So, the paradox is that the weakest class was the most 



 

 

252 

important in so many ways, because it consisted of academics who shaped 

the society…Despite the damage caused by the Saddam era, he, towards 

the end of the 1990s, drastically increased the salaries of academics when 

the oil-for-food program came into effect, because he knew how important 

this class of people was for the society. In fact, by the end of the 1990s 

many started returning to Iraq and people felt a difference in their living 

standards. This made people start trusting the state once again. People 

started to feel that there is a state that is not only scary, but also worthy of 

attaining in terms of getting jobs in the public sector. 

Sadiq’s direct experience with sectarianism combined with his analysis of it have been 

articulated by some Iraqi intellectuals and social scientists. For example, the late Iraqi 

social scientist, Ali al-Wardi (1913-1995), extensively examined Iraqi society, 

personality, and history. In a work titled Wu‘ath al-Salatin [The Sultans’ Preachers], al-

Wardi examined the culture of “preachers”, which included poets, religious figures, 

judges, and other civil servants and their relationship to power (Al-Wardi 1995).  

Al-Wardi argues that preachers’ positionality in Iraqi history has always been one 

in which they were positioned between power (Sultans, kings, and rulers) and the public. 

And because these preachers were always on power’s payroll, they often sided with 

power at the expense of the well-being of the public. This, according to al-Wardi, forces 

many people to adopt two different personas; one they use when dealing with power; and 

another they use to simply fulfil their dreams, aspirations, and goals of advancement 

often in conflict with power’s morals and goals. Al-Wardi particularly protests how 

power always allows for itself what it denies the public. These different personas of 

dealing with power become the public’s way of resisting the morals imposed on them. In 

this way, al-Wardi’s analysis resembles and precedes the well-known work of James 

Scott in which he discusses the “public” and the “hidden” transcripts (Scott 1990). Al-
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Wardi believed that reconciling the two “transcripts” is critical for creating a better 

society. 

 In the later chapters of the book, al-Wardi closely analyzes the age-old conflict 

between the Shi‘a and the Sunni, and how this conflict has also shaped the Iraqi 

personality and politics. For him, this conflict, has always been political not religious. In 

these chapters, al-Wardi provides important analyses and examples to show how so many 

religious leaders are complicit with power against average citizens, hence the constant 

religious and sectarian wars that have often afflicted Iraq. He traces the genealogy of this 

conflict from the time the Prophet Mohammed died and the conflicts over succession. 

The constant invasions of Iraq by the Persians (Shi‘a) and the Ottomans (Sunni) are also 

important factors to understand the history of sectarian politics in Iraq. Al-Wardi shows 

how each time one empire invaded, they oppressed the other sect for political gains 

disguised under the cloak of sect and religion (Al-Wardi 1995:229-61). 

 Al-Wardi notes at the end of the book that some of the religious and sectarian 

“preachers” of the past have now been replaced with the “secular” preachers of the 

present. In other words, religious and sectarian groups can often be two sides of the same 

coin, as two different and competing forms of governance. Al-Wardi sees that both 

sectarianism and secularism are expressions of conflict over power, which is precisely 

what happened in Iraq after the 2003 invasion and the transition from a single centralized, 

secular state into a fractured state of religious and sectarian militias.  
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 Some recent scholarly works have shown that sectarianism is neither a primordial 

phenomenon nor purely a result of colonialism’s “divide and conquer” policies. Rather, it 

should be seen as an expression of “modernity”, or an alternative modernity that 

expresses human agency (Makdisi 2000). Sectarianism is as much an expression of 

modernity as is nationalism. In the case of Lebanon under the Ottoman Empire, Ussama 

Makdisi’s scholarship shows that sectarianism was borne out of the confrontation and 

contact between European colonialism, Ottoman Tanzimat imperial practices, and the 

desire of the local population for freedom and agency: “This encounter profoundly 

altered the meaning of religion in the multi-confessional society of Mount Lebanon 

because it emphasized sectarian identity as the only viable marker of political reform and 

the only authentic basis for political claim” (ibid.:2). Makdisi emphasizes how 

sectarianism plays a significant role in shaping identity, a role that can far exceed that of 

religion itself.  

 More recent scholarship on post-occupation Iraq has sought to understand 

sectarian violence beyond certain mainstream oversimplified explanations. Some scholars 

have shown that while it is important to acknowledge the existence of different sects and 

sectarian tensions in Iraq, we should avoid the tendency to “reduce almost every instance 

of conflict in Iraq to primordial sectarian-based animosity” (Tejel et al. 2012). Instead, 

we must pay attention to the “intra-Shi‘i; different Shi‘i groups, parties, militias or 

interests are fighting over the same turf, with nary a Sunni in sight” (ibid.:64-71). 

Moreover, like many interlocutors have already shown in this project, the idea of the 

“Sunnis” as the main receivers of the pre-occupation regime’s privileges is in itself a 
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convenient construct that has only made things worse in Iraq. Again, as many 

interlocutors in this project have articulated, this “convenient construct” has indeed led to 

much violence, cleansing, and forced migration. 

 The scholarly works surveyed above are useful to understand the complexity of 

sectarian violence in Iraq and other parts of the world. Still, a close look and analysis of 

how the currently exiled and displaced academics experienced sectarian violence prior to 

leaving, reveals two other issues particularly important when thinking about the 

relationship between academics and power: First, this shift from a “secular” state into a 

“sectarian” one has imposed new forms of governance similar to what Achille Mbembe 

calls “necropolitics” and “necropower” (Mbembe 2003). As noted earlier, this new state 

of existence in an occupied space run by sectarian militias is drastically different than the 

previous concept of a centralized, unified state. Therefore, it also changes the place, the 

meaning, and the role of a vital, yet fragile groups of people in the society like its 

intelligentsia. It simply turns a zone in which they once lived and taught into one in 

which they have to beg for “protection” from a certain group, but may still die at the 

hands of another. Second, it is not a surprise that “sectarian violence” becomes a 

cleansing method that rather than alleviating or ending suffering, shifts it from certain 

groups or actors to others. In so doing, it becomes one of the key producers of exile, 

dispossession, and forced migration. This is clearly seen in the case of Lebanon during its 

long civil war as well as Iraq and Syria today. Sectarianism as a form of governance 

forces the society to operated based on a sectarian identity. In many countries around the 

world, sectarianism has significantly contributed to dispossession, exile, and 
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displacement (Chatty & Finlayson 2010). Nabil al-Tikriti argues that while sectarian 

identities have always existed in the Iraqi society, (ibid.:249-273) upon close historical 

examination, we see that they only lead to massive violence and displacement in very 

specific contexts. This is precisely what the interlocutor, Sadiq, articulated earlier. Al-

Tikriti argues that the Ba‘ath regime suppressed any ethnic and sectarian divisions by 

making “membership” in the party the only measure of belonging (or not belonging). The 

occupying forces, on the other hand, “intentionally encouraged the breaking down of 

institutions supportive of national identity, which thus allowed sectarian actors to step 

into the breech” (ibid.:12). Al-Tikriti points out, as some interlocutors have done, that the 

apparent “use of assassination to gain political control resulted in the flight of middle-

class professionals by 2005.” Moreover, de-Ba‘athfication and “the dismantling of the 

former economic state system then led to the dissolution of the secular system and the 

strengthening of sectarian organizations” (ibid.). This is in addition to the fact that even 

the subsequent interim Iraqi governments, after the CPA was dissolved in 2004, were 

formed based on sectarian lines. These realities, the author argues, significantly increased 

the need for “sectarian protection” for those who must exist in such spaces. They create 

zones of life and zones of death. Anyone who is not in either, must necessarily be forced 

into exile or displacement as the last and the only “safe haven”.  

The case of Iraqi academics shows that this “sectarian protection” is in fact a two-

edged sword: on the one hand, it can provide temporary protection through various 

practices of “necropolitics” and “necropower”. On the other hand, however, this 

“temporary protection” can expire or indeed become useless when the person is suddenly 



 

 

257 

in the wrong place at the wrong time at the hands of the wrong party. In this way, 

“sectarian protection” necessarily has a short lifespan that can expire once one falls in the 

hands of the wrong group. Therefore, in the long run, it is certainly a cleansing method 

for those who neither have it nor want to subscribe to it, as many academics in exile have 

clearly chosen. Furthermore, as we will see in the next chapter, exile and displacement, 

too, have their own forms of what can be called “conditional protections” and 

“intellectual strings attached” before they agree to “grant life and protection” for the 

exiled and displaced academics or deny them that right altogether through not renewing 

their contracts. The right to exist safely in exile or internal displacement in places like 

Jordan and Iraqi Kurdistan resembles the “sectarian protection” in that it, too, is subject 

to abrupt expiration when the contracts of these academics are not renewed.  

“De-Ba‘athification” as a Cleansing Method 

This final section examines what many interlocutors considered yet another post-

occupation method that highly contributed to academic, cultural, and institutional 

cleansing in Iraq. It concerns the “de-Ba‘athification” policies applied right from the start 

as part of the “disestablishment” of the Ba‘ath Party of Iraq.4 The process was 

inaugurated by the CPA on May 16, 2003 and rescinded on June 28, 2004, though it was 

also continued by subsequent Iraqi governments. The idea of “de-Ba‘athification” was 

first expressed by Ahmad Chalabi and the Iraqi National Congress, presumably inspired 

                                                           
4 See the original CPA document titled “Coalition Provisional Authority Order Number 1: De-

Ba‘athification of Iraqi Society.” Available at: 

http://www.iraqcoalition.org/regulations/20030516_CPAORD_1_De-

Ba_athification_of_Iraqi_Society_.pdf. Accessed on October 7, 2016.  

http://www.iraqcoalition.org/regulations/20030516_CPAORD_1_De-Ba_athification_of_Iraqi_Society_.pdf
http://www.iraqcoalition.org/regulations/20030516_CPAORD_1_De-Ba_athification_of_Iraqi_Society_.pdf
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by “de-Nazification”. Although officially implemented by Paul Bremer during his time as 

the leader of the CPA in Iraq, and later picked up by the subsequent Iraqi governments, 

some scholars and investigative journalists have shown that the process was designed 

behind closed doors in the Ministry of Defense in Washington, D.C., by the Office of 

Special Plans. Douglas Feith and Paul Wolfowitz have been identified as the key minds 

behind it (Chandrasekaran 2006:79). Indeed, it has been reported that prior to his arrival 

to Iraq in May 2003, Bremer met with Douglas Feith at which time he received his 

instructions regarding “de-Ba‘athification” (ibid.:80). In a filmed interview in Charles 

Ferguson’s award-winning documentary film “No End in Sight: Iraq’s Descent into 

Chaos” Gen. Jay Garner notes that Bremer had shared with him that he was simply 

“given orders” regarding the application of the de-Ba‘athification policies that were 

architected by Department of Defense (Ferguson 2007).  

 The “de-Ba‘athification” policies consisted of 100 orders produced between May 

2003 and June 2004.5 A survey shows that they were designed to dissolve the former 

Iraqi state institutions; liquidate many individuals with ranks in the former Ba‘ath regime 

without taking into account the intricacies and the complexities of how and why many 

people had to enroll into the party. Order 2, for example, titled “Dissolution of Entities”, 

aimed at extending “de-Ba‘athification” to include not just former party members, but 

also all governmental institutions, entities and their subsidiaries, including having the 

financial assets of such entities frozen and placed under the CPA authority to “support the 

                                                           
5 For a full list of all regulations, orders, memoranda, and public notices issued by the Coalition Provisional 

Authority in Iraq from May 2003 until June 2004, see CPA Official Documents available at: 

http://www.iraqcoalition.org/regulations/. Accessed on October 8, 2016.  

http://www.iraqcoalition.org/regulations/
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recovery of Iraq.”6 The reckless and dangerous application of the “de-Ba‘athification” 

policies continued until Order 100 titled “Transition of Laws, Regulations, Orders, and 

Directives Issued by the Coalition Provisional Authority” in which the CPA transferred 

power to the “interim government of Iraq,”7 which was to come into existence right after 

the dissolution of the CPA on June 30, 2004.  

While this last order makes the CPA no longer responsible for applying and 

implementing “de-Ba‘athification”, it in fact made things even worse in the years to come 

because it simply transferred the job from the CPA into the hands of the notoriously 

sectarian and revengeful subsequent Iraqi governments that applied “de-Ba‘athification” 

in the most severe and vengeful ways. In the previous section we saw how sectarian 

violence worked in Iraq, so one can imagine what applying “de-Ba‘athification” by the 

deeply sectarian subsequent Iraqi governments meant on the ground. Before analyzing 

how some scholars and investigative journalists have documented the enforcement, 

effects, and the aftermath of “de-Ba‘athification”, it is important to also document how 

exiled and displaced Iraqi academics experienced “de-Ba‘athification”. To many, this 

was one of the main reasons that forced them out of the country as well as cleansed many 

vital individuals in Iraqi society, institutions. It rewrote Iraq’s modern history by the 

occupying forces and their supporters from within. 

                                                           
6 See the original CPA document titled “Coalition Provisional Authority Order Number 2: Dissolution of 

Entities.” Available at: 

http://www.iraqcoalition.org/regulations/20030823_CPAORD_2_Dissolution_of_Entities_with_Annex_A.

pdf. Accessed on October 8, 2016.  
7 See the original CPA document titled “Transition of Laws, Regulations, Orders, and Directives Issued by 

the Coalition Provisional Authority.” Available at: 

http://www.iraqcoalition.org/regulations/20040628_CPAORD_100_Transition_of_Laws__Regulations__O

rders__and_Directives.pdf. Accessed on October 8, 2016.  

http://www.iraqcoalition.org/regulations/20030823_CPAORD_2_Dissolution_of_Entities_with_Annex_A.pdf
http://www.iraqcoalition.org/regulations/20030823_CPAORD_2_Dissolution_of_Entities_with_Annex_A.pdf
http://www.iraqcoalition.org/regulations/20040628_CPAORD_100_Transition_of_Laws__Regulations__Orders__and_Directives.pdf
http://www.iraqcoalition.org/regulations/20040628_CPAORD_100_Transition_of_Laws__Regulations__Orders__and_Directives.pdf
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 In June 2014, I met with Dr. ‘Ala H., a dean and a professor of computer science 

at the time at one of Amman’s private universities. ‘Ala who graduated with a degree in 

physics from the University of Baghdad in the late 1960s, pursued his advanced 

education in the UK. He then taught in Iraqi universities from the early 1980s until 2003. 

‘Ala, like many academics, was strongly opposed to occupation. He was particularly 

dismayed by the way the “de-Ba‘athification” process was designed and applied in post-

2003 Iraq. He considered it one of the main factors that emptied the country of its 

“brains” forcing many into exile: 

The real purpose of such steps was to destroy the country. I have lived 

through lots of turmoil, revolutions, and upheavals in Iraq since 1958. In 

all but the 2003 occupation, Iraqi people mostly continued to do their 

work to keep the country on its feet. In 2003, on the other hand, it was 

clear that it was the people who were the primary target of the occupiers. 

And by the way, de-Ba’thification was selective. There were many people 

who were Ba’athists in high positions, but continued to express interest in 

serving the occupiers. Those remained in their positions and were not hit 

by these policies. It only targeted those who refused to cooperate with the 

occupiers, and with their new plans for ruling Iraq. I know personally of a 

Kurd who had a very high rank in the Ba’ath, who then went on to become 

a university president in Kurdistan. In a sense, the Kurds are wise for 

giving him such a position, because they know they would benefit from 

his expertise. What we needed is to get rid of the corrupted people not of 

qualified ones just because they belonged to the Ba‘ath. Many joined the 

party, as is well-known, as a formality only.  

‘Ala, like many academics I met, particularly those in Amman and Iraqi Kurdistan, 

blamed the occupiers, the post-2003 Iraqi governments and the sectarian militias for 

using “de-Ba‘athification” as a pretext to destroy academia, get rid of many qualified 

people, and also replace them with their own “loyal” people. It was simply a matter of 

“shifting loyalties,” one academic told me.  



 

 

261 

** 

Israa K., a professor of pharmacology exiled in Amman, introduced earlier, had a similar 

reaction to ‘Ala regarding “de-Ba‘athification”. She shared that, in her case, she was hit 

by all the post-occupation cleansing methods that contributed to dismantling Iraqi 

academia and society and pushing academics into exile. Israa, a Sunni, continued to teach 

in Baghdad until 2006 when she was denied a promotion to the rank of a full professor, 

despite her long record of publications and teaching excellence in her field. Moreover, 

she was able to learn through some close friends at the university where she taught that 

her evaluations for promotion came back favorable, but she was nonetheless denied 

because of “sectarian and political reasons”. All this happened in 2005 and she was 

feeling suffocated and pushed into leaving, but decided to “stay strong and keep going”. 

However, she said: 

The straw that broke the camel’s back was when my husband, who was 

also a researcher, pharmacist, and an academic, got kidnapped. Although, 

to be clear, he was previously a high-ranking official in the former Iraqi 

military before, he didn’t ever hurt any human being…I learned that he 

was kidnapped by a group from Ahmad Chalabi’s side and they asked me 

for a huge ransom in exchange for releasing him. Imagine, I had to remain 

strong and negotiate for his release with the kidnappers over the phone…. 

We had to pay the money to save his life…Still, when they released him, 

they said that the release was conditional upon us leaving the country 

within three days. We had to leave everything overnight and depart the 

country. We left our jobs, our two houses, our relatives, and everything 

behind. We left for Jordan. My daughter was then in her 5th year at the 

Pharmacology Department in Baghdad and she insisted to go back to 

finish. She told me: ‘Mom, I will finish my studies. I will graduate from 

Baghdad even if the cost is my life.’ She did. I had to leave the rest of the 

family here in Amman and accompany her in hiding in different places in 

Baghdad until she graduated. 
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Israa believed that there was a plan to “gut out Sunni professors from Iraqi higher 

education and institutions,” without any legal protections, without any proof that such 

people were guilty of any misdeeds. It was simply a change of tides. In fact, she noted 

that where she taught in Baghdad, the dean of her college, who was a Shi’a, was always 

nice to her, but he, too, had to submit to sectarianism in the end: 

The dean was always nice to me and he continued to be so after the 

occupation, socially at least. However, given the pressure and the new 

expectations after the fall of the regime, there was a plan to gut out Sunni 

professors, so his behavior towards me changed drastically. I could feel he 

was under pressure to do so. I do forgive him. He started giving me a hard 

time when it came to days off. He declined my request to go on a leave 

after my husband was kidnapped, although the entire department was 

aware of the problem and the immense psychological and emotional 

pressure I was going through during those days. I also used to attend some 

advising sessions in Erbil and would get paid for my consultations. Later 

he started refusing to compensate me for this work. Although all my 

students and most of my colleagues loved me and appreciated my work 

ethic and research capabilities, I realized that it was time for me to move 

on. I realized that that place was not for me anymore. 

Israa said that she shared her narrative to give me an idea about the circumstances under 

which “de-Ba‘athification” was devised and implemented on Iraqi professionals and 

academics. It is interesting that most academics who suffered from or spoke about “de-

Ba‘athification” as a method to dismantle Iraq and push academics out referred to it as 

the “so-called de-Ba‘athification” and then, depending on their politics and background, 

went on to accuse the occupiers, Iran, Israel, and other outsider and insider powers of 

using it as a means to divide and destroy the country. More importantly, like Israa, 

numerous other interlocutors emphasized that one of the key differences between pre-

occupation and post-occupation Iraq is this: before 2003 academics and other 

professionals could exist and succeed, regardless of their sect, religion, ethnicity, and 
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other factors, so long as they either proved to be loyal to the Ba‘ath Party, or at least 

proved not to be any “threat” to it. In this way, many could live and function by staying 

away from politics or simply remain in lower ranks of the party just as a formality. After 

the occupation, sectarianism changed everything, because many were punished, purged, 

murdered, and pushed into exile simply because of their sect.  

 What is critical to pay attention to in this shift is that in the past one could easily 

pretend to be in the party or not being a threat to it; whereas after 2003, it is impossible 

for, say, a Sunni professor to pretend to be a Shi’a. It is also impossible for an Arab to 

pass as a Kurd. In this way, the risks of sectarian and ethnic politics far outweigh what 

was previously experienced under a secular, single political party in place. In fact, as 

many academics pointed out, many Shi’a and Kurds who used to hold high positions 

under the former regime continued to keep their posts after 2003 precisely because of the 

new ethno-sectarian realities in Iraq. Before, they were able to keep their positions by 

playing along with the regime. After occupation, they could remain because of their 

ethnicity in the case of Kurdistan, or their sect, in the case of the Shi’a. This has been 

much harder for Sunnis, because to begin with, they have been traditionally seen as a 

“dominating” and “privileged” group before 2003, which, as we saw earlier, is far from 

an accurate representation to be generalized. Also, as noted before, it was a “convenient 

construct” that highly served the new sectarian rule in Iraq.  Moreover, Sunni Arabs 

obviously couldn’t pass as “Kurds” or as “Shi’a”, and therefore, the effects of “de-

Ba‘athification” on them were many folds harsher.  
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 Another golden opportunity to gain a deep understanding of how “de-

Ba‘athification” was implemented presented itself when I met an exiled academic in 

Amman, a Sunni who remained in Iraq until 2007, but had to leave as a result of sectarian 

violence. Ghadeer K. ended up replacing a dean in his department in Baghdad who was 

dismissed as a result of the “de-Ba‘athification” policies. Therefore, he could provide a 

more nuanced description of how he experienced this shift. Majoring in foreign 

languages, with a focus on German language and literature, Ghadeer had a long academic 

experience teaching and researching at Iraqi universities since he received his PhD from 

Germany in the mid-1960s. He was also one of the oldest academics I met in this 

research. Born in the 1930s, he had witnessed so many important events and upheavals in 

Iraq over the decades. Ghadeer told me that he, like many, had been through multiple 

exiles because of the constantly changing political circumstances in Iraq. He first left for 

Jordan in 1998 for economic reasons. He returned to Iraq a few months before the 

occupation took place in 2003. Soon after the invasion, as he put it: “out of my bad luck, 

I was stuck in the middle of it all.” Ghadeer waited until after the war to see if things 

were going to improve before taking the next step. When he saw that things were only 

deteriorating, he asked the dean of his college to help him apply for retirement. Unlike 

most cases we have seen so far, Ghadeer was told that he should consider staying as there 

was a need for his expertise and service. And so, he went ahead and did all the paperwork 

needed to reinstate his academic position at College of Arts in Baghdad.  

 Here, Ghadeer’s story took another turn, because he returned to his post around 

the same time they had started the process of “de-Ba‘athification”, whose axe fell on the 
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chair of his department: “They asked me to replace him given my good academic 

‘record’, even though I was a Sunni.” Ghadeer was reluctant to do so, but after the dean 

and many professors told him to go for it, he decided to accept, though still 

uncomfortably. However, to finalize the process, they “required all kinds of approvals 

and background checks done by Shi’a political and religious parties. This included the 

approval of the a-Sadir group,” he added. Ghadeer also said that at that time they had 

started targeting academics, particularly former Ba‘athists, including the Shi’a ones. It 

was also the time when the president of the University of Baghdad, Nihad al-Rawi was 

assassinated. Unlike most Sunnis in this research, Ghadeer believed that there was no 

evidence that it was the “Shi’as who killed the Sunni academics,” although he does think, 

also without a concrete evidence, that these killings were executed by “Iraqi hands”. 

However, he did confirm what many interlocutors mentioned about universities turning 

into sectarian zones: 

The Shi’a militias and student groups controlled the university and our 

college…There was a tension between the student and militia groups at 

the College of Languages and College of Arts. This affected classes. 

Students missed a lot of lectures. Professors started to leave the University 

for their safety...The dean of the College of Arts and his assistant visited 

me a few times. They complained about the behavior of militia individuals 

from the a-Sadir group. They had to be careful not to talk in front of the 

guards, since the latter were loyal to the a-Sadir group. The a-Sadir group 

didn’t have any animosity towards me, although I refused their constant 

pressures to do illegal things like moving students from one department to 

another, approving scholarships for unqualified students, and so on. 

Sometimes they spoke with me with a threatening tone. They basically 

asked for all sorts of side-deals and illegal things to be done for them. 

They even started threatening girls in certain departments to pressure and 

impose their politics and sectarian vision. For example, they threatened a 

Palestinian female student at the French department to force her to leave 

the university. One day as I was on my way to the University, I got a 
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phone call and was told not to show up. It turned out that some students 

from the colleges of Arts and Education loyal to militias had come to our 

department, the guards had miraculously disappeared and the former 

entered the department and threatened all Sunni professors to leave their 

positions. My assistant told me they came into his office and said: ‘leave 

your position now or we will break this chair on your head!’ 

It was right after this incident that Ghadeer decided to exit Iraq for Jordan once again, 

“during that year, colleges lost most of their Sunni academics,” he added. This is despite 

the fact that the president of the University phoned him, begging him to return to his 

position, and promised to investigate the incident. Ghadeer agreed to return temporarily, 

but at that time he was determined to find an exit as soon as possible. After the University 

presumably conducted a “serious investigation” into the incident, Ghadeer was told: “We 

were finally able to name the people/parties responsible for this incident, but it was 

decided that we would say ‘anonymous’ group in the final report, to avoid any retaliation 

from militias.” He was told that the incident was done by a group affiliated with the a-

Sadir militia, but they were too afraid to name them in the report. Ghadeer insisted that 

they provide guarantees to hold the a-Sadir group accountable if he were to return to his 

position. They promised to do so “off the record”:  

As soon as I resumed my work at the college, an official from the a-Sadir 

group came to me with a delegation and said: ‘we know who was 

responsible for the incident and we assure you that we are aware that you 

are fair and don’t discriminate against a Shi’a or a Sunni employee in your 

department.’ They told me if anyone bothers me again, I should call a 

number and they would be there right away to take care of things. They 

were very positive…Yet, sectarianism seemed to only worsen on 

campuses. At the height of the sectarian violence, we received an order 

from the president of the university asking that all sectarian slogans, flags, 

ads, and so on, be removed from every wall and corner of the university. 

When I told the guards to implement it, they refused. They literally told 

me: ‘let the president come himself and do it. We don’t want to get into 

any trouble by doing this.’ In fact, the guards told me that I, too, shouldn’t 
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do it, lest I get in trouble with the militias. You see, this means that 

sectarianism was so infiltrated and had the upper hand in things that 

people wouldn’t dare to separate it from academia or other institutions, 

even if they genuinely wanted to do so for everyone’s benefit. 

On top of these threats, increasing sectarian violence, and the overall deterioration, 

Ghadeer’s son was also threatened while on a work bus going to his office one morning. 

He shared the story: 

One time they wanted to take my son away from his work bus. They 

insisted that his ID was fake because there was no ‘tribe name’ on it. The 

truth is we never used a tribe name in any of our IDs. They wanted to 

know whether he is a Shi’a or Sunni to proceed accordingly. He worked at 

the Ministry of Trade at that time. I told him to go to his boss and ask him 

to make a temporary ID to avoid such situations in the future. He could 

have easily been taken and killed by militias—there were so many of them 

all over the place. This happened to him again one more time while on the 

work bus heading back home. If it wasn’t for the other employees who 

begged the armed men and told them that they knew him and he was one 

of their employees, they would have killed him. This made me very 

concerned. I was more worried for his safety than mine. 

It was right at that time in 2007, when Ghadeer decided to leave Iraq for Jordan once 

again. Some of his family members had already moved before he did for their safety. As 

for him, it wasn’t as easy because he needed to make a living and send money to his 

family members in Jordan. After his son’s threats, he had no choice but to leave: 

I simply couldn’t be there anymore. They finally agreed and sent my 

retirement paperwork to the ministry, which took a very long time with 

their bureaucratic procedures. I waited from mid-2007 until 2010 to have 

my retirement approved. I lived all this time on my own funds in Jordan, 

and you know how expensive life is here. In 2010, I was told that some 

changes in the pension requirements had taken place and they asked me to 

reapply. There was a new pension law that paid much more than the old 

one. Not to mention that the officers doing the paperwork took lots of 

bribes. When I went to reapply, they told me they would do it if I pay my 

first pension allowance to them, so I did and everything was done 

properly. The old pension law paid me about $400-500 per month. 
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According to the new one, I get about $1500-1600. This is how I have 

been living in Jordan with my family since I had to leave Iraq for the 

second time. I am still the only bread winner here, because my sons were 

not successful at finding a job. The economy is hard and the competition is 

fierce. The locals usually don’t hire Iraqis who are not extremely qualified 

professionals and academics. Most Iraqis living here are either extremely 

qualified and in high demand, or they simply live on their money and 

pensions like in my case now. 

Ghadeer’s story, like others before, captures the destructive effects of “de-

Ba‘athification” that was applied under strictly sectarian terms on academics and society 

at large. In fact, to close this chapter, it is crucial to provide some statistical facts of some 

of the most destructive effects of “de-Ba‘athification” on the society in general. First, it is 

estimated that between 50,000 and 100,000 civil government and public sector 

employees, including civil servants, doctors, and teachers, were removed from their 

positons as a result of “de-Ba‘athification” (Ferguson 2007). This number includes more 

than 12,000 teachers, headmasters, and headmistresses who were removed from the 

Ministry of Education. The impact was so detrimental that many areas, mainly Sunni 

areas, were left with no more than one or two teachers per any given school 

(Chandrasekaran 2006:83). This is not because most former Ba‘athists were Sunnis, but, 

as demonstrated earlier, because the application—or rather misapplication—of the “de-

Ba‘athification” was applied to Sunnis in a much more severe way than to others.  

The Iraqi diplomat, Feisal al-Istrabadi, who had a role in drafting the Transitional 

Administrative Law in 2004, criticized Bremer’s “de-Ba‘athification” that “captured a 

large number of people who were innocent of any wrongdoing by any objective measure 

and were deprived of the ability to earn a living and support their families,” and which, in 

turn, fed insurgency. Like some interlocutors in this project, al-Istrabadi criticized the 
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fact that even though most Ba‘athists were Shi‘a, the Sunnis were disproportionately 

removed from offices and public sector jobs. In this way, he stated that it was “de-

Sunnification” rather than “de-Ba‘athification” (Al-Istrabadi 2008). Likewise, some 

scholars have pointed out that the de-Ba‘athificaiton process “came to be perceived as a 

‘de-sunnization’ of Iraqi institutions and society a collective punishment by the new Shi‘i 

master and their allies, the Kurds. On the other side, opponents of the process were 

characterized as frustrated Ba‘thists refusing to lose their grip on power and Iraqi 

resources” (Tejel et al. 2012:191). 

 As for the direct impact on Iraqi higher education and academics in particular, 

“de-Ba‘athification” and its effects can best be captured in the words of the American 

neoconservative, John Agresto, who served as a Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) 

Senior Advisor to the Ministry of Higher Education and Scientific Research in Baghdad. 

Agresto saw the destruction of Iraqi academia and society after the war as “the 

opportunity to a clean start”. He also infamously noted that, prior to going on his 

“mission” to Iraq, he didn’t know anything about the country and purposely didn’t read 

about it. Rajiv Chandrasekaran wrote, Agresto “knew next to nothing about Iraq’s 

educational system. Even after he was selected, the former professor didn’t read a single 

book about Iraq. ‘I wanted to come here with as open a mind as I could have,’ he said. 

‘I’d much rather learn firsthand than have it filtered to me by an author.’” 

(Chandrasekaran 2006: 58). The investigative journalist, Naomi Klein wrote describing 

this ignorance that: 
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If Agresto had read a book or two, he might have thought twice about the 

need to erase everything and start over. He could have learned, for 

instance, that before the sanctions strangled the country, Iraq had the best 

education system in the region, with the highest literacy rates in the Arab 

world—in 1985, 89 percent of Iraqis were literate. By contrast, in 

Agresto’s home state of New Mexico, 46 percent of the population is 

functionally illiterate, and 20 percent are unable do ‘basic math to 

determine the total on a sales receipt.’…Yet Agresto was so convinced of 

the superiority of American systems that he seemed unable to entertain the 

possibility that Iraqis might want to salvage and protect their own culture 

and that they might feel its destruction as a wrenching loss. This 

neocolonialist blindness is a running theme in the War on Terror. (Klein 

2007: 338) 

Agresto wrote a book about his experiences and the “failure of the good intentions in 

Iraq”. Besides the many lines in which he clearly articulates a neocolonial, superior, and 

misinformed tone about Iraq, its people, and its education and higher education, Agresto 

consistently uses the word “liberalize” when describing or explaining the actions and 

decisions he took to restructure Iraqi higher education. In one instance, he writes: 

“Working with the CPA legal office, our office cobbled together what amounted to a Bill 

of Rights to the universities” (Agresto 2007:88). He also writes: “The Bill of Rights 

declared that the goal of higher education was to promote a broader capacity for thinking, 

accepting the opinion of others, and encouraging the search for the truth” (ibid.). But here 

one is prompted to ask, do Iraqis lack the “capacity to think”? Think like whom? Do they 

lack the capacity to “accept the opinions of others”? Whose opinions, anyway? Search for 

“truth”? Whose truth? The answer is unwittingly provided by Agresto on the same page 

when he writes about the impact of this “Bill of Rights” that led Iraqi administrators in 

higher education to feel “empowered to enforce academic freedom” (ibid.). This 

statement, unsurprisingly, speaks volumes about the questions above. Moreover, it carries 
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a shocking linguistic oxymoron of the occupiers: “to enforce academic freedom”. How 

can one “enforce” any type of “freedom”? Doesn’t freedom cease to be called so when 

“enforced”? 

 Finally, one last scholarly work on “de-Ba‘athification” and its effects on Iraqi 

academics and higher education is a chapter titled “Writing the History of Iraq: The 

Fallacy of ‘Objective’ History” by Johan Franzén (Tejel et al. 2012). The work is relevant 

for this project and acts as a good response for Agresot’s book. In it, Franzén looks 

closely at how the CPA devised and implemented the cleansing policies of “de-

Ba‘athification” as a way to rewrite Iraq’s history and to “transform the recipients of this 

‘new history’ into malleable pro-Western youngsters ready to accept ‘democracy’ and 

American liberalism” (ibid.:32). While this has been confirmed in many ways by 

interlocutors of this ethnography in this chapter in particular, Franzén’s work is still 

important because it provides insights into how post-conflict regimes deal with history, 

and therefore it emphasizes the relationship between academia and politics as a global 

rather than simply an Iraqi dilemma. The author provides brief comparisons between the 

Iraqi case and others, like Rwanda, post-apartheid South Africa, Bosnia, Northern 

Ireland, and others. In doing so, he shows that, in all these cases, the “common 

denominator is that education, and above all history teaching, has been seen as a vehicle 

to achieve political objectives” (ibid.: 33).  

 Although the Ba‘ath regime, like the post-occupation regimes, did attempt to 

rewrite history during its time in power, Franzén reminds us that history education 

“serving nationalist objectives is not a novel concept—it pre-dated the Ba‘thi regime by 
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many decades, and it is a familiar phenomenon in the wider Arab world. Rather than 

viewing it as a cunning scheme to dupe the young generation,” Franzén argues that “it is 

necessary to nuance the picture somewhat and recognize some of the positive effects of 

nationalist education for an artificially created state” (ibid.:35). While this point is valid, 

it must be taken even further by acknowledging that, Iraq is no more an “artificial state” 

than, for example, the U.S., the United Kingdom, Australia, Canada, Switzerland, and so 

on. If we look at the history of any nation, no nation is “purer” or “less artificial” than 

another. In this way, every state is made up and all borders are artificial, but that doesn’t 

negate the geographical, historical, and social connections that bind people either within 

its current “artificial borders”, or even beyond these borders in neighboring areas. 

Franzén traces the genealogy of Iraqi nationalist curriculum, particularly the teaching of 

nationalist history, to al-Husri, which is detailed in depth in this project. Franzén notes 

that for al-Husri, history was critical because of its role in creating “spiritual kinship” 

(ibid.:36). Therefore, the author argues, it is important to understand that to “‘de-

nationalize history teaching entirely more or less equals going back to square one as most 

history instruction in Iraqi history has been nationalist and anti-Western” (ibid.:43). This 

project of post-occupation history rewriting was done in the most problematic way, 

according to Franzén. For example, he writes, “Fu’ad Husayin, who headed the post-

invasion textbook revision team, admitted that he had been instructed to consider 

anything anti-American found in textbooks as propaganda and these passages were 

subsequently removed” (ibid.: 44). Franzén sees that these practices ironically are similar 

to what the Ba‘athist regime did in the past, and since the Iraqi historical memory was 
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always anti-imperial, and therefore anti-American, such practices rather than solve the 

problem, will complicate things further.  

 All of these factors do matter when we think about “de-Ba‘athification” as a 

cleansing method that forced many academics and other groups in Iraq into exile. They 

matter because they show that the occupation and the subsequent governments it put in 

place paved the way into exile for many Iraqis who refused to play by the rules of the 

new game. It shows that “exile”, especially in the case of academics constantly caught in 

shifting power relations, cannot be understood separately from the power relations that 

produce it in the space from which exilees come from. It also cannot be separated from 

the new power relations under which they now exist in their new locations. The latter 

point is the focus of the final chapters of this ethnography. The Palestinian writer, 

Ghassan Kanafani, wrote: “Do you know what the ‘homeland’ is, Safia? The homeland is 

for all of this not to happen.” This line captures how exile is not just the last station where 

these interlocutors are today, it is also everything that happened before arriving at this 

“last station”. Exile starts at home. 
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Chapter Five  

 

Lives under Contracts 

Exile Starts at Home 

After a few days of meeting and greeting relatives in Duhok, Iraq, one of my old 

acquaintances who has now become a wealthy millionaire businessman invited me for a 

dinner at a 5-star hotel to hang out with some of his fellow businessmen. I found it an 

interesting coincidence that I had come to meet internally displaced academics, yet one of 

my first encounters was going to be with wealthy businessmen in a 5-star hotel. However, 

because I believe that curiosity never kills the cat and, as the novelist Zadie Smith says, 

“Everything is in everything else,” I decided to go and see things from another angle. 

Throughout the evening, the expensive drinks and appetizers kept flowing, while the 

group of the businessmen were complaining about the “bad economy” and the conflict 

between Baghdad and the Kurdistan region. Those complaints, I found out, were 

common between the rich and the poor, except the poor, like taxi drivers, didn’t have the 

luxury of complaining at 5 star hotels.  

The businessmen announced that the situation was so bad that it was not worth 

investing or staying in the region anymore. They talked about potential ways to leave, 

including paying huge amounts of money “to buy foreign passports.” I didn’t know it was 

possible to buy foreign passports. Others talked about how they had completed some 

projects for the local government and the latter had failed to pay them. Someone said the 

local government owes him about $800,000. One of them talked about how good 
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prostitutes in Lebanon were the last time he was there. Another complained about how he 

couldn’t enjoy his recently built vacation house in a village in the middle of the 

mountains because now all he could see in front of his eyes are refugees from Mosul and 

Syria. There were tons of Yazidis who had escaped the Mosul region from ISIS and are 

now living in shelters near his vacation house. There were also so many Syrian refugees 

in the area: “I can’t sit down and relax at my vacation house while seeing all these 

refugees surrounding me,” he complained. His remark made me think of some old 

questions in my head: Is individual salvation ever possible? How can some individuals 

enjoy life while surrounded by collective misery? It also made me think about how the 

rich elites benefit from wars and from peace; they can easily escape during wars and 

return to do business as usual during “peace”.  

On my next day in Duhok I immediately took care of renewing my local ID to 

move around freely. The one I had was issued in 1997, from the Ba‘ath era, and they now 

have new ones for this era. The new ID looked the same, except the stamp was of the 

current rather than the former Iraqi authorities. They haven’t bothered to change any 

details in the “new” IDs, not even the color or the size. 

For the next few days, I decided to simply go out and walk around the streets, the 

neighborhoods, the old and the new in Duhok. I went to the old bazaar in the city center 

and challenged my memory to aid me in walking from there to my old childhood house. I 

loved smelling the Iraqi parsley, tomatoes, cucumber, apples, and other fruits and 

vegetables that filled the bazaar. I felt alive in the hustle and bustle of the bazaar. I felt as 

though I was back inside my mother’s womb. Walking around Duhok was like an 
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excavation trip in the deep corridors of my memory to reassure myself that, despite all the 

changes and the mushrooming new houses and buildings in the city, I still “knew my way 

home”. I found myself examining some buildings whose shape I remembered, but were 

slightly renovated and painted with fresh colors. My eyes suddenly turned into sharp 

scraping tools that removed all the renovated parts and the colorful paints from these 

buildings to trace them back and turn them into the shapes stored in my head. I made it 

my task to bring back to life the old streets and alleys in a city and a country that have 

mastered the skill of erasing their past.  After one hour of walking like this in the streets, I 

passed my old primary school. I suddenly found myself close to that old street where I 

lived as a child. But I still couldn’t quite recognize the exact block. I remembered how 

we used to describe the street to taxi drivers in those years, “please take me to the church 

street,” we used to say. Yes, that was the only church in the neighborhood in those days. I 

asked a random stranger and he told me “you are just one block away. It is the next one.” 

So, my memory is still functioning well, minus one block, to be fair. The house was 

empty and locked with a rusty chain around its entrance door. 

Before the end of my first week in Duhok, one of my relatives offered to 

introduce me to an academic from Kurdistan, whose positionality is unique: “he is fluent 

in Kurdish, but he is an Arab from Kurdistan. He was educated in Baghdad and had lived 

and taught in Baghdad and Amman before he eventually had to move back home when 

his contract wasn’t renewed in Jordan,” she told me. Besides, I was told by my relative, 

that this guy knows almost every displaced academic at the university where he now 
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teaches, and so he could introduce me to many more. That was a good start before the 

end of the first week in Iraq. 

** 

Within a few days, after some phone calls, I was sitting in the office of Sattar D. An 

academic in the field of computer science, Sattar was also serving his last days as the 

coordinator for his department at the time. When I arrived, he was sitting with another 

Kurdish female academic, Sheelan, from the same department. They were conversing in 

Arabic, even though they were both from the Kurdistan region and were fluent in 

Kurdish. That was because Sattar had been educated and lived many years in Baghdad 

and later in Jordan. Sheelan had studied and lived in Mosul. I greeted both and sat down 

listening to the already in progress conversation. Sattar was about to finish his term as a 

department coordinator and hand his responsibilities over to Sheelan. They had been 

meeting for him to train his successor. They then spent the next half hour jumping from 

one topic to another: the state of private education in Duhok and the Kurdistan region in 

general. They discussed how their children are better off being in public high schools 

because the quality of education “is still better in these schools than in private ones.” 

They talked about how private education is a “scam” just to drain people’s wallets 

without providing “quality” or any promise for better jobs in the end.  

After Sheelan left the office, Sattar and I talked about my research project. He 

was delighted to hear about it: “this project is almost about my life story,” he said. He 

promised to do everything he could to help introduce me to many internally displaced 
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academics he knows in his department, his University, and even in other nearby private 

universities in Duhok. He told me: “This University is filled with internally displaced 

academics. There’re even more of them in private universities. They basically carry most 

universities here on their shoulders.” He then joked by using an Iraqi expression that 

indicates the high quantity of something, “if you throw any stone randomly on any 

campus in Kurdistan, it’ll probably hit an internally displaced academic.”  

In the following two hours, Sattar shared part of his journey from Baghdad, to 

exile in Amman, and then back to Kurdistan: “I have been through all the cycles of exile 

and displacement you’re looking for in your work.” Sattar holds a B.Sc. and M.Sc. in 

computer science from Baghdad University obtained between the end of the 1970s and 

early 1980s. Despite not having a PhD in the field, he has authored and coauthored a few 

books, which he proudly displayed in his office. He said that he knew many academics 

who have been through multiple exiles and multiple displacements. Many, he 

emphasized, rotate from one to the other in endless vicious cycles. Sattar’s journey 

between Jordan and Kurdistan was helpful to map out the key themes and patterns in the 

lives of this population in post-2003 Iraq. In fact, much of what he described were issues 

I had discovered during field research in Jordan a year before. Moreover, I had noticed 

many issues he raised during my first week in Iraqi Kurdistan.   

First, I was struck by the similarities and differences he shared about his 

experience in Jordan vs. in Kurdistan. His narrative showed that the boundaries between 

exile and internal displacement overlap in significant ways. Sattar spoke at length about 

how exiled and displaced academics in both sites have one thing in common: their lives 
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are tied to annual contracts that may or may not be renewed each year. Consequently, 

their residency status, crucial for them to stay safe in these places, is also tied to the 

renewal of these contracts: “No contract, no residency. Without residency, you have few 

if any options left for your safety,” he declared. Such academics as those displaced from 

Mosul, under ISIS at the time of research and writing, would have no place to go to if 

their contracts don’t get renewed. Therefore, not having a contract renewed is akin to a 

“death sentence” if they don’t immediately find another contract. It is like sectarianism 

described in the previous chapter in the sense that it’s yet another form of “necropolitics” 

that determines who lives and who dies, who stays and who leaves. The “contract” is 

essential for living, therefore, it is a constant source of fear and sleeplessness. This, Sattar 

said, is precisely what happened to him after ten years of hard work in Jordan, after 

which they didn’t renew his contract and he had to leave.  

The second issue that is critical for Sattar was struggling with language as a 

metonym that seriously shapes the lives of these academics and their families in these 

spaces. He is an Arab from the Kurdistan region.  It sounds like an oxymoron, “but we 

have always existed in this region,” he told me. Although he speaks Kurdish fluently, and 

therefore his suffering with language is less intense, very few displaced Arab academics 

do speak the language. In fact, in this entire research, I have only met one displaced 

academic who spoke Kurdish fluently. Still, in Sattar’s case, he struggles because of his 

Arab identity: “I look a bit darker than average Kurds, so I get profiled and interrogated 

at checkpoints often when I go from here to Erbil. Once they hear me speak Kurdish, they 

leave me alone. It still hurts.” Many interlocutors (especially Arabs) shared with me in 
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Jordan and Kurdistan that being in Jordan feels less “foreign” and “alienating” for them 

than being in Iraqi Kurdistan. In this way, the exile feels more like a “home” for these 

Arab academics than internal displacement within Iraq.  

As I kept getting to know Sattar over time, I learned that one of the biggest 

challenges for these academics is not simply the exile or the internal displacement, but 

more importantly, the new academic conditions that come with them. Sattar spoke about 

how the Iraqi academic, who previously lived and functioned under an academic system 

within a central secular state is now having to cope with mushrooming private, for-profit 

universities in these spaces, “this makes the effects of exile much worse and more 

alienating than they would otherwise be.” This transition from public higher education 

with secure, mostly permanent job stability into a private, for-profit sphere, for Sattar 

comes with significant new pressures, complexities, and new academic and social 

conditions. In Jordan, where he lived and taught from 1999 until 2009, was the beginning 

of his experience with exile before even returning to Kurdistan.  

Sattar initially chose Jordan over Kurdistan because of the language and the 

culture factors, but eventually had no choice but to return “home”. Returning “home” in 

his case was a less desired option. On our last visit together, while driving in the streets 

of Duhok on a rainy day, Sattar said that he can’t wait to retire and leave the region for 

another Arab country where he could feel “less alienated”. Speaking about his ten years 

in Jordan, Sattar said that living under an annual contract that determines one’s entire life 

and existence “you feel a constant economic and job insecurity...I often felt like a weak 

man with no will. When I went to an official institution to do paperwork, I needed to 
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change my manners and ethics so that I didn’t upset the officials or natives of the country 

who could easily deny my residency.” At the same time, it makes academics work 

extremely hard, “almost to the point of exhaustion and collapse lest you lose your 

contract.” Still, after ten years of living like this, his contract in Jordan wasn’t renewed. 

All the compromises are no guarantee. Sattar explained how contract renewal in Jordan 

worked, “the university where you work has to give you its blessings, send your 

paperwork to the Office of Civic Services, then to the Directorate of Labor, then to 

Intelligence Services. All these filtering parties must review your paperwork and approve 

it in order for that contract to be renewed. Just for one more year.” In the end, he said, he 

was lucky that one of his best friends could help him get a job in a public university here 

in Kurdistan. Yet, the suffering hasn’t ended, but simply “changed colors. It used to be an 

academic struggle in Jordan, now it is both academic and social struggle here. It is hard to 

be an Arab in this region,” he said. 

Sattar’s narrative is hardly an individual case. In fact, it captures the most central 

issues that emerged in my research in the summer of 2014 in Jordan and later in Iraqi 

Kurdistan. The remaining of this project, which, like the interlocutors, moves back and 

forth in time and space between Jordan and Iraqi Kurdistan, will address these key 

challenges. It examines the social and political issues that emerged out of this work. All 

these issues faced by exiled and displaced academics have one thread that ties them 

together: exile in the case of this population is first and foremost a political issue that is 

governed by changing power relations and shifting alliances. It is an extension of the 

political battle Iraqi academics were fighting before 2003, as demonstrated throughout 
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this project. This chapter looks at what I call “lives under contracts” to examine how the 

post-2003 academics live in these new spaces and how these “contracts” shape their 

social and political existence. I argue that rather than just viewing these contracts as 

entailing precarious economic conditions, they are also significant political tools that 

seriously undermine living, teaching, and writing for these academics.  

Chapter six examines a pattern that shows that most of these academics have also 

been moved from the “public” to the “private” sphere and conditions of education. These 

private conditions in hiring (by short-term contracts only), teaching, and residency status 

tied to contract renewals, also come with serious economic and political constraints and 

consequences. 

Chapter seven focuses exclusively on the case of the internally displaced in Iraqi 

Kurdistan. It looks at how language, namely the Kurdish language, becomes a political 

metonym that encapsulate and embodies multiple issues such as: the value of these 

academics; their political power or disempowerment; and a metonym that acts as a 

constant reminder of this political and physical exile and alienation. 

Lives under Contracts: Jordan 

In May 2014, I was on my way to Amman, Jordan. I had to jump on three different 

planes to reach my destination. I was excited to go to Jordan because since leaving Iraq in 

2005, that was the second closest I had been to Iraq. In 2013 I went to Turkey to see my 

parents whom I hadn’t seen for seven years and it felt good to be close to home, but not 

quite there. Jordan was going to be a similar experience. I felt that life was playing tricks 
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on me by bringing me as close as possible to Iraq, but never quite to it. On the long flight 

from Washington, DC to Dubai, I thought how the lives of exiled people are like being on 

a flight. They are up in the air, between land and sky, not knowing when and whether 

they will ever land somewhere. In Dubai, I had a few hours of transit. Once again, I 

thought how transits are like the lives of many dislocated people I know. The storyline 

from my experience often goes like this: a disaster befalls the place you call “home”. You 

leave, going to another space hoping it will be just a temporary wait. Sometimes, the 

second destination is so harsh and unforgiving that you think of it as a “temporary 

transit” and keep looking for a “final” station that can grant you at least the simplest basic 

human rights with some dignity. Over time, the temporary becomes permanent. But deep 

inside, your feelings, senses, and existence may not cooperate with your new permanent 

reality. And so, you may become in a state that can be best described as “permanently 

temporary”. You become divided and torn deep inside constantly hearing two voice: one 

voice tells you that it is all temporary no matter how long it takes. A second voice tells 

you not to believe the first one as this is your permanent destiny.  

Going through these phases, the most difficult thing I have discovered as some of 

my friends in similar situations have also shared, is to meet people who downplay or 

outright dismiss the significance of that “home” you still hope to reconnect with one day 

in the near or distant future. When I asked many interlocutors about their biggest 

difficulties in exile, they shared that the problem for exiled people is that they didn’t sign 

up for it. They didn’t choose it. It was never on their agenda or their radar, not even in 

their wildest dreams or nightmares. One academic once told me: “Generally, Iraqis love 
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traveling but not immigrating. This is why many of us find it hard to cope, let alone 

reconcile with migration and exile. We never asked for it. It happened to us against our 

will.” Yet, one could ask, aren’t “exile” and “displacement” by definition against one’s 

will? When they are no longer so, wouldn’t they cease to be called so? 

 When I arrived in Amman, the dark curtain of the night had already covered the 

city. The shining lights of the distant houses on the way from Queen Alias’s International 

Airport to the city were like stars—far and impossible to capture with my hands or eyes. I 

was exhausted and barely awake to get to the place where I was going to stay that 

summer to conduct my summer research. The taxi driver from the airport was a Jordanian 

of a Palestinian origin. I wondered then whether it is always my destiny to bump into 

exiled people everywhere I go. The taxi driver quickly knew I was an Iraqi from the 

Arabic dialect and started: “You know, there are more Palestinians in Jordan than 

Jordanians. And now, with all the Iraqi, Libyan, and Syrian refugees, we are officially not 

a country, but simply one big refugee camp. This place is really a big concentration camp 

for many refugees now. Stupid Arab regimes thought this was only a Palestinian 

problem. They didn’t know that each Arab country was on the list to be turned into the 

next Palestine.”  

Taxis drivers are some of my best friends in every city I visit. I wish to write an 

ethnography on my encounters with taxi drivers in the Middle East one day. They are 

usually fascinating people. They see so much. They see all kinds of people. They learn to 

interact with people of different politics, backgrounds, gender, views, feelings, and even 

accents and dialects. In a sense, they are exposed to people that any novelist, poet, 
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anthropologist, or journalist would love to know. They are usually some of the best 

guides that hold the keys to the hidden secrets, especially “dirty secrets” of the cities 

where they live and work. Throughout that summer in Jordan, I found that most taxi 

drivers were of Palestinian origin. They are poor and always looking for the slightest 

chance to earn an extra Jordanian dinar. They are usually well-informed about the politics 

of the region. Many would welcome me upon hearing my Iraqi dialect. However, I 

discovered over time that it was not an unconditional welcoming.  

Many Jordanians, particularly of Palestinian origin, had favorable views of the 

former Iraqi Ba‘ath party. Many people in the street loved Saddam Hussein and saw him 

as a “hero” who had done so much for the Arab world and who was eventually killed by 

“traitors”. In fact, in some taxis I saw pictures of Saddam Hussein displayed on 

dashboards. In certain places outside of Amman, I saw Saddam’s picture in small kiosks 

and cafés. One day, on my way to a private university in the outskirts of Amman, I was 

surprised to see a café on the side of the road with the name “Martyr Saddam Hussein’s 

Café”. On another occasion, when I was on a university bus heading to another private 

university in the outskirts of Amman, the bus driver had two framed pictures on his 

dashboard: one of King Abdullah II of Jordan and the other one of Saddam Hussein. The 

reaction of many Jordanians of Palestinian origin to an Iraqi depended on whether the 

latter was in favor of Saddam or not. If not, their tone would change, they would become 

a bit distant, and sometimes stop the conversation altogether. In Iraq, people usually are 

careful about what they say in front of taxi drivers, because many consider them as 

“informants” working for the intelligence services.  
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I discovered that people had the same impression in Jordan. One of my Jordanian 

friends, an academic, told me to be careful about what I said in front of taxi drivers. I was 

never willing to fully buy into this warning. I treat them as equal humans and try to have 

genuine conversations with them. When they talk too much politics—many of them do—

I let them lead the conversation to better understand how they think and see the world. 

Taxi drivers’ favorite topics, I have found in my long experience with them, are usually 

politics, religion, sex, and economics. In Iraqi Kurdistan, I still remember one Kurdish 

taxi driver who was talking about all these topics combined. In the end, he declared in 

Kurdish: “you know, my friend, my definition of ‘life’ is simple,” he said while placing 

the palm of his hand in the area between his belly button and his genital organs and 

continued, “as long as you keep these two satisfied, life will be fine. Life goes on. This 

distance between the stomach and the penis is everyone’s main concern in life.” 

After some searching around the Amman neighborhood, the taxi driver from the 

airport helped me find the exact location of the place where I was going to stay, gave me 

his phone number in case I needed him, and disappeared in the dark. Within a few days, 

through a friend, also an academic, I connected with a few exiled academics living and 

teaching in Jordan. By my third day in Amman, I was on my way to one of Jordan’s 

private universities to meet with Kareem K., an academic in the field of media and 

journalism introduced in previous chapters. On the way to see Kareem, I looked at 

Amman’s streets and views. It is a beautiful city and the weather was still mild in the end 

of May, though spring’s grass and wild flowers were almost totally dry. They indicated 

that the place gets enough rain in winter and spring seasons. The scenery, the vegetation, 
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particularly the cypress and pine trees, the hilly parts in the city, the mountainous areas 

outside of Amman, reminded me of northern Iraq. The gardens of many houses reminded 

me of Baghdad’s meticulous and well-organized gardens. The neighborhood where I 

stayed, Um Uthaina, had a significant number of exiled Iraqi families, mostly 

professionals and people with some wealth allowing them to live in houses rather than in 

refugee camps. Even exile comes with variations of privileges for the rich and the poor. 

Even “loss” can be more comfortable for some than for others. Other things in Jordan 

reminded me of Iraq, including the old neighborhoods and the bazaars in and around the 

city center, and the taste of fruit and vegetables. There were many Iraqi restaurants and 

neighborhoods with a great number of Iraqi families in Amman. One academic who had 

lived in northern Iraq before said that Amman does look like some parts of Iraq, except 

the difference is that Jordan has a shortage in water resources. Northern Iraq has more 

natural water resources. I met a few academics whose job in Jordan was doing research 

on water conservation. One academic told me that she had an opportunity to choose an 

academic job in Jordan or in Iraqi Kurdistan but she chose Jordan because of the 

language factor, “I went to Kurdistan for a few visits and it was more foreign and 

alienating there because of the Kurdish language. Being an Arab there is an 

abomination.”  

Many interlocutors told me that they loved being in Jordan because of its 

geographical proximity and resemblance to some parts of Iraq, which makes them feel 

more “at home”. Multiple academics repeated almost the exact same words: “Here I feel I 

can keep an eye on Iraq,” indicating how the geographical proximity makes them feel 
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more engaged and involved in what is happening on the ground in Iraq. Some took solace 

in the fact that in Jordan they can still teach some exiled Iraqi students, which reminded 

them of their lost academic and social lives in Iraq. Some said that the short distance 

between Jordan and Iraq allowed them to find different ways to stay informed about the 

political developments in Iraq, or to have their family and relatives come visit them in 

Jordan. In a way, Jordan allows many exiled Iraqi academics and professionals to 

practice a form of “long distance nationalism” (Schiller & Fouron 2001) by allowing 

exiled people across the border from their homeland to continue to participate in the 

academic, political, economic, social, and religious affairs in their homeland. They do so 

while at the same time making similar contributions in Jordan.  

Being on the border makes this much more possible than being too far away from 

it or being within it where they could get killed. Having been living in America for nearly 

ten years, it is just too far and too disconnected from what is happening in the region. By 

the time I wake up in America, the day is almost over in the Middle East. The events of 

the day would have already taken place. I wake up to simply learn about “what 

happened” rather than engage—or participate—in events as they are happening. As an 

exiled person in America, I feel punished by “time” and “space” every single day. 

Despite the geographical proximity of Jordan to Iraq, the situation of Iraqi 

academics and professionals in Jordan is painful because of the political, economic, and 

social ramifications for this population. After all, this is a vital population of the Iraqi 

society held hostage across the border without being able to make its full contributions to 

the Iraqi society. Its contribution to the Jordanian society, while also vital, is governed by 
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other political, social, and economic factors. When I met the former Cultural Attaché at 

the Iraqi Embassy in Amman, Sabir N., he furnished me with useful figures that add a 

quantitative layer to the qualitative aspects of this complex dilemma. He said on our first 

meeting: 

Here in Amman we have many professionals and Iraqi academics who 

could otherwise really help the Iraqi society stand on its feet. To give you 

an idea, towards the end of my role at the Embassy, we had 325 exiled 

academics. 10% of them are jobless, because there’s no demand for their 

specialties. Here, they hire based on demand in terms of specialty…Also 

the priority is naturally given to Jordanian citizens. This is fair.  But 

because most of the Iraqi academics here are trained in the U.S. and 

Britain, universities do like to hire them to benefit from their expertise. In 

Jordan, there are 10 public universities and 21 private ones. The policies 

of the former differ somewhat from the latter. The difference is in such 

things as standards, attitude, and the nature of faculty. Not all universities 

here have the same level of excellence. Some are known for their good 

standards, like the German-Jordanian University, which is a public one.  

The University of Science and Technology in Irbid and the Jordanian 

University are also highly respected. In private universities, the issue is 

different. The level of excellence varies from one university to another and 

from one department to another within the same university. Besides the 

academics, we have about 75 doctors. Most doctors here can’t practice. 

They live on pensions. The same is true about academics. The new 

pension law in Iraq for academics is attractive and pays about $2500 per 

month, if you have a service of 25 years or more.  

Sabir’s statistics are important because they show that a significant number of exiled 

academics are not even able to get jobs in the first place and for them to be able to stay in 

the “safe haven” of exile, they have to live on their own pensions and savings. When 

considered in connection with how many of them were threatened to leave Iraq and are 

unable to get jobs in Jordan, this becomes a case of what can be termed as “disabled 

academics” whose academic lives have been cut short. This issue was raised by many 

interlocutors as demonstrated below. 
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** 

When I arrived at Kareem’s university, he met me at the guarded gate and walked me to 

his office. Right outside it there was a framed image of Arabic writing that read: “Our 

dreams wouldn’t have died had we not watered them with procrastination.” I took a 

special interest not in the meaning of the phrase, but in how it was worded. At a private, 

for-profit university, this seems like a pessimistic way of putting it. I thought if this was 

displayed in a private, corporate setting in America, it would have been phrased in a more 

“optimistic” way to be something like “Water your dreams with hard work not with 

procrastination.” However, there was something sad already suggesting a defeat in the 

Arabic phrasing. The whole thing is already in the past tense. The dreams have been 

watered with procrastination. They were already dead. The writer of the phrase is just 

wishing that such was not the case. Languages, in many ways, are fossilized cultures. 

They are like DNA storing traces of what happened, what is happening, and what could 

have or should have happened. 

In the office, Kareem welcomed me warmly with a piece of baklava and an 

istikana1 of tea. He then introduced me to some of his staff. Many academics and even 

students in his department were exiled Iraqis, which made it an ideal setting to spend time 

at during that summer. His office was spacious and well-furnished. There was a big desk 

with a comfortable-looking chair behind it, and a vase with plastic flowers in it. He had 

his own secretary, a friendly and cordial young Jordanian young woman whose dream, 

                                                           
1 Istikana is an Arabic word used to describe a unique-looking glass used mostly to drink tea. The word 

originated during the British colonization of much of the Middle East who referred to this unique-looking 

glass as "East Tea Can". 
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she later told me, was to visit the U.S. one day to pursue an MBA. On the wall, right 

behind the chair where Kareem sat in the office, there were three high-quality framed 

pictures: on the right, there was a picture of the Crown Prince Hussein bin Abdullah; in 

the middle, the picture of his father, the current king Abdullah II of Jordan; and on the 

left there was the picture of king Abdullah’s father, the late King Hussein of Jordan. 

These pictures were displayed in every institution, office, or public space in Jordan. They 

reminded me of Saddam Hussein’s framed pictures that were displayed in the same 

manner in every public institution, classroom, or office in Iraq during the Ba‘ath era.  The 

same exact practice is still followed today in Iraqi Kurdistan with the pictures of 

Kurdistan’s president Masoud al-Barzani or his late father, Mullah Mustafa al-Barzani, 

and Jalal al-Talbani. The pictures of the first two figures are usually found in places 

controlled and dominated by the Kurdistan Democratic Party (KDP) in cities like the 

capital Erbil or Duhok; whereas the picture of the last figure is found in areas dominated 

by the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK) in cities like Kirkuk and Sulaimania.  

While Kareem was sitting on his chair speaking on the phone, I looked at the 

three pictures of the Jordanian royal family members hanging over his head and it made 

me think of how power is always over one’s head, watching from above in many parts of 

the world. It occurred to me that this image perhaps captures the complexity of the 

relationship between academics and the powers under which they live. I also thought how 

often these framed pictures hanging on the walls, right over the heads of Iraqi academics 

and professionals have changed over the last few decades. With every change, these 

academics are forced to totally reinvent themselves, adopt a new “public transcript” 
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(Scott 1990), and invent new survival tactics. The window in his office, rather than facing 

a nice sunny view, it faced another big room which was used as a space for Muslim 

prayers. It was one of the most unusual views from a department chair’s office I had ever 

seen. I could clearly see many academics and students coming to the room and praying. 

Kareem, too, excused himself at every prayer time to go there and pray. Often when 

sitting in his office, I could hear the whispering lips of men praying.  With the royal 

family pictures over his head and the prayer room right outside of his office window, I 

couldn’t help thinking about an academic sandwiched between two complex issues in any 

Middle Eastern university setting: politics and religion. Or, even more difficult, 

politicized religion in places ravaged by sectarianism like post-2003 Iraq. 

Kareem said that he has been chairing his department for the last two years. 

During our conversations in his office, students often came asking about grades, exams, 

and other academic and administrative logistics. He seemed like a celebrity academic 

loved by most students, an observation that was further confirmed as I later attended 

some of his lectures in the classroom. I usually spent time with him observing how he 

lived his daily life. Kareem talked about his early days in Amman. He said that although 

he arrived in 2004 because of the occupation, he was unable to find a job until 2009. 

Between 2004 and 2009, he had to live on some savings and do some odd and menial 

jobs to survive. Even these odd jobs became harder to attain over time, because of the 

increasing influx of refugees:  

Today, it is incredibly hard to find jobs in Jordan, especially if you’re a 

working-class person. There’s a fierce competition, bitterness, and hatred 

between working class Jordanians and Syrian refugees as we speak. These 
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groups are competing over very limited resources. This creates animosity. 

The Iraqis, and the Libyans who arrived after us, are usually not part of 

this competition because when they come here, they either had enough 

money to be allowed entry into Jordan or they are highly qualified and not 

competing for labor jobs. In the case of Libyans, many Jordanians despise 

them because some come with a lot of money and act with great self-

entitlement. Of course, this doesn’t apply to all. I have many wonderful 

Libyan students who are brilliant and respectful.  

I later discovered through some interlocutors that at the time of research, an Iraqi is only 

allowed entry into Jordan if they can deposit $50,000 in a Jordanian bank, or deposit 

$25,000 and own property. Some said that these conditions are subject to change 

annually. This is the government’s way of ensuring that these people have enough funds 

to sustain themselves in Jordan. Perhaps, I thought, some exiles can grant people “life” 

with some dignity, but only after they prove that their existence is good rather than 

harmful for their economies. In a way, arguably, even some exiles are operating 

according to the corporate, capitalist business model.  In 2009, through one of his 

prominent former professors in Baghdad, also now exiled in Jordan, Kareem was able to 

find his current academic job in this private university in Amman: “This University 

provided me with much-needed social prestige in Jordan. Being in exile, it is much better 

to say that you teach at a university than being jobless.” 

However, the most difficult thing for Kareem, like many other interlocutors, is the 

fact that they are almost exclusively hired by private universities, because public 

universities in Jordan (and in Kurdistan) are seen as “more prestigious” and usually come 

with more job stability. As a result, public universities tend to prefer hiring “locals”, 

which means Jordanians in Jordan and Kurds in Kurdistan, with increasingly fewer 

exceptions. Private universities, on the other hand, are for-profit, and operate on annual 
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contracts that may or may not get renewed. These tend to hire more qualified Iraqi and 

other Arab academics from countries like Egypt, Lebanon, and Syria. Since the Syrian 

war, there has been an influx of Syrian academics coming to Jordan for jobs and safety. 

There were already two exiled Syrian academics in Kareem’s department at the time of 

research. Kareem said: “The pay is good, but the job security is absolutely frightening.”  

Based on what Kareem and others shared, existence under such contracts is a 

double-edged sword: it can help you survive under expensive and unforgiving exile 

conditions. It can save lives after having escaped from war, threats, and violence, as most 

Iraqi academics experienced after 2003. However, when these contracts are not renewed, 

which happens often and unexpectedly, academics are immediately disposed of with no 

income to live on, and with no place to go to if they don’t get another contract with 

another university as quickly as possible. This, in turn, automatically terminates their 

residency status in Jordan as it does to Arab academics in Iraqi Kurdistan. In a way, 

living under these temporary well-paid contracts can be described as a form of a 

“temporarily comfortable precariousness”. This seems like an oxymoron, but it is how 

many academics feel about their lives in these spaces. Their salaries, their homes, and 

living standards in an expensive country like Jordan are relatively comfortable, but only 

so long as that contract gets renewed by the end of the year.  

Furthermore, the conditions that determine which contracts get renewed and 

which don’t are dependent on multiple factors, as Kareem noted:  

These factors are governed by market forces. Some disciplines are more 

marketable and on high demand at private universities than others. The 
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market’s demands change from one year to another, which also changes 

who gets hired, whose contracts get renewed or terminated. It also 

depends on political factors such as the exiled academics’ politics, sect, 

and how much they are liked or disliked by the department. If they don’t 

like your politics, sect, or thinking, they can terminate you using the 

market demand as an excuse. There is also another factor which is a 

combination of politics and economics. In difficult economic times, they 

can easily terminate Iraqi academics to replace them with Jordanians.  

This comment reveals the complex ties between the economic and the political aspects of 

these contracts. One academic I met had in Arabic and Islamic studies. After her contract 

was not renewed, she was jobless and simply relying on her husband’s work, also on a 

contract in Amman: “If his contract doesn’t get renewed next year, we are done,” she told 

me. As we chatted more about these contracts, another academic in Kareem’s department 

told me “off the record” that academics end up making many compromises to avoid the 

termination of these contracts at all costs. But this was only the tip of the iceberg. 

** 

 The issue of temporary contracts for exiled and internally displaced academics is hardly 

the only problem they face. On July 6, 2014, I was on my way to meet with Sura M., an 

architectural engineer and a department chair at one of Jordan’s best private universities, 

especially in the field of engineering. Sura, introduced in a previous chapter, identified as 

a Shi‘a who is married to a Sunni. She arrived in Jordan in 2006 after receiving a death 

threat in 2005 in Baghdad. When I arrived to her office, it looked much like Kareem’s 

office in that it was tidy and decorated with nice furniture. At this time, I had already 

started to see a pattern of so many sad stories hiding beneath beautiful and fancy office 

furniture. I spent the entire day with Sura to see how she lived and interacted with 
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students and staff. She said “exiled Iraqi academics turned out to be a blessing for Jordan 

and many Arab countries, because they now make the core of some of the best private 

universities in the Arab world. In fact, they have built from scratch many universities in 

places like the UAE and even here in Jordan. When I first arrived here, this department 

was at the bottom of the list in terms of competitiveness in architectural engineering. 

Now it is at the top of the list. It is second only to the Jordanian University, which is the 

best public university in the country.”  

While in her office, I saw Sura as a hardworking woman who showed exceptional 

skills in adapting to different life situations. She was firm and assertive when she spoke 

to staff and students who came by to ask for different tasks. She seemed uncompromising 

when students came asking for favors. One student came in asking about whether she 

would mark her down on a paper for not having addressed part of a question. Sura told 

her that sadly there’s no way she could do to help her. When the student left, I asked 

Sura: “Do you fail students?” She said with emphasis: “I don’t fail students. Students fail 

if they don’t work hard. They fail if they don’t take their work seriously. I have always 

resisted this impulse at private universities to treat them as customers. This is one of the 

hardest things for Iraqi academics to deal with in these for-profit universities in Jordan.” 

It also caught my attention that she was speaking in a Jordanian dialect: “You get extra 

respect when you speak in their dialect,” she told me. As we discussed stages of her past 

academic life in Iraq, she tried to steer away from the sad memories there and said: 

“Despite the dangerous situation in Iraq, I always made sure to go swimming. Nothing 

stopped me from practicing my hobbies in Baghdad. I learned how to be firm from my 
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father, who was an Iraqi diplomat in France. He taught me how to never compromise no 

matter how tough life gets. I miss my father so much. He left a big gap in my life. He 

died in Baghdad while I was here. The sectarian violence was at its climax then. I 

couldn’t attend his funeral. I will never recover from this wound.”  

When we started chatting about the Jordan chapter of her life, she said: “exile 

gave me even more independence and added strength to my personality as a woman.” 

She went on, “but the real feeling of exile comes from the fact that our lives are tied to 

contracts here. Once these contracts are terminated, everything is over…My husband and 

I never wanted to leave Iraq until his sister was shot in the head by a militia group and 

after I received a death threat. When we left Iraq, my university in Baghdad, instead of 

supporting me, they considered me as having resigned without any rights or benefits. I 

wasn’t even granted pension after many years of service.” Sura discussed at length the 

problem of the many academics who were threatened and forced out of their former 

academic posts in Iraq, and who lost many years of service. In some cases, some 

academics were allowed by the subsequent post-occupation Iraqi governments to simply 

apply for early retirement and get their pension while living in exile or internal 

displacement.  

I met many interlocutors who are not at the retirement age, but were simply 

“allowed” to retire and are now living on their pension in exile or internal displacement. 

Sura noted that it is critical to take notice of how the post-2003 Iraqi sectarian 

governments got rid of many academics from the previous state by simply doing 

everything they could to force them to retire early. This, some interlocutors noted, is a 
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form of “premature academic death” for those no longer wanted by the new political 

powers in place. From the multiple accounts shared by interlocutors in this regard, it is 

possible to consider this as yet another form of academic cleansing. That is, forcing those 

“unwanted” under the new sectarian governments to retire prematurely, which is often 

tied to also forcing them out of the country. 

Still, many were not fortunate enough to have their retirement applications and 

paperwork approved in Iraq. It all depended on the timeframe, and how well-connected 

they were. Others said they had to pay bribes to officials in Baghdad to have their 

applications approved and/or processed faster. It is a huge irony that an academic must 

bribe officials to get a pension in return for their “premature academic death”. In a way, 

this reminded me of how the Iraqi government under Saddam executed certain dissidents 

and charged their families with the cost of the bullets they used for their execution. The 

most affected academics were those who had an academic service of 30 years or more, 

then received death threats in Iraq, and had to leave empty-handed without any pension. 

In exile, most private universities that usually hire them don’t count their years of service 

in Iraq. They must start from scratch. This, I discovered, amplifies the feelings of exile 

and alienation for many. Academics felt so much pain for having lost 30 years or more of 

their academic service for nothing in return.  

In Jordan, the situation is slightly better than it is for the internally displaced in 

Iraqi Kurdistan. Both Kareem and Sura confirmed that the law of social security in 

Jordan can include non-Jordanian citizens in specific cases and upon meeting certain 

conditions. First, the academic must be hired at a place that specifically notes that their 
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position is covered by social security, by the time they reach the retirement age. For 

Iraqis in Jordan, they can retire at the age of 60 and receive pension, provided they have 

15 years or more of service in Jordan before the age of 60 not after. Most academics are 

unable to meet this strict condition for one reason or another, mainly because most never 

have their contracts renewed for 15 years in a row; or reach the age of 60 after having 

worked for 15 full years in Jordan. In some cases, Sura said, if the academic has 13 or 14 

years of service and reaches the age of 60, they can pay the difference to the social 

security office and still be eligible for receiving pension. But, again, few people can meet 

these strict requirements.  

It is precisely these uncertainties and insecurities that make Sura not able to 

celebrate all the gains she had made in exile, especially her achievements at the 

department that she now chairs: “when you live by contracts as an academic, your entire 

life and future are up in the air…I also can’t help mourning everything we lost in Iraq. I 

feel I gave all my life to Iraq for nothing in return. I feel a great pain for Iraq and from 

Iraq. All the years of hard work in preparing generations of students are now history…I 

worry that even my children may not see Iraq other than a job opportunity in the future.” 

** 

Sameera S., a professor of chemistry in Amman, also introduced in a previous chapter, 

echoed what Sura said about living under contracts but also added that these precarious 

and uncertain conditions “make exiled academics feel that even their contributions are 

displaced,” because in these for-profit universities academics are seen as contracted 
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laborers providing a service to customers (students), and often this relationship ends once 

the transaction is over:  

Being here is hard. It has destroyed my academic and scientific life…I am 

not in my country. I don’t feel as privileged and satisfied with my 

contributions here as I did in Iraq. It isn’t the same to teach Jordanian 

students as teaching Iraqi students who would never forget me, who would 

remember me and honor me beyond their education years. Here I don’t 

have that. It is not the same as working hard in your country in your own 

place leaving a fingerprint. Here everything will end once the contract 

ends…In Al-Mustansiriya University in Baghdad I walked around my 

campus proudly, with my head high, and with dignity. Here I am just a 

number in a contract. And even so, many local academics may hate me 

and see me as a rival stealing their bread from their mouths. 

What is particularly significant in Sameer’a description of lives tied to contracts is not 

only this strong sense of mourning her lost life in Iraq, but also what she called 

“displaced contribution” which is precisely the result of living and existing under 

precarious contracts and uncertain conditions. Academics don’t feel their contributions 

matter. Many told me that these conditions discourage them from even wanting to make 

any contributions in the form of producing knowledge for such an unfair and greedy 

system. The idea of a “displaced contribution” was expressed by multiple academics in 

this ethnography. More so by those in Iraqi Kurdistan than in Jordan, which, once again, 

challenges the line between internal displacement and exile.  

I was shocked one year later to hear several internally displaced academics in 

Kurdistan use the exact same words of “displaced contribution”. It made me realize that 

those in Jordan and Kurdistan have many more experiences in common than I had 

initially thought. It also shows that academics can feel even more alienated in internal 

displacement than they do in exile. Interestingly, as we will see with internally displaced 
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academics in Kurdistan in the next section, this feeling of “displaced contribution” is not 

simply a product of being in exile. It is a product of being in exploitative, for-profit, 

private universities that is strongly felt even inside post-occupation Iraq. In this way, it is 

a clear example of academics alienated from their academic labor and from students as 

universities are becoming increasingly corporatized and commercialized. 

** 

The issue of living under contracts becomes even thornier and more complicated for 

academics from the medical field in Jordan. In the evening of June 9, 2014, I went to visit 

a prominent Iraqi medical doctor and professor in the field of immunotherapy. Reem T., 

was one of the top doctors in Iraq for many years. She left Iraq several times for different 

reasons. She is a Sunni from Tikrit. She said that she was critical of Saddam Hussein’s 

regime. She first left in 1997 to protest the sanctions, because “as a doctor I saw so many 

people dying in hospitals, not only from lack of medicine, but sometimes for absurd 

reasons like power outages that killed patients on ventilators.” Reem was living in a nice 

house in Jordan. When I arrived, an Asian maid opened the door. After I was greeted in a 

formal way by her and her husband, he left and she walked me into the living room. 

Everything in the house reflected a nice taste. Reem was dressed up formally. She looked 

in her mid-60s. She had a sad face as though in a permeant state of mourning. I saw a 

deep touch of sadness in her eyes and tone. She had to leave Iraq because of sectarian 

violence and came to Jordan through Scholar Rescue Fund (SRF). In fact, I was initially 

connected to her through an employee with the SRF. When I met her, she had recently 
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finished a research project with the SRF and had been living on her pension from Iraq 

and her own life savings. 

Reem holds a B.Sc. from the Medical College in Cairo University obtained in the 

late 1960s, a PhD in immuno-allergy from Paris René Descartes obtained in the end of 

the 1970s. She taught at medical colleges in Mosul and Baghdad from 1974 until 1997 

when she left for Jordan because of the sanctions. She then returned to Iraq in 2001 and 

worked there at multiple university hospitals from 2001 until 2011. In 2011 she had to 

leave again because of sectarian violence. She feels “at home” in Jordan. She made it 

clear that she is grateful for Jordan and the Jordanian people for being hospitable to Iraqis 

at these difficult times. Yet, “there are many problems,” she added. When I brought up 

the issue of living under contracts, she said that for them in the medical field it is even 

more complicated: “We, Iraqi doctors and medical professors, suffer from many things. 

Iraqi doctors can’t practice here, unless under the name of a Jordanian doctor. Physicians 

here suffer more than other academics, because most universities have enough staff, and 

it is extremely hard for us to get academic posts.”  

Reem said that there are many things she appreciated about being in Jordan, 

especially its proximity to Iraq and the fact that many Jordanians appreciate and 

sympathize with what happened to Iraq, yet “exile is exile at the end of the day. This is 

not our country. Even if you work for a Jordanian doctor, you only get a small 

percentage, when in reality you pretty much do all the work. There is no doubt that local 

doctors here do take advantage of junior Iraqi doctors. They often make them work for 

free.” For Reem, this issue was way beyond contracts getting renewed or not. When I 
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asked her how she feels about losing everything she had in Iraq, I received one of the 

most shocking responses from an interlocutor in this research. I saw tears welling in her 

eyes as she said: “I have no hope in life. At this point, I am only thinking about death. 

The war killed all my ambitions. I think I have a serious depression. I try to overcome it 

with my strong personality. On top of that, since I came to Jordan, I have been fighting a 

breast cancer.”  

A long silence filled the room. There was a strong feeling of sadness and deep 

emotions for me and her. I couldn’t utter a single word after that statement, so I decided 

to “be with her” in my silence rather than in my words. She shed some tears. I then tried 

to cheer her up by talking more about her past and present research interests and hobbies. 

She told me that she had authored many research papers in the past on asthma 

management, bronchitis, and iron deficiency. She had also done research on the side 

effects of TB vaccines.  

Reem herself realized how sad the atmosphere had become, so she started asking 

me questions about my own life, family, and journey. For about twenty minutes or so, as 

it often happens in fieldwork, we switched roles: I became her interlocutor and she the 

anthropologist. As I shared more with her, she said, “I am fluent in Russian, French, and 

English. I also love reading literature. I love how William Somerset Maugham captures 

the human emotions. And today more than ever I connect with the works of Albert 

Camus.” I left Reem’s house, but her face and story have been dwelling in my head since. 

Her sad and mourning dark eyes captured everything I wanted this ethnography to 
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articulate. Reem’s life was one of a lost past, a present she rejected, and a future that is up 

in the air, like a plane traveling between continents. 

Lives under Contracts: Iraqi Kurdistan 

One year later, in 2015 in Iraqi Kurdistan, the situation of internally displaced academics 

wasn’t any better with living under contracts. It was worse. Their lives in Kurdistan are 

tied to contracts, and residency cards in what is supposedly their own country. No 

contract means no residency card. No residency card renewal means they must leave 

Kurdistan. For the many internally displaced academics from Mosul, leaving means 

going back to the hands of ISIS or to refugee camps. Even when they have these 

contracts, however, they still have no future guarantees for getting retirement benefits in 

the private universities where they work.  

Hatim S., an academic in the field of computer science, introduced previously, 

teaches now in one of Kurdistan’s public universities. He is fortunate to be among the 

few displaced academics who have a job at a public university rather than a private one. 

Most of them, especially in the recent years after ISIS, work under precarious contracts at 

one of Kurdistan’s 18 private universities. I first met Hatim in September 2015 in Duhok 

and we continued to meet regularly throughout most of my time in Iraq.  

Hatim is a Sunni from Mosul. He holds B.Sc. and M.Sc. in computer Science 

form Mosul University obtained between 1997 and 2000. He then obtained his PhD in the 

same field from Malaya’s Science University (MSU) in 2010. Throughout his academic 

journey, he has taught and researched in Jordan, Germany, Malaysia, and eventually back 
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to Iraqi Kurdistan, where has been teaching since 2012. In total, he told me, he had 

experienced four different academic systems in the world. I learned from him that, like in 

Jordan, most internally displaced academics in Kurdistan are hired by private rather than 

public universities, because the latter are important spaces in the semi-independent 

Kurdish region that prefers to have its public institutions concentrated in the hands of the 

Kurds: “It is part and parcel of the Kurdistan’s ethno-nationalist objectives to hire mostly 

Kurds in their public institutions, including public universities,” he told me. Even the 

University of Duhok, a public university that was established in 1992, shortly after 

Kurdistan’s semi-independence from Iraq because of the no-fly zone, has been moving in 

that direction. The University used to hire more Arab academics in the past due to 

shortages in its Kurd faculty, but over the years more educated Kurds from the West and 

other parts of Iraq have been coming back to settle or resettle in Kurdistan, which has 

made more “local” expertise available.  

With ISIS invading Mosul and other parts of Iraq, the region and the University 

have recently tightened their hiring practices by seeking to give preference to hiring 

“locals”. Given the geographical proximity between Duhok and Mosul, about 45 minutes 

by car, the two cities have always had strong ties, even though one is predominantly 

Kurdish and other is predominantly Arab. Some of my Kurd friends from Duhok told me 

that they often went to Mosul for doctor’s appointments and back on the same day. 

Others talked about how so many Kurd students studied in Mosul, which has some of 

Iraq’s best universities.  
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However, after ISIS, the relations further deteriorated and Arabs from the Mosul 

region became suspects and strongly discriminated against. Many Kurds connoted Mosul 

and its Arab residents with ISIS at the time of the research. Other minorities from Mosul 

like Yazidis, Christians, and Kurds were embraced as ISIS victims. This fact was strongly 

felt in academia, where universities in Kurdistan were less inclined to hire displaced Arab 

academics from Mosul. Hatim felt this in his daily life. Being at a public university, he is 

a permanent staff in theory. When we talked about his life in Kurdistan, however, he 

posed what seemed like a rhetorical question for him: “Is there anything permanent these 

days?”  

Before coming to Duhok and before ISIS, Hatim was doing a postdoc in 

Germany. “I could’ve stayed there, but I came here because I was promised this full-time, 

permanent position. Yet, because the academic atmosphere in Iraq is so tied to the 

political one, it turns out that being here as a full-time is not guaranteed whatsoever.” 

Hatim said this referring to how ISIS has changed everything and has slowly but surely 

caused many internally displaced academics, especially from Mosul, to suffer, and 

therefore be subject to dismissal at any time: “Alas, even if the academic job is 

permanent, the political stability is always temporary here. This gives me many sleepless 

nights. The political situation determines my academic situation.”  

Hatim lives in Duhok with his wife and two children. He is a devoted father and 

husband, even though he always feels that he is not doing enough for his family, because 

academia drains most of his time. When he and I went shopping for simple groceries for 

his family, he sometimes received calls from his wife to check on him. Before picking up 
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his cell phone, he would jokingly look at me and say: “excuse me, I have to pick up this 

call from the Ministry of Interior.” Before ISIS occupied Mosul, they used to go back 

every few weeks to visit his family and in-laws, now trapped in Mosul. After ISIS, this 

has not been possible anymore. Their families have been cut from each other and neither 

side can visit the other, “we only communicate through the internet. If I go back to 

Mosul, I’ll be killed by ISIS. If I am asked to leave Kurdistan tomorrow, my wife and I 

have no place to go to,” he said. He paused for a bit and said:  

Now I consider myself a failed academic because I am trapped here. This 

is yet another form of academic embargo for us. We thought the UN 

sanctions were awful, but this is much harder. I am also a failed parent 

because I can’t give my children enough time and attention. I must work 

so hard here lest I get dismissed from my position that I don’t have much 

time for my wife and children. Can you imagine that my children, both not 

10 years of age yet, now know everything about ISIS? I had to tell them. I 

had to explain to them why we’re trapped here; why they can’t see their 

grandparents, aunts, and uncles left behind in Mosul anymore. 

Despite these difficulties, Hatim emphasized to me that his problem is not with the idea 

of living in exile per se, it is in living in a certain type of exile that absolutely “hates you 

and can push you out any moment.” He added, “The freedom exile provides varies from 

one place to another. It depends on the red lines set in place in each exile.” For Hatim, 

given the history and the difficult relations between Arabs and Kurds in Iraq, “which was 

mostly not our fault, but the fault of the former Iraqi regime,” the displaced Arab 

academic who has no other place to go to but Kurdistan and under contracts, this is the 

most difficult place one can exist in now. During one of our meetings, he said, “In 

Germany exile felt more bearable. At least you go out and see nice streets and shops and 

forget your pain. Here you go out for a walk and you remember your pain even more 
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intensely. Everything reminds me of how bad the situation is for me. Everything reminds 

me of where I am from, and my difficult position in this small city.” 

** 

The last few months of this ethnographic work were spent mainly working with a small 

pool of internally displaced academics at a small private university in Kurdistan’s capital, 

Erbil. During these months, I spent a great deal of time with displaced academics, mostly 

from Mosul and Baghdad. The issue of living under contracts on this site and at a private 

university were even more intense and strongly felt than they were in Duhok’s public 

university.  

Aboud R., the chair of the English department at this University, introduced in a 

previous chapter, holds MA and PhD degrees in Linguistics from Mosul University. Like 

many in his department, he came from Mosul to work in Erbil before ISIS. However, as 

soon as ISIS invaded, he found himself trapped. Aboud is one of the few academics in 

this research who expressed a favorable take on for-profit, private universities employing 

faculty under such precarious contracts, though this wasn’t without some contradictions 

that emerged as I kept meeting with him regularly in his office as well as attending his 

classes between January and April of 2016. 

When I sat in his office for the first time in early January of 2016, one of the first 

things that caught my attention was the personnel files of his department’s faculty 

members, many of whom are internally displaced and with whom I got to work 

throughout my time in Erbil. Most files had the name of the employee and their academic 
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rank written in Arabic. All the folders, except Aboud’s, had the rank of “Assistant 

Lecturer”, which is the lowest rank to have at the University. Aboud was at the rank of a 

“lecturer”. No folder had any rank above that. I asked him about how an entire 

department could not have at least one or two faculty members with higher academic 

ranks. His explanation was that it is because the Iraqi system of academic promotions is 

“backward and extremely bureaucratic.” It is so bureaucratic that it discourages most 

faculty members from attempting to advance. Furthermore, to get promoted, faculty need 

to submit research and have it evaluated by peers. What ends up happening is that “the 

process of evaluation is filled with malice. Peers either know each other and so they 

practice ‘scratch my back and I’ll scratch yours’, or they know each other but hate each 

other, so they can dismiss very good research to prevent promotions. This makes many 

academics enemies of each other rather than ‘peers’. What ends up happening often is 

that lots of good research gets shot down and lots of mediocre work gets published.”  

After some time, I saw Aboud looking at my recorder anxiously. I asked if he’d 

rather I turn it off. He said: “I’d appreciate that.” As soon as I turned it off, he opened up 

even more and said: “Also this is a private university that only cares about money. The 

owner of this university is a businessman. This is important. He has lots of investments 

and tons of money. He has nothing to do with academia or knowledge. One day he 

simply decided that he should open a university to increase his profits. So, here we are. 

Now, what this means is that the administration here would rather have contracted faculty 

at the lowest academic ranks possible so that they don’t have to pay them a lot of 

money.” I then asked him how money works in this context. He said that an assistant 
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lecturer in his department gets an equivalent of $1200 per month, a lecturer gets about 

$1600. He then provided some figures and numbers evaluated in Iraqi dinars (IQDs) that 

explain why the university would rather not have higher ranks among its contracted 

faculty members:  

If you have a department where you need 15 faculty members to cover 

your hours: the salary of a full professor with a PhD is about 5 million 

IQDs. An assistant professor gets about 4, 250,000 IQDs, the lecturer 

about 3.5 million IQDs. The MA holders, which are the real laborers for 

the university, get the smallest salaries. They make about 1.5 million 

IQDs. We have about 3.5 million IQDs difference between the salary of a 

full professor with a PhD and that of the assistant lecturer with an MA 

degree.  So, having more MA holders— like assistant lecturers—saves this 

University tons of money. It is often the case that you could hire 3 MA 

holders for each PhD holder who applies for the rank of a full professor. 

There is a huge difference also in the amount of labor you would get from 

an assistant lecturer vs. a full professor. MA holders work about 15 hours 

per week just on teaching, whereas full professors teach for about 6 hours. 

The three MA holders I would hire will cover 42 hours of work per week 

for a lot cheaper than the PhD holder at the rank of a full professor. This is 

precisely why you have mostly assistant lecturers at any given Iraqi 

university than you have full professors. 

The figures provided by Aboud are helpful. They explain why the internally displaced 

academics are living under such precarious conditions. They resonated with the words of 

another interlocutor who said that “this turmoil in Iraq has provided the greedy private 

sector with a huge reserve army of displaced academics who are willing to do anything 

for any price to save their lives. This is also the case in Arab countries like Jordan.”  

When I asked him about contracts, he said, “by the way, many faculty members at 

this university are academics who were in Jordan, whose contracts were terminated, so 

they had to return to Iraq. And because the areas where they come from are dangerous 

like Mosul, Anbar, and other places, they had no choice but to come to Kurdistan and 
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work for this university.” I found this comment revealing. It shows how these academics 

are caught in vicious cycles between exile and internal displacement. They are thrown 

from one place to another, and every place wants to give them short-term safety in the 

form of a contract for as low a price as possible. Implied in these short-term contracts, I 

found from attending many lectures in Jordan and Kurdistan, is a lack of political, 

intellectual, and academic freedoms. The contract is a constant reminder than one is 

temporary and could be dismissed any moment, and therefore they better keep their 

mouths—and brains—shut. 

When I asked Aboud about what it meant to have one’s life bound by a contract, 

he said that people tend to seek settlement and security in life, and “whereas there are 

many positive sides to that, there are also negatives. When you’re settled, you can create 

with safety. But in other ways, settling can produce a routine that kills creativity…This 

routine will start to curb your creativity. Yet we have examples that contest both sides of 

this argument. That is, people with stable lives who are creative and vice versa. Under the 

pressure of a contract, however, you must create, you must act, and you must 

compete…In my view, to be insecure and living under contracts is better for creativity.” 

Aboud told me that his vision comes from direct experience having worked in the more 

secure, but stagnant and stifling public sector in Mosul before.  

Based on everything he shared, I asked how his vision would apply to the 

internally displaced or exiled academics for whom living under contracts goes way 

beyond issues of creativity and competition. It is a situation in which a contract and a 

residency card are literally a matter of life or death. He agreed that the psychological 
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pressures in this situation are way bigger than those experienced in places that are not 

torn by war and violence as in Iraq. Still, Aboud insisted that contracts and market-driven 

education are “better for all parties involved.” He added, “for example, if we open a 

sociology department in this University, you will hardly have any students willing to pay 

to enroll in it.” Here I asked what it means when knowledge itself is subject to the rules 

of the market, Aboud said “the more you’re connected to the market, the higher your 

creativity becomes, because your creativity, like capital, will constantly have to be 

increased. You must remain relevant to succeed. If sociology doesn’t attract paying 

students, then it is not worth having in our University. One of my professors from Mosul 

once taught me a memorable point. He said ‘why do you think that academics of 

linguistics write all these wordy books. They spend an entire book stating ideas that can 

be stated in a simpler way and in a few pages? It is because that is how they make a 

living. You write so that the editor can edit, so the publisher can publish, and individuals 

can purchase the book. All these actors end up profiting from this long and wordy 

book.’” 

There was one big irony that was left unsaid by Aboud. As I got to speak with 

more faculty members in his department over time, one of them who knows him very 

well and who was the one who introduced me to him in the first place, casually told me 

later that Aboud was extremely afraid of losing his own contract and that he has been 

frantically applying for jobs in case his contract is not renewed next year. Based on 

multiple comments from faculty in Aboud’s department, it is safe to state that even 
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Aboud’s praise of “living under contracts” is itself a result of his fear of losing his 

contract, which is where the irony of the story lies. 

** 

Sadiq T., also an assistant lecturer at the same university and department in Erbil had a 

different take on what it means to have their academic, political, and social existence tied 

to contracts. Sadiq teaches poetry and the novel. He holds a B.A and an MA in English 

literature from Baghdad, and an MA in Middle Eastern Studies from England. He moved 

to Erbil with his wife and two sons from Baghdad in 2013 because of sectarianism and 

marginalization. Having talked to Aboud, his department chair, about contracts and 

productivity, I wanted to have his take on the same issue. He said: “the claim that living 

under contracts increases productivity is rubbish…if you don’t have any loyalty to your 

employer from the start; if the newcomers are not incentivized; if you put faculty under 

such huge pressures, the first outcome for us is a feeling of futility. You feel like this 

place is a wasteland. I can’t grow in a wasteland.” Sadiq continued to emphasize that it is 

enough pressure to be internally displaced, let alone also live under a contract: “If I’m 

brought here under a contract with the assumption that I’m always transitory—if my 

contract is terminated or not renewed—then I won’t be serious about things at all. 

Instead, one becomes a diluted and less serious version of who one really is. With the 

increasing hostility against Arab faculty here, I feel that my replacement is already 

considered by default, because of who I am, because of my sect, my language, and where 

I come from.”  
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Sadiq noted that these contracts make most internally displaced academics living 

in a “pathetic academic situation,” because all they care about is to “kiss power’s ass lest 

their contracts are terminated.” The most interesting point in all of this was yet to be 

discovered. At a different meeting with Sadiq I said to him: “we’ve talked a lot over the 

last couple of months about living under contracts. Can I actually see a copy of your 

contract? I’d like to see it to analyze it.” He said: “We’re never given a copy of the 

contract. It doesn’t exist as a hard copy. Nobody has it. You can ask all the other faculty 

and you will see that nobody actually has a copy. It’s a verbal contract that the 

administration can revoke at will. So, perhaps, when you write about this aspect of our 

lives, make sure to call it ‘lives under contracts that don’t even exist in a hard copy’,” he 

said with a loud sarcastic laugh. After checking with multiple interlocutors, they all 

confirmed that they are never given a copy of their contracts. Sadiq said that not having a 

copy of contracts that make or break their lives is the “ultimate form of denying access to 

one’s livelihood and existence.”  

As I kept talking to other faculty members in Sadiq’s department, I found that 

internally displaced Arab academics are not even allowed to own a house under their 

names. Some bought houses, but they had no right to register their new houses under 

their names. This is exactly the policy that the former Ba‘ath regime applied to the Kurds 

and other minorities. Many Kurds and other minorities like Turkmen and Assyrians 

during that time had to either register their houses under the name of an Arab friend, or 

were forced to change their “ethnicity” on their national IDs to “Arab” to make sure the 

houses were registered under their names. This was part of the “Arabization” process at 
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that time, though people found many ways to get around it to keep their houses. The 

exact same practice in Kurdistan today struck me as a perfect case of “an eye for an eye 

and a tooth for a tooth”, a philosophy, which according to Gandhi, “makes the whole 

world blind.”  

All of this was put into a living example when I was sitting in an office shared by 

multiple internally displaced faculty members and a lecturer came into the office with a 

frightened look on his pale face and shouted: “Did you hear the horrible news about 

Bassam?” I didn’t know who Bassam was at the time.  It turned out that Bassam was a 

faculty member teaching there with an MA. He requested a leave of absence from the 

University to pursue his PhD in Malaysia. The University granted him that permission. 

However, he then received another email from the administration stating that if he didn’t 

return to his post within three months, he could be terminated. Since his family was 

living in Erbil, he decided to abandon his PhD and return because otherwise his family 

would be left without any support. He returned from Malaysia and rented a new 

apartment in Erbil. As soon as he resumed work at the University in the spring semester 

of 2016, he was notified on his first day back that his contract was terminated. So, this 

means he lost both deals. There was nothing he could do about it, especially, as noted 

before, since he doesn’t even have a copy of his contract. Bassam, from ISIS-occupied 

Mosul, had no place to go to. The faculty in the room were discussing how to provide 

him with some support to deal with his crisis that could become their crisis at any 

moment. One of the touching moments was when two other Kurd faculty members came 



 

 

316 

in and expressed their dismay at what happened. They, too, offered to do everything they 

can to support their colleague. 

In the end, the issue of living under contracts for exiled and internally displaced 

academics raises serious questions about the reconfiguration of this relationship between 

power and academics. First, what does it mean when the internally displaced are not even 

given copies of contracts so vital for their existence? Does this imply that power relations 

are so disproportionate that “power” doesn’t even feel obliged to provide a copy of the 

contract binding the two sides? Isn’t this the ultimate form of academic, political, and 

social disempowerment these academics can be subject to? The fact that this is practically 

a one-sided contract—from the administration’s side—shows that these academics cannot 

negotiate, contest, or hold power accountable for any breaches or trespasses committed 

against them. This shows a frightening new face of how the commercialization and 

corporatization of higher education in war-torn countries is working. Indeed, contracts 

are just one important challenge for this population out of many they must cope with in 

this transition from pre-2003 Iraq into an occupied Iraq; from their old academic posts to 

lives in exile and displacement. Most of their new challenges can be summed up in what 

many described as the transition from the “public” to the “private” sphere, which is the 

focus of the next chapter.
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Chapter Six 

 

New Conditions: The Shift from Public to Private Mode of Academic Existence 

The Privatization and Corporatization of the University 

In Jordan and Kurdistan there was a clear pattern that emerged from this ethnographic 

work. It concerns the shift for these academics from formerly public Iraqi universities 

before 2003 to mostly private universities that hire them under short-term contracts. Here 

we must ask: what do Jordan and Iraqi Kurdistan have in common when it comes to this 

shift from public to a private, for-profit higher education? Both sites have Western-

friendly regimes that have adopted neoliberal market models as a form of governance in 

many walks of life, including in higher education. This factor is precisely what connects 

the experiences of academics in both sites. While the situation in Jordan is slightly better 

in some ways, interlocutors in both locations consistently expressed great concern about 

the privatization and corporatization of higher education. I observed how this fact 

worsens and amplifies their feelings of exile and internal displacement in their daily lives. 

This chapter captures some academic testimonies and experiences that shed light 

on this matter. Given my direct experience with U.S. academia, I saw that many of the 

issues raised and shared in these sites are part and parcel of the neoliberal corporatization 

that has been taking over worldwide, which has spilled over into the Middle East also. 

Therefore, the Iraqi case is important as it shows how this creates more severe and 

precarious conditions for this population. Indeed, many interlocutors in this ethnography, 

who have also studied and researched in different countries in the Middle East and the 
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world clearly noted that the decline of academia is a global issue rather than a problem 

limited to the Iraqi or Middle Eastern context. Many interlocutors said that even the 

Iraqis who return after obtaining their higher education in the U.S. and Europe are not 

half as qualified as they used to be in previous decades. Many attributed this fact to the 

worsening standards of education even in the West because of privatization and 

corporatization. It goes without saying that a plethora of literature on this subject has 

been produced in the West. Likewise, a survey of case studies on the status of academia 

in the Middle East reveals results and challenges like those found in post 9/11 US 

academia. After 2001, the market-driven commercialization of knowledge became a key 

factor in the reconfiguration of higher education in America, particularly suppressing 

knowledge related to Middle East issues (Doumani 2006).  

Indeed, as some recent scholars have meticulously shown, the changes sweeping 

the academy worldwide, including the Iraqi case, are inseparable from those promoted 

and imposed by the U.S. academy, which is an “imperial university” that, as in “all 

imperial and colonial nations, intellectuals and scholarship play an important role—

directly or indirectly, willingly or unwittingly—in legitimizing American exceptionalism 

and rationalizing U.S. expansionism and repression, domestically and globally” 

(Chatterjee & Maria 2014:6-7). 

In a rigorous study in the form of an edited volume produced by multiple 

interdisciplinary higher education experts from different Middle Eastern countries titled 

World Yearbook of Education 2010, the volume’s editors and contributors sound alarm 

bells about the destructive effects of this trend on academia in many Arab countries 
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(Mazawi & Sultana 2010). In a chapter titled “Going International: The Politics of 

Educational Reform in Egypt”, Iman Farag examines how the “internationalization” of 

higher education in Egypt has seriously undermined the mission of the university. This is 

particularly seen in issues related to managerialism and quality assurance (ibid.:285-99). 

Farag shows that these new university conditions reconfigure the relationship between 

states and citizens. Higher education which was made a social and political right for 

Egyptian citizens to advance in society following the 1952 anti-monarchist revolution is 

now being turned into “a negotiable relationship between the student and the State; it is 

no longer a systematic commitment of public institutions towards students” (ibid.:29).  

This dangerous shift, the author argues, significantly undermines the University’s mission 

in alleviating class differences or allowing social mobility for the disadvantaged. Farag 

shows cogently how “new ‘scripts’ that underpin higher education reform initiatives 

operate as symbolic forms of capital which signify the emergence of new modes of 

legitimacy, and shifting power structures, either in relation to the state or in relation to the 

institution of external bodies and agencies which become part and parcel of the 

reproduction of a new cultural prism of sorts perceived as universal in its articulation” 

(ibid.). 

In the case of the Middle East, these challenges are even more alarming given the 

neocolonial military interventions in the region that make these issues more difficult to 

cope with, as we shall see in the case of Iraqi academics. This is precisely another 

significant problem addressed by the abovementioned volume, which considers the 

challenges surrounding the reconfiguration of education and higher education in the 
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Middle East related to what some scholars see as the intersection between militarization 

and education. Some scholars provide convincing evidence to this as they examine the 

multiple geopolitical predicaments in the Middle East. This part of the volume highlights 

the fact that the local events in the regional or the local cannot be separated from the 

global, especially considering America’s interventions and hegemonic aspirations in the 

region. A particularly useful chapter is titled “American Dreams of Reinventing the 

‘Orient’: Digital Democracy and Arab Youth Cultures in a Regional Perspective” by 

Omar al-Khairy (ibid.319-34). In it, the author examines “soft” and “hard” wars and 

techniques used by colonial powers that seek to influence shaping cultures and societies 

in the Arab world. He finds that “soft” and “hard” wars are not adequate to explain this 

influence. Instead, he uses the notion of “smart power” to capture the “synergetic 

interaction between ideological and armed combat and its interface with broad notions of 

education, as identities and modes of being. Such a relationship suggests that while ‘there 

can ultimately be no military solutions to political wars,’ violence is nevertheless ‘not 

only still a viable option, but also necessary one’” (ibid.:32). Following in the footsteps 

of Edward Said and in opposition to Huntington’s hypothesis of the “clash of 

civilizations”, al-Khairy shows how the “post-9/11 era has led to an increasing reification 

of culture that feeds into the notion of ‘clash of civilizations’ between a ‘West’ and its 

construct of the ‘Orient’—between ‘mullahs and malls,’ and between ‘religious 

absolutism and market determinism’” (ibid.). All this, in turn, leads to what Khairy—and 

other scholars—have shown to be a product of “predatory capitalism” that effectively 
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combines the “welfare state” and the “warfare state” as a method to attain “benevolent 

supremacy” (ibid.). 

Another chapter relevant to this work is titled “Palestinians, Education, and Israeli 

‘Industry of Fear’” by Nadera Shalhoub-Kevorkian (ibid.:335-49). In it, the author 

examines the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, with a focus on its impact of delivering 

education in militarized zones from the perspectives of the dominated and the displaced 

populations, who face serious challenges to their human rights to a safe and secure 

education. Under such unsafe and militarized conditions, the author argues that the spaces 

in which these people receive education are far from “neutral havens”. On the contrary 

“education becomes a highly politicized and political project, one that provides fodder for 

the creation of an ‘industry of fear’ and ‘terror,’ racializing Palestinians as people to be 

feared. Such constructs generate modes of racism that effectively exclude access to 

schooling in the interests of ‘security considerations’” (ibid.:32-3). The author argues that 

Israel’s presumed “war on terror” becomes a “convenient umbrella that obfuscates and 

camouflages atrocities, including the obstruction of access to education precisely because 

education grants Palestinians the intellectual tools required to liberate themselves from 

oppression” (ibid.).  Based on all these factors and conditions, Shalhoub-Kevorkian 

maintains: “In the face of the loss of land and the cumulative loss of rights and dignity, 

education becomes a central factor in shaping, reproducing, and representing Palestinian 

identity as well as a key source of hope for the future, both individually and collectively” 

(ibid.). In what follows, this chapter documents multiple ethnographic accounts that 
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capture different facets of many of the analytical issues captured above in the case of 

Iraqi academics.  

New Academic Conditions in Exile: Jordan 

Sometimes, the most compelling insights on a matter come from the least expected places 

or individuals. In June 2014 in Jordan, I had a chance to spend a few days observing and 

participating in the life of Jasim S., an exiled Iraqi academic specialized in the field of 

economics and finance. Jasim holds a B.A from College of Commerce, at the University 

of Baghdad obtained in 1969, and a PhD from the Berlin School of Economics obtained 

in the mid-1970s, where he focused on studying economic relations and international 

finance. He has a long academic experience in Iraq where he taught and researched from 

1980 until 2001. In 2001, he left for Oman seeking better economic opportunities. In 

2005, his contract in Oman was not renewed, so he returned to Iraq, despite his 

opposition to the occupation. As he expected, he told me, “I couldn’t cope with what was 

happening. I soon found myself forced to run for my life because of sectarian violence.” 

 Jasim came to Jordan where he has been teaching at one of its private 

universities. When I met him, he was the chair of the department of Accounting and 

Finance of a private university located on the outskirts of Amman. He picked me up once 

or twice a week for a few weeks and we drove together to his campus. Two things struck 

me in his life: first, while attending some of his lectures on finance and public vs. private 

sectors, he was careful to remind students that the “market doesn’t always have the right 

answers for society’s problems.” He went into detail about the market’s failures. I never 
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expected to hear these insights in a finance class at a private university by an exiled Iraqi 

professor working under a precarious contract. When he left his lectures, while walking 

from different classrooms to his office, I often saw students chasing him asking questions 

about their grades or asking for signatures for this or that type of paperwork.  

On one occasion, I shared this observation with him.  I asked how come I didn’t 

see any students simply asking him questions about something he taught or said in class. I 

asked whether they only chase him for administrative matters. I also expressed my 

admiration for some things he had mentioned in class about how the market functions. I 

wanted him to comment further on what he thought about the private sector in his own 

situation, as an exiled, contracted professor who teaches at a private, for-profit university. 

Jasim said that from his experience in Iraq and other Middle Eastern counties where he 

has lived and taught, the private universities are never as good as public universities in 

standards, because “students in these universities pay for their classes, and so they expect 

to pass and get good grades in return.” He then gave me a concrete example to 

demonstrate some problematic aspects of private education from his experience in 

Jordan: 

We had an MA student from Kuwait in this department. A lovely, but a 

very lazy student. This guy insisted that we should pass him and award 

him the MA degree. I refused to do so. However, I kept getting phone 

calls from so many high-profile people to influence our department to 

grant him a degree he didn’t deserve. Because of his strong connections, 

we eventually got calls from the Cultural Attaché at the Kuwaiti Embassy 

followed by a call from the Iraqi Embassy. The latter was trying to 

influence me and some other exiled Iraqi faculty who teach here. 

Eventually, under much pressure, we had to pass him and get him out of 

here. The point is, you see, these things were not common in Iraqi public 

education and so they are really hard for many of us to deal with here. In 
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Iraq, the student wasn’t a customer. The state paid our salaries not the 

students. The professors were strict and able to stick to their values and 

high standards. Private education as we know it here and now, challenges 

and undermines all of this. 

Jasim’s story reflects one of the most challenging issues academics in Jordan and 

Kurdistan have to deal with in these new spaces. They used to have much say on how to 

teach and pass students, but are now disempowered by contracts and expected to 

compromise much of their ethics and standards. In this case, the contract and the for-

profit university are not simply economic matters. They are political. They impose the 

rule of the market, which if they refuse to submit to, they will be forced to deal with a 

series of other economic and political consequences as demonstrated in the previous 

chapter. Few interlocutors spoke favorably about this shift from public to private in their 

lives. Few interlocutors didn’t complain about how this new reality has seriously affected 

their lives, teaching style, and academic standards.  

One week later, these challenges were put into action in front of my eyes. I was 

sitting in Jasim’s office as he was chatting with two other faculty members, both exiled 

Iraqi academics. They were talking about another mutual academic colleague who had 

recently died. They said that his last wish was for his body to be buried in Iraq, but 

because of the dangerous circumstances, it was not possible to fulfill his last wish. One of 

the academics, consoling everyone in the room, said: “It is okay. Jordan is like our 

second home. Many Iraqis have died and have been buried here in the last few years. 

What can we do if the security situation in Iraq doesn’t allow us to live there? It doesn’t 

even allow us to die and be buried there.” I learned from them that some Iraqi academics 

who died in Jordan have been buried in a cemetery in the city of Irbid. 
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After this chat, Jasim’s colleagues left. In a few minutes, a Jordanian MA student 

came into the office and they started talking about his MA thesis proposal. Based on the 

conversation, it seemed like the student’s proposal was far from ready to start writing. 

Jasim told him that there are some readings he needed to do, some ideas he needed to 

develop before he could consider his proposal ready. The student seemed enraged by the 

idea of having to do further work. Within a few minutes, the tone of the conversation 

changed and the student started speaking rudely to Jasim insisting that he is ready to 

write his MA because he wants to be done, “I have a job waiting for me and I am not 

going to waste my time on this. I am not paying you to keep me stuck here forever,” he 

said loudly and stormed out of the office. I didn’t comment, though I noticed that Jasim 

was embarrassed that this had happened in front of me. I waited for him to make the first 

comment. He did: 

You see what I mean when I talk about this difficulty of moving from 

public to private sector in higher education. I am a specialist in these 

matters. I am trained to understand the value of the private sector. The 

private sector may succeed in certain contexts, certain businesses, or 

certain institutions, but higher education is just not one of them. The 

principles of for-profit privatized institutions are in disharmony with 

higher education values and knowledge attainment. Education is not about 

profit. It can’t be. I am aware that in the West they have great private 

institutions, but we can’t compare their circumstances, cultures, and 

history to the way things are done here. Our continuous political upheavals 

in the region have prevented us from building healthy private universities 

not afflicted with corruption and power abuses. 

Once again, here we see the strong connection between higher education and political 

circumstances in the region. When I asked Jasim, and later other interlocutors, to explain 

why and how they thought that private universities in the West differ from those in Iraq 

and Jordan, some thought that the difference was mainly in that private universities in the 
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West don’t solely rely on tuition paid by enrolled students. They also receive funding 

from diverse sources and endowments, which allows them more freedom for relatively 

better and freer academic environments. In Iraq and Jordan, one interlocutor noted, “We 

rely on students’ money to operate, so they have a significant influence on standards. 

They kind of make or break us, if you think about it. At the end of the day, quality and 

academic rigor are undoubtedly compromised and academics suffer greatly from this 

fact.” 

** 

At the end of June, 2014, I was sitting in the office of Hala N., a biologist and 

pharmacologist, now teaching at a pharmacy department at one of Jordan’s private 

universities. Hala studied biology at Mosul University in mid-1970s, she then pursued her 

M.Sc. research in the field of biology at Baghdad’s Veterinary College in 1980s. She 

taught in Iraq for many years before she decided to pursue her PhD. Towards the end, 

shortly before obtaining her PhD, she was threatened and had to leave for Jordan. She 

still managed to finish her doctorate by writing her dissertation from Jordan and sending 

hard-copy drafts of each chapter with random taxi drivers who handed them to her 

adviser in Baghdad.  

Her office at the private university in Amman looked organized, with lots of 

books on chemistry, biology, and pharmacology. There were also lots of handmade items, 

some with “thank you” cards attached to them. I expressed admiration for the displayed 

items. She said: “these are all gifts from my students here to show gratitude for helping 
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them with teaching, research, and other types of academic support.” She then started 

crying and reached out to a tissue to dry her tears:  

I had many handmade gifts from my students in Iraq, but I left them all 

behind. I lost many things after the war. We had to leave the country on 

very short notice after my husband and I received a death threat. We took 

our four children overnight and came to Jordan. I wish I could’ve brought 

all my students’ handmade gifts and cards with me to show them to my 

children and grandchildren one day. 

Throughout a few visits I paid to her office on different days, I noticed how meticulous 

and helpful Hala was with all the students who came to her office asking questions 

related to papers, exams, and specific topics in pharmacology for which they needed 

further explanation. On one occasion, I asked her about how exiled academics were 

forced into different academic settings, namely public to private and for-profit 

universities. I told her that many interlocutors felt uneasy about this shift so I wanted to 

understand how she felt about it. 

Hala said that to understand how exiled academics feel about this, “one has to 

understand the context from which we come. We come from Iraqi public education that 

was strict with high standards, but we also lived and studied under wars and sanctions. 

So, now we have to deal with for-profit institutions that have very different values. We 

are in a different time teaching very different types of students. This is not a matter of us 

being an arrogant older generation looking down on today’s students in these universities. 

It is a matter of different ways of studying, thinking, and academic rigor.” I asked Hala to 

elaborate further, she said, “I have to tell you how I studied, under what circumstances 

before I tell you how I teach now for this to make sense.” She gave me an example of 
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how she did her M.Sc. research in biology during the UN sanctions on Iraq when she had 

to do research under difficult circumstances, lacking academic resources. At that time, 

she was pregnant and had to take care of all household chores as a mother and a wife:  

During those days, I researched animals in cages, so imagine me pregnant, 

drawing blood from animals, going back home preparing bread and 

cooking meals, and so on. The harsh sanctions forced all women to 

prepare everything at home from scratch. We even made things like 

cheese, yogurt, and jam from scratch because most such products in the 

market were of poor quality. Also, imagine, one time, I spent six months 

researching some animals I was watching on a daily basis on a farm as 

part of an experiment. Before the end of my experiment, an American air-

raid nearby destroyed the farm and all my animals escaped from their 

cages and were stolen. I lost all the hard work I had been doing for 

months. I studied under such circumstances. Still, our Iraqi professors 

were strict and expected high quality work.  

Likewise, Hala said, her PhD, was right after the occupation in 2003, under even more 

difficult circumstances: 

During my PhD research, Iraq was invaded and universities had to close 

for a few months. This hindered my research, because I was researching 

animals and had to watch them for six full months at a time, but the 

interruption due to bombing made that impossible. In fact, during one raid, 

school stopped and when I came back I saw that the cages in which I had 

kept my research animals, which were Japanese quails, were stolen. We 

were near a neighborhood that had many farms and poor people, so they 

would break into the university and steal animals and equipment with any 

raid or bombing. 

Just around the time Hala started writing her dissertation, she was threatened and had to 

leave the country for Jordan. She had to write her dissertation in Amman with minimum 

supervision: “I couldn’t meet with my committee members or adviser. In fact, I had to 

change many committee members and I had to change my topic several times as a result, 

because most committee members were either killed or left the country.”  
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Hala managed to finish her dissertation from Jordan and went for one last time to 

Baghdad in 2005 to defend, when sectarianism was at its peak: “My committee members, 

I remember, said ‘let’s do this as quickly as possible and leave before 1 pm!’” She told 

me that her adviser supported her greatly to go through this difficult time: “My adviser 

recently died of cancer. It’s one of saddest events in my life. He was a wonderful human 

being.” Hala cried once again when speaking about her late adviser: “you see this is 

where we come from to this private setting. This is why we have strong feelings against 

these money-making machines.”   

At that point Hala made sure to clarify that she loves Jordan very much and that 

she truly feels “at home” there: “this country has kept me safe. It has kept my dignity 

intact, after what happened to Iraq. I am forever indebted to Jordan. It has opened many 

doors for me. But, still, when we talk about private education, we have to be honest in 

evaluating its pros and cons.” Hala said that she can’t even compare between her 

previous Iraqi students and her current Jordanian students, “because we are talking not 

only about two different countries, but also two different times and different places, so 

the comparison is neither possible nor fair.” However, she believed that this doesn’t mean 

that one cannot evaluate private education in Jordan in its own terms: 

What I see now and here is shocking compared to how I was educated and 

how I taught in Iraq. Students here want to get information as fast as 

possible. Many don’t want to work hard. They expect to get high grades, 

to travel, to have it all, but they also want to do very little work…The 

respect in the student/professor relationship is also different 

now…Students nowadays have fear of books. Imagine, I have to teach 

them to accept and love this thing called ‘a book’. They only want lecture 

notes, like summaries of things rather than in-depth information. They’re 

afraid of writing essays, so I have to do everything possible to make them 
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love writing essays, as opposed to just multiple-choice questions. I do this 

by bringing essays in every quiz or exam and allotting few point from the 

total grade on that, so they break the ice and learn how to do it and love it 

without losing much of the overall grade. There is no way they could 

graduate from here and not know how to write acceptable essays. 

Hala expressed serious concerns about students in private universities who expect “easy 

passing”. She said that of all places, a department like theirs should not allow this. She 

admitted that adjusting to this kind of students has been hard for her and many other 

exiled Iraqi academics she knows: “I personally never passed any student without truly 

believing deep down that they deserved it. I’m especially careful with topics that are a 

matter of life or death, like drugs, because then people’s lives will be in the hands of 

these students when they work at pharmacies.”  

Hala was one of multiple interlocutors in Jordan who emphasized that the way 

Iraqi academics have dealt with this dilemma in Jordan is “rather than lowering our 

standards to the mediocre requirements and expectations of for-profit universities, we 

brought these universities up to our own standards,” she told me. I found this comment, 

which I heard a version of from multiple interlocutors in Jordan and Kurdistan, revealing. 

It reflects a form of resistance by these academics to cope with and even try to change 

their new reality, despite the risks entailed. Yet, this is certainly no easy task for 

academics under such fragile and precarious conditions. 

During my time in Jordan, I was able to meet some Jordanian academics who 

have worked side by side with exiled Iraqi academics. Some of them provided even more 

chilling accounts of how some Iraqis are treated at Jordanian universities. They provided 

details that Iraqi academics were either too hesitant to share, or they simply shared in 



 

 

331 

subtle ways to avoid retaliation. In July 2014, I met with Waleed C. for lunch. Waleed is 

a Jordanian biologist educated in two top U.S. universities and currently teaches at a 

university in Amman. Waleed discussed many challenges to “academic freedom” at 

Jordanian universities, including difficulties in his case where there are many faculty who 

even oppose teaching Darwin’s “evolution theory” based on religious grounds. He 

complained about corruption at the administrative level in many Jordanian universities 

where he had studied and taught. He noted this to highlight how hard it must be for exiled 

Iraqi academics to exist under contracts. For example, he noted, at his current university, 

“presumably one of the best in the country,” the hiring and firing processes are highly 

dependent on tribal connections. At the University where he did his B.Sc. before going to 

the U.S. to pursue his higher education, “it was pretty much a place with tribal 

connections, where a certain tribe ruled, and it was either impossible to hire someone 

from another tribe, or, if they did, the pressure on that person would be immense.” The 

fact that things are tied to tribal connections, produces many other consequences that 

undermine higher education. This includes but is not limited to, who gets funding to do 

research, promotion standards, publications, and so on: 

Many faculty members are basically buddies from the same tribe hanging 

out in this or that department. All they need is to publish in some mediocre 

journals to get their next promotion. They evaluate publications with a 

point system that consists of three levels: level three- the lowest- in which 

you have to publish at places equivalent to a daily newspaper. The second 

level is simply publishing in some local scientific or academic magazines 

and journals. The first-level—the highest with more points—is when you 

publish in international peer-reviewed journals. However, the latter would 

be the worst peer-reviewed journals in the West. In brief, the system is 

designed to enable corrupt, mediocre, and unqualified professors hired 

through connections, bribes, and side-deals to get their awful-quality 
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works published. They have created criteria that is just good enough for 

their poor academic performance. 

Waleed also talked about higher-level, more established Jordanian academics like deans. 

Many of these high-level academics “pretty much do nothing other than public relations 

to promote their self-image.” In the department where he was teaching at the time, for 

example, “the dean and his wife pay local newspapers to turn their trivial events, like 

attending a party to support high school students, into big news. They are constantly on 

Facebook or other social media sites promoting their activities. As soon as they post 

something stupid, they get hundreds of likes and flattering comments from like-minded 

people.”  

Waleed emphasized that he shared all these challenges that he, as a Jordanian 

professor, struggles with to help me put into perspective what exiled Iraqis living under 

contracts have to struggle with in their own lives in Jordan: 

Iraqi professors are in very precarious positions even if they end up 

holding a position of a dean. No matter their qualifications and 

performance, they’re always under contracts. They have to succumb to 

such triviality. Some of them, of course, like it this way. Iraqi professors 

also have to constantly trash the Shi’a in order to be accepted in Jordan. 

The first thing they have to prove is that they’re ‘like’ Jordanians, which 

means: they’re Sunnis, they find Shi’as disgusting and so on. 

There are many important points in Waleed’s narrative above. First, I was certainly able 

to observe some of the challenges he articulates during my time in Jordan in general, 

especially those related to sectarianism. Second, several Iraqi interlocutors, as we’ve seen 

so far, have insinuated the existence of these challenges, though in subtle ways for 

understandable reasons. It’s clearly unsafe for them to articulate them in the same way a 



 

 

333 

local Jordanian professor would be able to do. This already reflects a serious lack of 

social, political, and academic power for these academics. Third, the interlocutors’ 

concerns about the move from the public to the private, for-profit sphere of education in 

exile, can help us deduce the existence of these challenges. Fourth, while many Iraqi 

academics in Jordan were hesitant to outright complain about the academic atmosphere 

they live under in these private universities, those in Kurdistan were in many ways more 

direct about clearly articulating these challenges. One could think that Waleed’s narrative 

above is somewhat an exaggerated case of “venting”, yet my time in Jordan and 

Kurdistan proved that it does in fact capture many of the challenges the exiled and the 

displaced academics have to endure in order to survive in these spaces. What Waleed 

described about hiring and firing, publication standards, promotions, and the way 

connections work strongly resonate with what I have observed in Jordan and later in 

Kurdistan. 

New Academic Conditions in Internal Displacement: Iraqi Kurdistan 

In Iraqi Kurdistan the issue of this shift from public to private university was even more 

intense, because the quality of private institutions in Jordan, according to many 

interlocutors, is still better than those in Iraq. Private universities in Iraq are relatively 

new compared to their counterparts in Jordan. Moreover, Jordan hasn’t witnessed the 

violence and instability that Iraq has. During the Ba‘ath era, there were few private 

institutions, heavily regulated by the Iraqi Ministry of Higher Education “to ensure that 

they don’t give students easy passes or turn into money-making machines,” Aboud, a 
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lecturer of Linguistics at one of Erbil’s private universities told me. I remember, when 

growing up in Iraq, most people looked down on students who went to private 

universities and institutes. They were usually students who didn’t get high grades on their 

last year of high school, and so their only way to get accepted at a relatively good school 

was to pay for it. Public universities were more competitive than private ones. They also 

reserved their tuition-free seats for students who worked hard to receive higher grades. In 

that sense, Iraqi public universities during the Ba‘ath era were genuinely spaces that 

allowed social mobility for all Iraqis. 

Aboud, introduced earlier, was one of the few interlocutors who had a relatively 

favorable view of private education and the private sector in general, though this wasn’t 

without ambivalence and contradictions throughout our many conversations from January 

to April of 2016. Despite this, Aboud still saw many problems with the private university 

in post-2003 Iraq, including the one where he now teaches in Erbil. He told me that he 

found the private university in Mosul, where he worked for many years before 2003 was 

still “much better” than what they have today because, “the laws under the Iraqi state 

before 2003 required a private university to be part of a syndicate or an established board 

of trustees, or a council of at least nine academics.” What this meant in practice is that the 

state “disabled or even killed any capitalist elements in private education from the start.” 

Aboud provided a useful comparison from firsthand experience between how private 

universities operated before 2003 and how they operate today: 

During the Ba‘ath era, they designed private universities so that they 

couldn’t operate to mainly make profits. The private university where I 

taught in Mosul before 2003 was established by the syndicate of Iraqi 
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accountants and editors in Mosul. The syndicate received 1% of total 

profits every year. The rest of our income was allocated for salaries and 

university spending. This isn’t the case in Kurdistan today, because we 

have a single individual owner of the university who seeks to get as much 

profit as possible. Every saved or earned dinar for him matters. The owner 

here, who is a businessman, wants the income to cover salaries, university 

spending, and, more importantly, to make a good profit for himself. This is 

usually done at the expense of academic standards, to be fully honest. This 

literally means that the biggest loser in the process is the academic and the 

research standards of the university. We didn’t have this problem under 

the Ba‘ath model of private universities. This is because if a student was 

absent for a week, we would get rid of him without looking back. We were 

obliged to dismiss students who would be absent for a certain number of 

days. We would do that without thinking twice about university profits. 

We had part of the surplus every year-no matter how much profit we 

made-that would go to the university’s bank account, to be used when 

needed. Here, the surplus goes to the pocket of the individual owner who 

would never mind having as much profit as possible. 

Aboud’s narrative explains why many displaced academics struggle with the current 

model of the private university, where most of them are hired in Kurdistan. In fact, the 

University where he works in Erbil, which is owned by a businessman, is not only one of 

the biggest employers of displaced academics in Kurdistan, but it has several branches in 

the region.   

To put all this into a real-life scenario, Aboud said, “let me ask you a question: if 

you have a first-year student who is in a bad academic standing, would you let him pass 

or not, as an academic?” I said that I would fail such students. He responded: 

Well, that is what we did in private universities during the Ba‘ath era. 

Here and now, we have to do everything possible to pass him on the first 

year to ensure he will pay us for the next four years. To ensure we will 

profit from his enrolment. If we really have to fail him, it can’t be in the 

first year because the chances of him dropping out altogether are higher in 

the first year, whereas chances of him dropping out after failing at a more 

advanced year are lower, because the student would’ve already invested 

too much time and money into his education to drop out. This is why we 
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almost have a 100% passing rate in the first year to retain students. If they 

fail in the second year, they will still come back. Now, remember, at 

private universities here, we already admit students of the lowest grades to 

begin with—those whose grades were not good enough to go to public 

universities. As one of my colleagues puts it, ‘we get the bottom of the 

basket!’ The student here is already inadequate and then you have to pass 

them on the first year. It’s definitely an undeserved passing. 

Aboud noted that despite these challenges, he still worked hard with students to better 

prepare them. He said that he believed that a good professor “should have 100% passing 

rate in his classes.” This comment contradicted his narrative above. It can be analyzed in 

two ways: first, it could be that Aboud does work hard to help every student succeed. I 

attended multiple lectures of the “Phonetics” course he was teaching that semester. He 

seemed well-prepared for each lecture and I saw that he tried hard to keep students 

focused and engaged. However, the second way to analyze his comment should be 

attributed to the pressures of the contracts under which displaced academics live. These 

pressures certainly force many displaced academics to compromise their teaching 

standards. Aboud once proudly noted: “In many of my courses the passing rate is 100%. 

The President of the University asks whether all students in these classes are geniuses.” 

Over time, I learned from multiple faculty members, that the President of the 

University in fact micromanages all details of academic life on campus, especially things 

related to student enrolment and retention. He also has absolute power over every single 

contract of every faculty member. This made it clear to me that student 

enrollment/retention is a key issue for the internally displaced academics so they don’t 

risk their contracts getting terminated or not renewed at the end of the year. In fact, 

multiple interlocutors told me that the President of the University is not only a 
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businessman concerned primarily with profits, but he is an “authoritarian dictator who 

speaks to faculty in the most humiliating ways.” In March 2016, one faculty member with 

whom I worked for months and had become a close friend, invited me to “get a taste of 

how horrible our university president is.” As I was getting ready to attend a class with 

another faculty member in his department on that morning, the former told me, “Forget 

the class. Come to my office in a half an hour so we can go together to this big meeting 

with the University president. I want you to hear how he speaks. I want you to see him 

with your own eyes so you know what I’ve been talking about all this time.” In half an 

hour, we were both in an auditorium with about 300 faculty members present.  

The President, opened the meeting speaking in English: “We are here for one and 

one reason only. We are here because students are not attending classes. This means that 

there is a serious problem and laziness with those managing their attendance—the 

faculty.” His tone was angry and spoke in an authoritarian and threatening voice. He then 

said that students weren’t skipping classes because they are “lazy”, but because they are 

not being adequately engaged in classrooms. He spoke for about 30 minutes in ways that 

reflected a clear form of governmentality, promising severe punishments, if faculty fail to 

adhere to his orders:  

You need to catch your class. If you don’t catch your class, the 

administration won’t catch you. We have too many holidays. You are too 

relaxed and students are even more relaxed. From now until the end of the 

semester, I want you to have a quiz for every single meeting with every 

single class. You have to be present. If I wanted an online University, I 

would’ve had one. I wouldn’t need you all here. If we remain like this, our 

ship will sink. We can’t afford empty classrooms. We can’t afford more 

and more lecturers sitting in one room sipping one cup of tea after another, 

while hundreds and thousands of students just walking around campus 
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taking pictures, enjoying a sunny spring day, and having fun. What is 

happening is an alarm for the University, faculty, and staff, and we have to 

do something about it as soon as possible. If students don’t come to class, 

you must go out and search for them…You all must take responsibility or 

you will be replaced with someone who can do so. From now on, I want 

every faculty member to contact any students who is missing classes by 

email or even through Facebook. I want you to try to talk them into 

attending classes. You must let them know that if they don’t attend, they 

will be dismissed. We don’t want their money…Tomorrow I want to see 

all this implemented. I may not come personally to each classroom, but I 

will send lots of watching eyes to see how it is being implemented. I have 

eyes watching all of you from people among you and from outside! 

Some remarks in this speech deserve attention. The first one, which I discussed with 

several interlocutors after the meeting, relates to the President’s point when he noted that 

students who don’t attend classes should be dismissed, “we don’t want their money.” I 

was told that this is just a rhetoric the President uses in such big meetings, but if faculty 

actually dismiss students because of absence, the faculty may risk having their contracts 

terminated. A few faculty members told me some had their contracts terminated because 

they took such actions, “the administration only cares about money. They will punish us 

if we dismiss students for absence. Students know this fact, which is why they feel 

emboldened not to attend classes in the first place,” one interlocutor in the English 

department told me. Another faculty member said that “if the administration was honest 

about dismissing students who don’t attend classes, they would have dismissed half of 

their currently 5000 enrolled students. Just consider this, in the month of March, usually 

students attend 5-7 days of classes out of the entire month. They skip the rest of the 

month for this holiday or that. The main one being the Kurdish New Year, Nowruz.” 

 Second, I asked a few faculty how they would explain students paying so much 

money for education, yet not attending classes. Don’t these students, I wondered, feel like 



 

 

339 

they are burning their money in doing so? One faculty member said that it is because 

“this behavior is part and parcel of the overall society that is littered with this mentality of 

wanting all kinds of privileges without working hard to get them. They basically don’t 

want knowledge, but only that piece of paper called a ‘degree’ and whatever privileges 

that are associated with it.” Aboud, the chair of the English department, said that these 

students’ behavior is like “someone who enters a supermarket, pays tons of money, and 

leaves emptyhanded.” I still found these explanations inadequate to explain this 

phenomenon. Having spent one year in Kurdistan, I have seen so many students who 

graduate with bachelor’s degrees, but were unable to get any type of jobs, whether at the 

public or the private sectors, because of the worsening economy. I saw many bachelor’s 

degree holders from different disciplines who were working as taxi drivers, guards, and 

other jobs unrelated to their education because of the economic situation. Therefore, there 

is also an element of despair and hopelessness when students become so detached and 

indifferent about their education, because they know that it won’t pay off after 

graduation. The issue from the students’ perspective is critical and it perhaps should be a 

subject for another separate research project.  

One Chemistry lecturer in Duhok, who had taught in Basra and Baghdad before 

2003 said that the Iraqi state used to have guaranteed jobs waiting for students after 

graduation: “we had many industries that were thirsty to take any graduates from such 

departments as biology, physics, chemistry, and others. Today, all Iraqi industries are 

destroyed. Our students in Kurdistan graduate knowing that there’s no place to take them. 

We, the faculty, also know that it’s unlikely for most of our graduates to get good jobs. I 
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know many of my students who now work as taxi drivers. To be honest, we feel 

embarrassed to pressure our students to work harder when we know that they won’t even 

get a job after graduation.” This comment provides a more plausible explanation as to 

why even students paying for their education seem to be so hopeless and in despair when 

it comes to their future prospects. 

** 

Given all the challenges with private education in Iraq, private universities unsurprisingly 

have problems with accreditation. One interlocutor, a department chair at a private 

university in Duhok, told me that Baghdad and Kurdistan each have their own ministries 

of education and higher education, and Baghdad doesn’t recognize degrees from private 

universities in Kurdistan, “we have 18 private universities in the region. None of them is 

recognized by Baghdad. The political divide between them hasn’t made things better. 

Politics is always in the way of education in Iraq.”  

Most interlocutors also complained about the introduction of “quality assurance” 

into private and public universities after 2003. This is similar to the “student course 

evaluations” practice done in western universities. For displaced faculty, their contracts 

are seriously affected if they don’t get “good” evaluations. Being in extremely fragile 

situations, many displaced academics who have no place to go expressed deep concerns 

about these evaluations. One academic in Duhok said, “Quality assurance makes 

education a joke. I see so many academics passing undeserving students to get good 

evaluations, and to secure the renewal of their contracts. It’s a vicious cycle.” Others 
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mentioned that even more concerning is the fact that, like their contracts, copies of these 

“evaluations” are not even shared with faculty for them to know how they are doing. 

They are simply sent to the administration and the latter takes actions accordingly. Many 

are surprised to suddenly hear that they have been terminated based on evaluations they 

had never seen. One interlocutor said: “These evaluations are not even designed with a 

space for students to write meaningful feedback. They simply have some absurd 

questions that students have to answer with ‘strongly agree’ or ‘strongly disagree’ kind of 

feedback. They are useless, yet they do seriously affect our lives.” 

The Campus as a “Concentration Camp” 

The more I spent time at private universities in Kurdistan, the more I was shocked by the 

reality of the lives of displaced academics in these spaces. In mid-January 2016, I was 

introduced to Mohsen Z., a displaced academic at a private university in Erbil. Mohsen 

was a young junior academic specialized in TESOL (Teaching English as a Second 

Language). He obtained his education from Mosul University and then went to the U.S. 

as a Fulbright Scholar, where he pursued his MA in TESOL. He could’ve stayed in the 

U.S., he told me, but “staying there is not a solution. Our country is bleeding and if we 

don’t help, nobody will help us. Time has proven over and over again that if you don’t 

help yourself, nobody will help you.” As soon as he started his contract at the private 

university in Erbil, ISIS invaded Mosul. He was, at the time of research, trapped alone in 

Erbil while his family was trapped in Mosul. Mohsen loved the English language. He 

spoke in English with me most of the time. He only spoke Arabic when he cracked jokes 
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that wouldn’t be as funny if translated into English, or when he shared his love poems 

written in Arabic. He shared his small office with three other displaced faculty members 

and he was known as “the poet of the room”. Every time I went to visit the office in 

between lectures, he made tea for everyone and read his latest love poem to me and his 

other colleagues. I once joked with him about a recurring theme in many of his poems 

about “a woman who betrays her lover after he had sacrificed everything for her.” He 

said: “That is what happened to me, man. I loved a woman in Mosul. I sacrificed 

everything for her. Her family rejected me because I was ‘just an English teacher.’ She 

didn’t even try to fight for our love. She simply married a rich man chosen by her 

parents. I don’t think I’ll ever believe any woman in this world.” One of his colleagues in 

the room joked: “Oh, don’t believe him, he is dying to have a girlfriend, but there are no 

takers.” 

 Mohsen often talked about the “campus as a concentration camp”. I heard this 

from multiple other interlocutors on his small campus, so I asked him to explain exactly 

what he meant by it. He said that on top of being displaced, existing under a contract, and 

having no place to go to if terminated, this campus is like a “concentration camp” 

because it operates on a punch-in, punch out system. The university used a fingerprinting 

machine to track faculty members’ hours and attendance. Most interlocutors found this 

deeply insulting and dehumanizing. I asked Mohsen about how he felt about it, he said: 

You are fingerprinted when you get into work and when you leave. 

Faculty here are just prisoners. If you’ve any urgent chore to take care of, 

you’re forbidden from leaving campus. You could be terminated if you 

leave campus without permission. They are trying to suffocate faculty as 

much as possible. This is so humiliating. For example, on a given day, if 
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you finish your lectures say at 11 am, you still have to wait on campus 

until the end of the day at 2:30 pm, which is when you are allowed to 

leave campus. You can’t leave campus to take care of a chore, even if it is 

within a walking distance. If you try to leave, the guards at the door are 

instructed to let you know that you can’t leave. These security guards 

know each and every one of us and they are clear about not letting us 

leave campus to take care of any urgent business. For example, especially 

in our case, we often have to go do paperwork, renew residency cards, and 

so on, but they don’t let us do this during work days. They ask us to 

postpone it to the weekend. Never mind that they don’t apply these rules 

fairly and equally to everyone. Displaced Arabs are scrutinized much 

more than everyone else. 

I regularly went to campus and left at the end of the day with faculty members whom I 

had become close friends with over time. I noticed how they had to punch-in and punch-

out at the same time every day. They had to enter at no later than 8:15 am and leave no 

later than 2:30 pm. I was told that if they arrived a few minutes late, they would receive a 

warning from the administration. Likewise, they were not supposed to stay beyond 2:30 

pm every day. None of them had a desire to stay anyway. The small size of the campus 

also contributed to amplifying this feeling of being at a “camp” or a “prison” as many 

faculty referred to it. 

 The feeling of being in a “concentration camp”, I discovered, is not only limited 

to their lives on campus. Many displaced faculty told me that, especially after ISIS, Arabs 

increasingly suffer from discrimination in the streets of Kurdistan. Many cars with 

number plates of cities like Mosul, Anbar, or other predominantly Arab, especially Sunni 

cities in Iraq, get vandalized or outright destroyed in some cases. Some interlocutors 

shared that they often get profiled on the street or at checkpoints simply because of their 

looks, the fact that they don’t speak Kurdish, or when they’re heard speaking Arabic. To 

avoid such situations, one interlocutor said, “I shop at the same grocery store owned by a 
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friendly Kurd. At this point, he knows who I am. He knows my story. He doesn’t 

discriminate against me. I try to shop at the same places where I am known by the 

sellers.” Another said: “Many of us hang out in certain cafés where a number of displaced 

Arab men go to smoke shisha and visit with friends. That’s our only way of breathing.” 

One day I went out to a café with one faculty member. On the way, there was a “surprise 

checkpoint” set up in the street. Surprise checkpoints are very common in Kurdistan and 

Iraq in general for security issues. Yet, many of them are not just there to catch the “bad 

guys”, but also to interrogate anyone who is not local, who doesn’t have local IDs, or 

whose residency papers are expired. I noticed how the faculty member looked distressed 

and anxious. When we arrived at the checkpoint, I greeted the officer in Kurdish and he 

immediately let us pass. “You’re so lucky to speak the language. It can save you so much 

pain,” he told me. I asked how their families deal with these conditions, some told me 

that their wives or other family members try to socialize with each other. For those whose 

family members are stuck in Mosul or other dangerous zones in Iraq, they simply stay in 

touch via social media. Many single displaced faculty members who live alone in Erbil or 

Duhok simply avoid going out as much as possible. 

A few interlocutors said that when they go out in Erbil, for example, they prefer 

to go to malls or to neighborhoods that have a majority of Christians, like the Christian 

district of Ankawa. Such places are more “tolerant and sympathetic” to displaced Arabs. 

One interlocutor had both of his children placed at a Christian daycare: “Even though I 

am a Sunni Muslim and I pray five times a day, I feel safe leaving my children here. 

These people accept everyone. If we Muslims were peaceful and loved each other like 
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Iraqi Christians, Iraq wouldn’t have been destroyed as it is now,” he said to me one 

morning after he dropped his children at the daycare on his way to the University.  

I went on long walks in the evenings in Ankawa frequently. It was clear that many 

Arabs went there to shop, eat at restaurants, or simply walk in the streets. In addition to 

the many displaced Christians from the Mosul area, the presence of displaced Arab 

families, including many from Syria, was clear in the district. Many felt safe to walk 

around, speak in Arabic without getting profiled or discriminated against. I paid a few 

visits to several Christian convents in Ankawa and spoke with a few nuns who shared 

with me that they welcome any refugees and displaced people. They try their best to help 

them. One of the nuns said speaking in neo-Aramaic: 

We don’t have enough resources to help everyone, but, as you see, we 

have turned much of the property of these convents and cathedrals into 

temporary shelters to help these people in their distress and hardship. I am 

sure God is happy to share his home with refugees. We also try to help 

them by teaching them all kinds of skills like making handmade items to 

sell in the shops or simply have their own kiosks set outside our property 

to make living. We teach many displaced young girls knitting, broidery, or 

to make women’s accessories to sell to other shops. We have dealt with a 

few cases of raped women who escaped violence. We helped them by 

providing them with a peaceful space for recovery at the convent. As you 

see, the district is filled with displaced people from many parts of Iraq and 

Syria. 

One of my close Kurd friends who works as a consultant for different NGOs dealing with 

refugees said that Kurdistan has received thousands upon thousands of Iraqi and Syrian 

refugees: “Up until the Syrian war, Iraq was a place from which refugees escaped. We 

didn’t expect to suddenly become a place to which people would come seeking refuge.” 
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 The issue of feeling like living in a “concentration camp” on and off campus for 

these academics was real even in terms of accommodation. Most interlocutors in Erbil 

and Duhok lived in neighborhoods that were gated and almost exclusively inhabited by 

displaced people from other parts of Iraq. This fact created a segregated environment 

between locals and displaced peoples that is determined by and divided according to 

ethnicity, language, and the status of the person in question, whether one is a local of 

Kurdistan or a displaced person from other parts of Iraq. The daily existence of the 

internally displaced in Kurdistan who are trapped, unable to go to their homes within the 

same country, and living in a space where they are semi-segregated, only able to stay by 

residency cards, and other conditions described above, are at once similar to 

“concentration camps” as well as “internment camps”. It is a situation that strongly 

remind us of Hannah Arendt’s words in her well-known essay, “We Refugees”, where 

she writes: “Apparently nobody wants to know that contemporary history has created a 

new kind of human beings—the kind that are put in concentration camps by their foes 

and in internment camps by their friends” (Arendt 1994:111). In this case, the boundary 

between concentration and internment camps is blurry as is the boundary between friends 

and foes.  

Equally pertinent to the Iraqi case of internal displacement, especially in 

connection to the internally displaced academics who likened their lives on campus and 

off campus to being in a “concentration camp” is how Giorgio Agamben theorized the 

“camp” and the existence of people in a “state of exception”, but in a place in which 

different laws are applied differently to different people. In “What is a Camp?” Agamben 
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examines the concentration camps in Nazi Germany by asking how such events could 

have taken place in these camps (Agamben 2000:36). To answer this question, he argues 

that rather than considering the camp as a historical fact, we must see it as “the hidden 

matrix and nomos of the political space in which we still live” (ibid.). Agamben argues 

that the camps were not born out of ordinary laws, but rather, they were born out of “the 

state of exception and martial law” (ibid.:37).  

The consequences of the 2003 occupation in Iraq, sectarianism, violence, 

terrorism, and ISIS have turned the county into spaces of life and death for one group or 

another. It has created divided zones of life and death, camps where the displaced live 

with no options to go elsewhere, yet where also different sets of laws are applied to 

different people. Iraqi Kurdistan, despite its serious efforts to help the internally 

displaced, is an example of such a space for the internally displaced. Agamben writes: 

“The camp is the space that opens up when the state of exception starts to become the 

rule. In it, the state of exception, which was essentially a temporal suspension of the state 

of law, acquires a permanent arrangement that, as such, remains constantly outside the 

normal state of law” (ibid.: 38, original emphasis). Agamben asserts that the camp is not 

simply an “external space”. Indeed, “what is being excluded in the camp is captured 

outside, that is, it is included by virtue of its very exclusion” (ibid.: 39, original 

emphasis). Thus, it is precisely because of the camp’s existence in a “state of exception” 

that everything is possible in them. And because inhabitants existing in such spaces “have 

been stripped of every political status and reduced completely to naked life, the camp is 

also the most absolute biopolitical space that has ever been realized—a space in which 
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power confronts nothing other than pure biological life without any mediation” (ibid.: 

40). Agamben emphasizes that rather than asking how such inhumane acts were 

committed against other human beings in these camps, we must ask how could human 

beings be so deprived of their rights “to the point that committing any act toward them 

would no longer appear as a crime” (ibid.). More importantly, Agamben shows that these 

camps not only represent a political space of modernity, but also how power constantly 

changes its tactics and methods of how to create such spaces of exception, which have 

now become the rule. As such, it is critical, he argues, that we learn to recognize the 

camp “in all of its metamorphoses. The camp is the fourth and inseparable element that 

has been added to and has broken up the old trinity of nation (birth), state, and territory” 

(ibid.:43). Much of what Agamben states applies to the case of Iraqi academics before 

they were forced out, as we saw in how they struggled through sectarian violence, as well 

as in their new spaces in exile and internal displacement. 

One case that further illustrates the existence of displaced academics in a “state of 

exception” was that of Abdullah M., an assistant lecturer of Law and Legal English at a 

private university in Erbil. Abdullah lived in Mosul, moved to Erbil for a job, and like 

many of his colleagues, was trapped in Erbil after ISIS invaded Mosul. Also, like them, 

he lives under a contract and his existence in Erbil was bound by a residency card. 

However, his case was more complicated than others because he was born in the district 

of Makhmur, which is about 65 kilometers from Kurdistan’s capital, Erbil. Makhmur is a 

small agricultural city populated by Arabs and Kurds. During Saddam Hussein’s rule, as 

part of the Arabization process, the district was made part of Ninawa governorate 
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(Mosul) in 1996, even though the district is about 115 kilometers from Ninawa and only 

65 kilometers from Erbil. After 2003, the district was once again put back under Erbil 

administratively. This made the Kurd residents of the district de facto locals of Kurdistan, 

and therefore, they didn’t need residency cards to live in other parts of the region. That 

rule, Abdullah told me, is not applicable to Arabs from Makhmur. In theory, like the 

Kurd residents of Makhmur, Abdullah shouldn’t need a residency card to be in Erbil, but 

because he is an Arab, this law doesn’t include him. He is in a “state of exception” or 

exclusion. On one occasion, Abdullah expressed his deep humiliation at being excluded 

when others from the same district are not: “I can’t wait for Mosul to be rid of ISIS to go 

back and have my dignity back and live with my family. If Mosul gets liberated 

tomorrow, you can count me as the first one to return,” he said. Another faculty member 

in Abdulla’s department said:  

The need for residency cards in your own country confirms the notion that 

we don’t belong here, that we’re not wanted here. This practice is 

designed to kick us out of here when no longer needed. It always gives 

you a feeling that you’re transient here, and if you do come here, because 

you have no other options, it makes it hard for you to be serious about 

your contributions to this place, because, these contributions will never 

pay off. 

Upon close examination of these conditions marked by contracts, residency cards, 

multiple exclusions, the feeling of being in “concentration camps”, and these two 

narratives that raise the question of different levels of “citizenship”, it becomes clear that 

this is no coincidence in a world increasingly governed by neoliberal capitalist modes of 

existence.  
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The Iraqi case, in many ways, resembles what the anthropologist Aiwa Ong 

discusses in her work Flexible Citizenship (Ong 1999). In it, Ong shows how different 

types of unequal and, for many, cruel forms of citizenship and belonging that we see 

worldwide are both conditions and products of late capitalism. To better explain this, Ong 

coins the term “graduated sovereignty” to challenge the assumption that “states” are 

destroyed by late capitalism and the market. Instead, Ong uses the term “graduated 

sovereignty” under which the state subjects “different sectors of the population to 

different regimes of evaluation and control.” In doing so, states end up creating different 

“zones” of law from within (ibid.:217). For example, in Malaysia, with its three main 

ethnicities (Malays, Chinese, and Indians), Ong shows that the state created six different 

zones of “graduated sovereignty”. These zones include “the low-wage manufacturing 

sector, the illegal labor market, the aboriginal periphery, the refugee camp, the cyber 

corridor, and the growth triangle” (ibid.:218). In each of these zones, Ong argues, the 

state has different laws and forms of discipline to keep each population under control. In 

this way, as in the case of the conditions under which exiled and displaced Iraqi 

academics live today, Ong shows that rather than assuming that the power of the state has 

ended, we must seriously consider that states have refashioned and reinvented themselves 

to accommodate the rules of the market. For Ong, this is one of the most distinct 

characteristics of the modern transnational state, and therefore that of the “flexible 

citizenship” that determines who gets included in certain zones and who gets excluded. 

Ong’s concept of “graduated sovereignty” captures the various complex ways in which 

the modern form of the state contributes to transnational capitalism. If we consider that 
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Iraq was invaded and divided into different zones to control its resources and people by 

capitalist neoliberal powers, then Ong’s analysis is relevant and applicable in this case. 

** 

All the factors discussed above produce serious economic, political, psychological, and 

mental burdens for the internally displaced academics. Sadiq T., the English literature 

assistant lecturer also in the same university in Erbil, first introduced in chapter one, 

shared more nuanced details about how displaced academics live their daily lives in 

Kurdistan. Sadiq shared honestly and unapologetically how he felt about many issues. He 

said that an Iraqi academic suffers from multiple exclusions inside and outside of Iraq. 

Having spent much time under sectarian violence in Baghdad, studying in the UK, and 

now teaching in Kurdistan, Sadiq said that being an Iraqi academic, “you suffer from 

imposition. You’re already a suspect wherever you go.” He said that while he loves 

traveling around the world, participating and learning from different peoples and cultures, 

he rejects “hybridity” as promoted by the Euro-American scholars, because being the 

“hybrid” or “so-called citizen of the world, as many westerners like to repeat uncritically, 

all depends on your place in that world. If you’re colonized, occupied, and marginalized, 

this model is not ideal for you. You will never truly be considered ‘a citizen of the 

world’. This model only works for the privileged.”  

Furthermore, while acknowledging that there is no such thing as “pure cultures”, 

Sadiq finds that “hybridity” is Eurocentric, and therefore it alienates and marginalizes 

many people, especially from war-torn countries who don’t have the privilege of 
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traveling or existing freely wherever they want: “I am not the other. I am not the 

periphery. I am the center of my own universe.” Yet Sadiq does feel he’s the “periphery” 

in Kurdistan, before even going beyond the Iraqi borders:  

As a Sunni Arab, you feel this is not your time and place at all. I happen to 

be part of a segment against whom all kinds of stereotypes are created. 

When the students attend your lecture, when you meet with the president 

of the University, anything and everything you say is usually politicized 

and taken out of context. If you talk about why a Nowruz break should 

take one full month, practically sabotaging much of the spring semester of 

the academic year, they’ll tell you that’s a political symbol, you must hate 

freedom, Kurds, and the Peshmerga. 

For Sadiq, to exist in such an environment where people like him are excluded, and 

where they are treated exclusively in political terms, is the ultimate form of exclusion 

they face. As we were chatting one day about his struggles, he raised the question:  

You may wonder then why they bring us here, if they have all this 

animosity towards us: well, we’re considered cheap labor for them. It’s an 

economic issue. It’s convenience. It’s similar to what Jordan does to Iraqi 

academics. If we had a decent state that would guarantee our rights and 

dignity, I’d automatically choose to be in Baghdad. I’d choose to teach in 

Baghdad, not just because I’m from Baghdad, but because I wouldn’t want 

to have to waste my time justifying my existence and innocence as I do 

here. Imagine, here, even on an official holiday, Arab faculty are still 

expected to show up. Think about this, we come to an empty campus on 

certain official holidays. The campus is empty, but we still have to come. 

The point, for me is simple: they are giving us hell while they can for as 

long as they can. 

Like other interlocutors in his department, Sadiq said that the rule used to be that if a 

lecturer came to an empty classroom, they were supposed to wait for 15 minutes and then 

leave. As part of “retaining students”, he showed me a new official order from the 

University administration written in Kurdish stating that now faculty are expected to wait 

for 50 minutes in an empty classroom: “Do you see the amount of humiliation here? We 
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are expected to wait for almost one hour in an empty classroom. The administration 

actually sends people to ensure the enforcement of this absurd rule,” he said.  

 During my research time in the Kurdistan region, I discovered that the line 

between the economic and the political issue for displaced academics is hazy and blurry. 

Since the economic crisis in Kurdistan, there have been enormous pressures on private 

universities to stop hiring displaced Arab faculty as well as to replace the existing ones 

with Kurd staff. In the end of the December of 2015, while visiting Sadiq in his office, he 

said: 

Last week four Arab heads of departments were kicked out. Legally, they 

can’t just kick them out, so the official way of putting it is ‘they stepped 

out’.  Each one of them was called by phone and told that they have to 

submit their resignation/stepping out letter and send it to the presidency of 

the University. What happened is they stepped out of their administrative 

positons, though they were still working as regular contracted faculty. 

They were replaced with Kurds. The chairs of departments here are 

unqualified with mediocre education and skills. The professor you just met 

here in my office is an Iranian Kurd. He has a fake PhD degree. He was 

initially hired with an MA from Tehran University, which was real, but 

then he forged a PhD just to get a raise in his salary. He claimed a forged 

degree from a university that doesn’t exist. It doesn’t even have a website. 

This is a real scandal. The evidence is graphic…his title was changed to a 

Lecturer. It is supposed to be from [university name omitted]. You can 

check it out. It doesn’t exist. It is a virtual university. They only have a 

Facebook page with a couple hundred likes. Even though most faculty in 

our department know about it now, nobody does anything about it. This is 

what they want—mediocrity. Make-believe qualifications. In brief, the 

Arab academic for them is just a transitory actor who can be replaced with 

the first Kurd who has the slightest qualifications. Once they find your 

replacement, you’re immediately out of the door. 

According to Sadiq, many displaced or exiled academics can survive these inhumane 

conditions through developing and adhering to “bad habits” that help them forget the 

misery of their existence: 
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 Our life can easily produce much cynicism and bitterness, this is why 

many shield themselves with bad habits, as Jean Paul Sartre says. I often 

feel that I have to either adapt to these awful habits of this existence; 

migrate, which is not an option for me; or simply become extinct. As a 

result, you hear many displaced academics speaking about absurd things 

after classes like women’s breasts, receiving love letters from female 

students, the dollar exchange rate, invitations to dinners with powerful 

people, and so on. This is their way of coping, it seems to me. You never 

hear intellectual conversations. You never hear suggestions to have a 

conference or a lecture about what it means to be a displaced academic in 

this place. They are too afraid to discuss what really matters. Today’s 

academics are turned into people who can discuss everything except what 

matters. Their primary job is to simply beat around the bush. That’s it. 

Sqdiq’s words above resonated in many ways. First, during my time doing this research, I 

did observe many of the issues he articulates here. I heard and overheard many faculty 

conversations similar to the ones he describes. At another level, I noticed a number of 

faculty who avoid talking about issues deemed too “controversial” or that might endanger 

their positions or status in any way. This is understandable for the exiled and the 

displaced who are in extremely fragile and sensitive positions. Yet, in the long run, 

avoiding serious actions can also have serious effects on their lives. Silence rarely, if 

ever, changes the status quo. I met one female academic in Sadiq’s department who 

literally shared with me one of the most shocking “coping mechanisms” for the internally 

displaced faculty. This academic is a female displaced from Anbar, who had lived in 

Jordan for many years. When I asked her how she coped with living in internal 

displacement and under precarious conditions, she responded: “I intentionally try to stay 

superficial and shallow. I avoid any deep conversations with people here. It’s my way of 

coping with and forgetting my reality.” This comment, among others, emphasizes Sadiq’s 

earlier remarks, citing Jean Paul Sartre, on how displaced faculty find such “bad habits” 
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therapeutic. Sadiq added that these “bad habits” are the only means of survival left to 

them: “This means no matter how bad habits are, with all the negative connotations 

attached to them, and rightly so, but they do provide you with a safe resort. In fact, 

assuming the role of a displaced person in Kurdistan becomes a habit after some time. A 

bad one.”  

 Sadiq’s comments on the “bad habits” as a means of survival show how what 

starts as a “temporary state of displacement” can go on for much longer than expected, 

and therefore, the only way to adapt to this prolongation is through adopting these “bad 

habits” if the displaced or the exiled person is to survive all these pressures. Sadiq used 

the notion of “bad habit” referring to the philosophical concept of “bad faith” (mauvaise 

foi) used by Jean Paul Sartre and Simone de Beauvoir, who show how human beings 

“under pressure from social forces adopt false values and disown their innate freedom 

hence acting inauthentically” (Childers & Hentzi 1995:103). Sartre and de Beauvoir 

argued that because we are “condemned” to be free, free choice is inescapable. Yet, 

social pressures, while they don’t make us forget that we are “free to choose”, can in fact 

make us consciously and intentionally choose to deny ourselves that freedom. Sartre 

provided multiple examples of how this may work. Two notable examples are of a café 

waiter and a woman who goes on a first date (Sartre 1993:160-9). Both in Sartre’s 

examples choose to deny their freedom of choice by using that very freedom. They do so, 

he argues, not because they don’t know that they are free, but because they choose not to 

“acknowledge” their freedom because it’s too painful to deal with at the moment they 

choose to act in “bad faith”. Moreover, Sartre and de Beauvoir show that humans usually 
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deny themselves the freedom to choose by internalizing that their actions are governed by 

external powers beyond their ability, which becomes their way of saving themselves from 

the pain and anguish that result from having acted in “bad faith” rather than in practicing 

their “free choice”, regardless of the consequences. That is, the external moral system 

becomes “a tool to moralize otherwise immoral acts, leading to negation of the self” 

(ibid.). 

Another variation of this idea was articulated in literature before Sartre by George 

Bernard Shaw. In his play, Caesar and Cleopatra, Shaw challenges how we think about 

“duty” in society. One of the characters, Apollodorus, states bluntly: “when a stupid man 

is doing something he is ashamed of, he always declares that it is his duty” (Shaw 1913: 

60). For Sadiq, many displaced faculty are forced to act in “bad faith” in order to survive, 

in order to cope with the fact that “we should revolt, we should take serious actions 

against the humiliating and dehumanizing choices we’re forced to make at this place. The 

longer I live here, the more I understand what an Iraqi poet meant when he stated 

‘existence is a closed door.’”  

Sadiq, like many interlocutors I spoke with, noted how the situation of internally 

displaced academics is such that they are denied the right to speak their first language, 

Arabic, in many settings. Over time, many of his colleagues were forced to lecture 

strictly in the English language to avoid any discrimination from students. He asked 

whether the fact that some displaced people choose to “bury their language” is not in 

itself another manifestation of acting in “bad faith” because they choose to do so 

consciously to avoid the painful reality they have to face if they choose to openly speak 
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in Arabic, whether on campus or in the street. Yet Sadiq acknowledged that the issue of 

the language is much more complex for academics. It is not just about the language, it is 

about who is speaking it. It is not just a language, it is all the political connotations that 

come with the language, particularly with the speakers of that language.  
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Chapter Seven 

 

Language as a Metonym for Politics 

  Between my time in Jordan and Iraqi Kurdistan, I found the Kurdish language to be as 

one of the most difficult issues interlocutors had to deal with on a daily basis. Language 

is so critical that, to many, Arab countries like Jordan feel less “foreign” and “alienating” 

than northern Iraq. Language challenged and blurred the boundaries between “home” and 

“exile”; “belonging” and “not belonging”; “existence” and “erasure” of the human, 

academic, and political lives for this population. In Jordan, multiple interlocutors shared 

that they had an opportunity to either go to Iraqi Kurdistan or come to Jordan. They chose 

the latter because they felt more alienated in Kurdistan than in an Arab country. This 

sense of alienation was attributed to Kurdistan’s ambitions for independence, 

implemented through strong ethno-nationalist practices and policies. While languages are 

filled with “metaphors we live by” (Lakoff & Johnson 1980), many found the Kurdish 

language as a metonym symbolizing much more than just a language. It is a political, 

economic, and a social tool. As a result, Arabic speakers can be subject to multiple forms 

of discrimination and exclusions both on and off campus in Kurdistan.  

Many academics don’t necessarily have the choice to move from their violence-

ridden areas to an Arab country, because, with worsening economic conditions in the 

region, it’s increasingly hard to find contracted academic posts anywhere. Many of those 

who worked in Arab countries and whose contracts weren’t renewed, had no choice but 

to return to Iraqi Kurdistan as the only option available to them.  These academics go 



 

 

359 

through cycles of internal displacement and exile, based on their contracts and limited 

options.  

It must be noted that not every Arabic speaker suffers in Kurdistan. Many 

displaced minorities from other parts of Iraq who don’t speak Kurdish as well as many 

Syrians, Lebanese, and other Arab nationals who live in the region don’t experience 

language oppression to the same extent Iraqi Arabs, particularly Sunnis, do. Kurds are 

Sunni Muslims with diverse ethnic backgrounds, but nonetheless share the same religion 

as Sunni Arabs. The explanation as to why Sunni Arabs suffer the most from speaking 

Arabic and from not speaking Kurdish is because of their positionality and history. It is 

not about speaking Arabic, it is about who is speaking Arabic. It is about the speaker 

more than the spoken language. It is about the history of the Kurds and the Sunni Arabs 

in Iraq. The latter are seen as the embodiment of the trespasses committed against some 

Kurds during the Ba‘ath era, particularly during Saddam Hussein’s rule. Yet, as we saw 

in previous chapters, to connote Sunnis with the ruling party and former governments of 

Iraq before 2003 is an oversimplification. It is a convenient construct that has contributed 

to sectarian violence with the Shi‘as as well as other ethnic tensions, as in the case of the 

Kurds vs. the Arabs. Many interlocutors acknowledged that many Kurds suffered during 

Saddam Hussein’s rule. Yet, as one academic put it: “They shouldn’t punish us for what 

happened in the past. We’re not the ones who caused this suffering. They’re punishing 

the wrong people.” Others emphasized that many Iraqis had suffered equally from 

different forms of oppressions and exclusions before 2003, and so “today we need a 

culture of reconciliation rather than revenge,” one interlocutor said. This chapter 
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examines how language shapes the daily academic, political, and social lives of displaced 

academics in Kurdistan. 

The Politics of Language on Campus 

Hatim S., introduced previously, is a computer science professor. He’s from Mosul 

currently living and working in Kurdistan. Since ISIS occupied Mosul, he and his wife 

and children have been immobile in Kurdistan, while his family and in-laws are trapped 

in Mosul. During one of our conversations, he told me that he had lived in multiple exiles 

and displacements. He had moved from Jordan to Malaysia, to Germany, and then back 

to Kurdistan: “I am the son of exile and alienation par excellence.” He spoke about the 

challenges he faced with languages in exile. He noted that his suffering from language is 

not just with Kurdish, “the Germans also refused to speak English in many cases when I 

was there doing my postdoc. They didn’t care whether you lived there permanently or 

you were there just as a tourist for a few days. I suffer greatly from not speaking Kurdish 

here.” These experiences have led him to believe that “language is the real exile,” and the 

more unforgiving the exile is in terms of whether one speaks its language or not, the more 

intense that feeling of not belonging becomes.  I found this statement powerful, 

particularly in relation to how this project began by tracking how the entire pan-Arabist 

project started by making language the key element to create an Arab “home” and “self” 

after long periods of colonial domination. It seems as though things are back to point 

zero. Arabs have lost their “home” and their ability to freely speak their language in their 

internal displacement. 
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 To gain a deeper understanding of how language works in the lives of displaced 

academics, I attended many lectures with them to see how things play out on campus and 

in the classroom. In mid-October of 2015, after classes for the new academic year had 

started, I attended multiple lectures with Hatim. All his lectures were delivered in 

English. In one lecture, part of a course he taught titled “Graphic Designs”, Hatim 

delivered it in two parts on the same day: part one on theory followed by part two in the 

lab. In the theory part of the lecture I found Hatim to be an exceptionally meticulous, 

professional, and friendly professor. I observed how one Kurdish student asked him a 

question in Kurdish even though it was known that the professor only speaks English and 

Arabic. Hatim didn’t understand the question. Another Kurdish student interpreted for 

him. When the student asked the question in Kurdish, there was a clear sign of discomfort 

and unease on Hatim’s face. It seemed hard for him not to be able to understand his 

students. I noticed that Hatim consciously avoided using Arabic to further explain certain 

concepts for students.  

At one point in the lecture, Hatim was explaining a difficult concept in English. It 

was noticeable on students’ faces that they didn’t grasp it. At one point, Hatim slipped 

and explained one term in Arabic, but then soon caught himself as if committing a crime. 

He immediately switched back to English. At another point in the lecture, one student 

raised his hand and asked: “what does the word ‘overlap’ mean?” Hatim explained the 

meaning in English in a way similar to reading an English-English dictionary. He then 

quickly and under his breath said the meaning in Arabic, “تداخل”, and carried on.  
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In a few minutes, he was interrupted by another student who asked another 

question in Kurdish and added provocatively: “do you speak Kurdish?” Hatim responded, 

“No. I don’t. Please try to ask your question in English.” After a few minutes, Hatim was 

interrupted once again by another student who asked in Kurdish, “How do we 

differentiate between the RGB colors?” Hatim, not understanding the question, 

responded, “Maybe if you ask in English, I could understand your question and know 

how to help you.” The student responded in Kurdish with a disrespectful tone: “Maybe if 

you spoke Kurdish, you could understand my question and help me.” Hatim ignored the 

comment and kept lecturing. 

 In the second part of the lecture in the lab, Hatim was present, but most of the 

instruction was done by two female assistant lecturers. One of them was a Kurd and the 

other a Christian. There, I noticed two things: the Kurd lab assistant spoke in Kurdish and 

students responded positively to her instructions and directions. The Christian woman 

didn’t speak Kurdish because she, like Hatim, was displaced from the Mosul area. She 

switched between Arabic and English, but everyone seemed to understand and responded 

positively to her. Nobody objected to the fact that she was using Arabic. Nobody gave 

her a hard time as was done in Hatim’s theory lecture earlier on the same day by the same 

class. It was then when I started thinking that it wasn’t simply about speaking Arabic, it 

was about who is speaking Arabic. Hatim’s positionality, a Sunni Arab from Mosul, 

highly influenced how Kurds reacted to him speaking in Arabic. This observation was 

further confirmed over time when I attended other lectures with other interlocutors in 

different departments and universities in Duhok and later in Erbil. 
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In one instance, I observed a Shi‘a professor of business management lecturing 

exclusively in Arabic with no problems. However, as a pattern, most Arab interlocutors, 

whether Shi’a or Sunni, were extra careful and tried to lecture exclusively in English to 

avoid any confrontations or uncomfortable situations related to language. Other 

minorities not fluent in Kurdish seemed relatively more relaxed about language in 

general, though not fully comfortable either. In some cases, it was sad to see that even 

these academics’ English wasn’t good enough to lecture, but it was the safest option for 

them given the time and the place. Observing them lecture in English often reminded me 

of Jacques Derrida’s line: “I only have one language; it is not mine” (Derrida 1998). It 

reminded me of his provocative declaration in that mastering the master’s language 

doesn’t equal speaking one’s own, but is there any other language to speak? English, the 

colonial language of the old British colonizers and the present American occupiers, 

ironically, becomes a “shield” and a “life saver” for the displaced academics. Yet, as one 

interlocutor said when asked about how he feels about “shielding” himself by lecturing in 

English: “The English language, as the language of the colonizers, is no longer the 

property of the English people alone. It is no longer even English. The English language 

has become a language of the marginalized, the oppressed, and the colonized.”  

 After the lab lecture ended, I had a conversation with the Christian lab assistant 

working with Hatim. It turned out that she spoke neo-Aramaic as a mother language, so 

we spoke in Aramaic together. I asked her about the language issue and she confirmed 

that it is particularly a problem for displaced Arab academics. She said that this issue has 

further intensified for Sunnis after ISIS, especially those from Mosul. She confirmed that 
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she doesn’t get any problems when she lectures back and forth in Arabic and English. 

She then confided in me that Hatim had a big problem on his first year at the department 

when he tried lecturing in Arabic. At that time, many students walked out of his class. 

Later, some complained to the department insisting that he never uses Arabic: “I heard he 

was traumatized by that experience. He is a good, hardworking, and smart professor. It’s 

a shame that such a good professor is treated like this by students…They give him a hard 

time because of who he is and where he comes from.” Hatim was “told” by the 

department to use English in his instruction. However, since many students’ English 

skills are poor, especially Kurds from Iran, Turkey, and Syria, the issue of language is far 

from resolved when instructing in English only. Some Iraqi Kurd students asked him to 

switch back and forth between Arabic and English once again, but at that point Hatim 

refused. He decided to stick to an “English only policy”.  

Throughout this research, I heard from several interlocutors how students do all 

kinds of provocative acts against them just because of who they are. Some said that 

students as well as administrators “gang up” against them taking advantage of their 

precarious and weak positionality as displaced people to get what they want. In some 

cases, some interlocutors shared, they are too afraid to even catch students cheating in 

exams because students could create a scene, scream at them, threaten to kick them out of 

the university or the region altogether. Indeed, language in this context is like a 

“battlefield” between students and displaced academics. The former often use it as a 

weapon to provoke, blackmail, or unfairly attack displaced academics. The system in 

place seems to be content using students and displaced academics as a “battlefield” to its 
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own benefit. Power, in a sense, is pitting the two parties against each other and watching 

indifferently. In the end, it seems that both students and displaced academics lose the 

battle, while the power in place wins by keeping the status quo. One interlocutor in Erbil 

told me that in some cases “students will try to know who you are, where you come from, 

and then provoke you, blackmail you, or gang up against you accordingly.” 

Later, I shared some of my observations related to language with Hatim when we 

were together in his office. He confirmed that they are accurate. He added, however, that 

for many, especially in the scientific fields, academics are simply accustomed to using 

English terms. Many would still choose to lecture in English or at least switch back and 

forth between Arabic and English even if they were in Baghdad, Mosul, or other parts of 

Iraq. This is especially the case for certain disciplines like computer science, chemistry, 

physics, biology, and others.  Hatim said, in his field, he can’t imagine lecturing about 

many concepts without using English, “I may not mind reading poetry in Arabic, but 

certainly I can’t imagine reading computer science in any language other than English.” 

On the other hand, however, he acknowledged the existence of the language problem 

beyond this matter. First, he said that language issues in Kurdistan today are a reaction to 

the former regime’s Arabization policies. At the same time, they are also “an indication 

that things haven’t changed, but rather the oppressors and the oppressed have changed 

places.” One week later, Hatim and I carried on talking about language. On that day, 

when I arrived in his office, Hatim looked delighted. He said:  

Today was a good day because I finally went to the Asayish [the official 

security organization in Kurdistan], and after some digging, they found 

that they had a computerized record of my residency information. This 
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means that the processing of my residency card will be faster. I feel a great 

relief because I can finally travel now. I have been locked up in this little 

city for the last two years of my life. I need to go out to breathe. I also 

want to exist officially in the system. They know me here at the 

department. I exist only through my University employee ID. In the street, 

I feel like I don’t exist. I often walk and wonder who am I really? 

Hatim’s joy to have his residency renewed or processed is hardly an individual reaction. 

Many interlocutors told me that they feel “locked up”, “imprisoned”, “living under an 

intellectual and physical embargo”, and other statements expressing a strong feeling of 

confinement. When I asked Hatim why he feels locked up in the city and can’t even go to 

the next city, still within Kurdistan, for example. He said that at checkpoints he must 

present a “green-card” to pass because he is an Arab and not a local of Kurdistan. Non-

Arabs, he added, can simply present their Iraqi IDs and go through: “each person needs a 

different form of ID to pass, depending on who they are, where in Iraq they come from, 

their ethnicity, and so on. This absurdity, in my view, is the baggage of the former 

regime. The current system in place is a continuation of what the former one had put in 

place. Could they have changed things? Perhaps. But changing the head of the regime 

doesn’t mean changing the system and institutions it had put in place. It could simply 

mean using the same old oppressive institutions for the benefit of the new winners.”  

For a moment, while sitting in his office, I thought with sadness how simple 

things like renewing a residency card can fill the day of displaced academics with joy and 

relief. I know these feelings. Going through the asylum process in the U.S., I have had 

many such moments from the time I applied for asylum, going to interviews, fingerprints, 

more interviews, more paper work, all the way until one is really “counted”; until one’s 

existence is acknowledged. It is somewhat understandable to go through this process in a 
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foreign country, but it is extremely painful to have to go through it in what is supposedly 

one’s own country. Still, even when one gets that “residency” renewed in their own 

country, or when they finally get that foreign passport that is supposed to make us 

“count” more than we did before, one discovers that one never really counts in the same 

way as everyone else. That processes of determining “who counts” (Nelson 2015) are 

much more complex than getting acknowledged through an ID, becoming a number in 

the system, or through obtaining a foreign passport in exile. One will always be an 

American from Iraq, an Algerian French, a “legal” Arab resident in Kurdistan, and so on.  

As a result, laws and regulations get applied to people in these spaces in ways that never 

forget-or forgive- their “origin”, their past, their positionality, and their place on the 

ladder of power relations. What happens is at best similar to how the Austrian novelist, 

Robert Musil, describes: “All citizens were equal before the law, but not everyone was a 

citizen” (Musil 1995:29).  

After a short pause, Hatim said: 

To answer your question from our last meeting: yes, lecturing in English is 

definitely like a shield for me… this is a historical problem. We have 

baggage that dates back to the times when Kurds weren’t allowed to speak 

their language. What we are living now is a legacy, an inheritance, and a 

consequence of the policies of the former regime. The problem is that 

today things have changed, but some people still mistreat the Arabs who 

don’t speak Kurdish because they think we refuse to learn the language. 

They think we look down on them by not speaking their language rather 

than take into account that learning a new language is not easy. It doesn’t 

happen overnight. It’s even harder with age. I’m in my mid 40s now and 

it’s not easy for me to learn a new language just like that…We, internally 

displaced academics, have been thrown into this context against our will 

and we have to just deal with it…The language factor does make a 

difference when it comes to how alienated one feels in a place. I now have 

two Kurdish neighbors: one of them speaks Arabic and the other doesn’t, 
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and so my relationship is naturally much stronger with the former than it is 

with the latter. This isn’t for racial or ethnic reasons, but simply because 

communication is smoother and more possible, and so the human 

connection becomes stronger too. Language is a passport that allows you 

into people’s hearts and lives. 

When I shared with Hatim some of my observations from his lectures about how Kurd 

students reacted to him not speaking Kurdish or to the fact that they couldn’t understand 

English well enough to communicate with him, he said: 

 When I first came here, I asked the chair of the department ‘in which 

language should I teach,’ he responded, ‘listen, whichever language you 

use, some students will object!’ However, there’s a big irony here: the 

problems I face with lecturing in Arabic, even if few students don’t 

understand it are much bigger than those I face when I lecture in English, 

even if more students won’t understand it… In Jordan I wasn’t as careful 

as I am here. There, I had more freedom and a sense of adventure with 

experimenting with teaching styles and methods… Language wasn’t an 

issue, let alone an oppressive tool that can make or break my life as it does 

here. Losing my job here means leaving the region with absolutely no 

place to go to. It means losing everything without any alternative. This 

sadly means more and more compromises for me as an academic. When 

put under such circumstances, you start to compromise more and more. 

You compromise things you never thought you would in your life. 

The advice from the chair of Hatim’s department is far from a sarcastic remark. During 

my time in Kurdistan, I heard many interlocutors uttering a version of this remark. One 

Kurd academic specialized in chemistry who used to live in Mosul, but then was 

displaced to Kurdistan after ISIS, when asked which language of instruction is best for 

students in Kurdistan, she responded: “We have to lecture in all languages and all dialects 

for our students to understand.” Hatim was genuine when he stated in our early 

interactions that he truly loves lecturing in English, but it is equally true that he is 

deprived of speaking, lecturing, or publicly using Arabic. One doesn’t necessarily negate 

the other. On our last meeting, he captured what had then become the crux of the matter 
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on this part of the research: “The problem is not with Arabic itself. It’s with who’s 

speaking it.” 

Some interlocutors made another important point to this effect by noting that not 

speaking Kurdish is not an issue in and of itself. It is, they believed, an excuse to mistreat 

and discriminate against them. One said: “Many British, American, and other European 

expats in Kurdistan neither speak Kurdish nor do they even bother to learn. Yet they’re 

treated with utmost respect, paid handsomely, and live comfortably. This shows that 

language is used as a tool to oppress certain people because of who they are.” 

The more I attended lectures with different interlocutors, the more I saw the 

intense effects of language on their academic lives. One interlocutor specialized in 

economics told me that he doesn’t speak Kurdish and his English is also poor. He then 

added that in his discipline, “We, fortunately, follow less of a descriptive style in 

lecturing. We follow more of a quantitative style of research, which eases the language 

problem for me. Furthermore, most of the economic vocabulary have no Kurdish 

translations, so most students prefer Arabic anyway.  Well, they should prefer English, 

but, they too, have poor English skills like I do. My students and I are even on this one.” 

Another interlocutor, Ghazi, an academic specializing in chemistry in Duhok, 

provided an interesting comparative lens between Arabizing higher education during the 

Ba‘ath era and Kurdishization in Kurdistan today. He said that in the 1970s the Ba‘ath 

Party started “Arabizing curricula” at Iraqi universities as part of “decolonizing education 

from Western influence”. This had negative effects on certain fields in which English is 
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the primary language of the literature available in these fields, or in which academics 

were trained, like in chemistry. He said that before imposing Arabic or Kurdish on 

curricula, “we have to remember that some of our best academics are trained in foreign 

countries. They are trained there in English not in Arabic or Kurdish.” He recalled how 

Arabizing certain parts of the curriculum was done during the Ba‘ath era: “At that time in 

1970s, we had heated discussions about whether we should Arabize curricula. Some 

people were in favor of it to preserve the Arabic language. They argued that it is what 

they do in Germany and France and other places, and so we should do it too.”  

Ghazi lamented that the same problems the politics of “Arabization” produced in 

the past are now reproduced by the “Kurdishization” in all walks of life, including higher 

education. Ghazi believes that insisting on instruction in the Kurdish language is 

counterproductive in his field of chemistry. He finds that “some students use language 

issues as an excuse to cover their poor performance and their lack of hard work. There 

are also cases in which students say they don’t understand English. For example, we use 

words like ‘hybridization’ and ‘polarization’ in chemistry. If you go to the UK, people 

will know the standard meaning of these words, but even native English speakers may 

not know how we use them in chemistry. Likewise, understanding these words in your 

language—Kurdish—is not enough. You need to know how they are used in chemistry, 

and this requires knowing chemistry well regardless of the language of instruction.” 

Jenny, an Assyrian Christian assistant lecturer of chemistry said that the language 

problem is “like everything else in Iraqi academia, a political issue.” It is so serious that 

they often exclude many extremely qualified academics because of linguistic and ethnic 
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factors: “Many qualified academics from other parts of Iraq are either Arabs or other non-

Kurds. They don’t hire them, despite shortages in faculty, because of linguistic and ethnic 

reasons... Let’s be honest about this, the tribal mentality still rules education, hiring and 

firing, and how academia is run here, though it is done under the cover of modernity.” 

Jenny added that, as a result, displaced faculty who don’t speak Kurdish are forced to 

instruct in English only. Yet this makes things worse because most students have “awful 

English skills.”  

Jenny lamented that students and faculty are turned into a political, ethnic, 

linguistic, nationalist battlefield between multiple powers: “It’s a catastrophe for a 

professor to stand up in the classroom and lecture in English when she knows that most 

students don’t get it. We graduate 70-80 bachelor’s students every year, but in reality, 

perhaps only 20-30 of them deserve their degrees.” On top of these problems, Jenny said 

that the Ministry of Higher Education in Kurdistan expects as many students as possible 

to graduate: “As many as possible should go through the pipe. This is the unwritten rule 

in this region. To whose benefit? I don’t know who such students can benefit. Obviously 

even the system in place is doing itself a disservice by graduating many unqualified 

students. There’s politics in everything now. This is tribal education, tribal style of 

academics, dressed in modern clothing.” I asked Jenny to further explain what “politics” 

has to do with graduating many unqualified students in this context, she said:  

Most of our students don’t even get jobs. When I reproach them because 

they don’t study hard, they tell me that when they finish they will most 

likely become taxi drivers...We don’t have companies and factories as we 

did before 2003 where chemistry students can work and be employed to 

apply their education. We are a consumer society par excellence today. 
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We do not produce. We only consume. Now most graduates are becoming 

a burden on the region because they can’t find work—except those who 

have connections…We are a University that graduates students only as a 

political gesture. It is only a public political display to show that the region 

is doing well after its separation from the central government in Baghdad. 

Jenny’s words matched my observations off campus in Kurdistan.  When travelling 

between different places, I chatted with so many young Kurd taxi drivers who told me 

that they have bachelor’s degrees in fields like chemistry, physics, economics, and others, 

but who, due to the economy and the job market, had no choice but to work as taxi 

drivers to support their families. Jenny, like some others, seemed angry at the system and 

the way the universities are constantly exploited for political purposes and by the political 

parties.  

Jenny’s office was simply a desk in a big shared room where other female 

academics from diverse backgrounds like Kurds, Arabs, Yazidis, and others, shared the 

space. I often hung out with them in the room to chat and observe their daily lives. These 

female academics spent their in-between lectures time in the office chatting, eating, 

laughing, and sharing class stories. They seemed close and bonded, despite their different 

ethnic, religious, and linguistic backgrounds. Most of these women were master’s degree 

holders at the rank of a “lecturer” or “assistant lecturer”. They were assigned most of the 

teaching loads in the chemistry department. The few PhD holders had their separate 

individual offices and, from what these women told me, “they did little to support our 

research or job advancement. They simply used us as cheap labor to teach tons of classes 

and labs,” one Kurd female academic originally from Sulaimania told me.  
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One day, while I was with them in the room, the chair of the department came and 

asked them to stop bringing food and tea to the room because “you’re spending too much 

time eating, drinking, and making noise.” One of the Kurd lecturers was outraged by his 

“ungrateful attitude for all the work we do.” As soon as he left, she put a sign on the door 

stating “Welcome to the Paradise Café” as a joke. On my last visit to their big office, 

Jenny, once again, expressed her outrage about how politics is preventing academics 

from realizing their full potential in Iraq. She said, “even if you choose to remain 

politically independent, as I’ve always been, they will keep nagging you to join this or 

that political party for such and such benefits. They often knock on the door here and ask 

me to pay the monthly party dues to one of the major Kurdish parties. They know I’m 

independent, but they act dumb. Basically, implied in this act is that they expect me to 

join and they remind me about it every month.” I said to her that what she said reminded 

me of how the Ba‘ath attempted to recruit people. She responded with an old Iraqi 

phrase, “This cub is from that lion.” 

The Social Implications 

Many interlocutors shared that their families suffer a great deal from language and 

internal displacement in general. One interlocutor, Iftikhar, introduced previously, a 

physicist who currently teaches in Kurdistan, said that the effects of displacement and 

exile are even harder for the children of academics, because their children are usually 

younger and less able to cope with such circumstances: 

Amid all these difficulties, nobody ever talks about our children, their 

future, and their well-being. I worry so much about the destiny of my 
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children. I will retire soon, but they are at the start of their lives. They are 

unable to get jobs here in Kurdistan because they don’t have residency; 

and they don’t have residency because they don’t have a job or a sponsor 

in their own country, ironically. On top of that, they suffer many different 

types of discrimination and isolation for being Arabs. They miss their 

lives, their friends, and Baghdad, but are unable to go back. The 

psychological pressure on academics’ children also affects how we think, 

act, produce, and teach…Their future is incredibly vague and unknown at 

this time. I feel so sad for them. Perhaps the only solution is for them to go 

abroad once and for all. 

Iftikhar’s point about the children of displaced and exiled academics was articulated 

several times in this research, including by some academics in Jordan whose children are 

unemployed, unable to get jobs, or unable to practice in fields like medicine and 

pharmacology, as discussed by some in the medical field previously.  

Other aspects of the social implications of language emerged when one 

interlocutor in Erbil said: “If I am in the street and someone picks a fight with me, I 

won’t be able to respond or fight back, because I am a loser in the fight in advance. If I 

spoke the language, the story would be totally different. I could at least seek justice.” 

This is not an imaginary scenario. On a different occasion, one interlocutor told me that 

her husband was “beaten bloody” in the street in front of her because he was heard 

speaking Arabic on the phone. Another interlocutor who spoke at length about the social 

implications of language was Gülşen A., a Turkmen lecturer of computer science from a 

small village in the outskirts of Mosul. I will never forget the joy in her eyes when I met 

her for the first time and greeted her in her mother language, Turkmen.   

Gülşen came to Kurdistan to teach before ISIS invaded her small village. 

Overnight, her family became homeless and had to go through multiple displacements 
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from Kurdistan, to southern Iraq, then back to Kurdistan. Since she started her job, she 

has been living in a small room at a student dorm on campus: “I can’t afford to live alone. 

Furthermore, I am not married and the society here is unforgiving about a young 

unmarried woman living on her own. I don’t want to get married.” Gülşen, like some 

others, has been trying to learn Kurdish to avoid the challenges that arise from language. 

In fact, recently, taking courses in Kurdish language has been made a requirement for the 

internally displaced academics, especially those working as “permanent” staff at public 

universities. Gülşen echoed what many said in that the problem is much beyond whether 

a displaced academic speaks the language or not. She remembered the early days when 

she first came to Kurdistan in 2006 and said “At first we didn’t have the language 

dilemma that we are facing these days. I came to a very diverse place filled with minority 

people like myself.  I felt for the first time in my life like this University was the right 

place to be. I met lots of Yazidis, Kurds, Christians, and others. It was a place that 

embraced minorities. In fact, many of my previous professors from Mosul had come here 

to teach.” Gülşen shared several firsthand stories that illustrate the social implications of 

language on the displaced and their families: 

For example, when I go to the bazaar and ask how much the price of an 

item is, the man responds ‘it is 2000 dinars, but if you ask me in Kurdish, I 

will sell it for 1000.’ Same kind of issues arise when you go to a 

government office to do any paperwork…The other day I took my mom to 

the bazaar. She asked the store seller about the price of an item in Arabic. 

I had warned her not to speak Arabic, but she insisted it was all okay and 

that we used to come here and speak Arabic all the time and it was all fine. 

I told her that things have changed and gotten worse, but she didn’t pay 

attention to my warning. So, anyhow, she asked the seller ‘how much is 

this?’ he said with an unfriendly look on his face, ‘5000 dinars.’ I asked 

the same question in Kurdish, he responded, ‘my dear sister, this costs 
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4000 dinars!’ His facial expressions immediately changed and he became 

much friendlier after I asked. I have never encountered such rise in racism 

and nationalism here before. Not with this intensity. Another example, my 

brother’s car plate is from ‘Mosul’ and if he parks anywhere where people 

are allowed to park, the traffic police immediately shows up out of 

nowhere and ask him to move. If he says ‘but others are parked in the 

same area,’ they tell him that he just can’t park there and that other plate 

numbers are local, so they are okay. 

Gülşen emphasized that things have deteriorated much beyond Arabs or displaced people. 

She said that the rise of ethno-nationalism is also about who will eventually seize power, 

which is why it is an intra-Kurdish problem before it’s a Kurd vs. non-Kurd problem. In 

this regard, she shared some experiences from her classroom: 

There’s a growing animosity even within Kurds, within the various 

Kurdish tribes. Even when I divide students into groups to do group 

projects, which is common in computer science, a Kurmanci speaker of 

Kurdish will say they won’t work with student X, because he/she is a 

Sorani speaker of Kurdish. I often try to be understanding and excuse such 

behaviors based on the fact that they come right from high school, with 

that mentality, if you know what I mean. But I still can’t quite accept it. It 

seems to me that the current structure has already been put in place and 

there is no return or undoing it. 

What is significant in Gülşen’s narrative is how the intra-Kurdish conflict is equally 

affected and shaped by language in terms of how the different speakers of the two main 

Kurdish dialects, Kurmanci and Sorani, treat each other. In this way, people are not only 

classified through languages, but also through dialects. There is the Arabic vs. Kurdish 

language as a metonym for domination on the one hand. And there are the Kurdish 

dialects as a metonym for politics in this struggle over power on the other hand. It is a 

case in which there are multiple layers of “localism”, and therefore different languages 

and dialects, competing with each other. This challenges the usual narrative about the 

world becoming increasingly globalized or dominated through globalization. It is a case 
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in which globalization is capitalizing on and feeding off localization. For certain places, 

to be dominated by globalization, they must be made as local and excluding of other 

nearby localities as possible. In the case of Iraqi Kurdistan, this can be traced to the two 

major Kurdish political parties that have been struggling over power since the 1990s.  

Gülşen said that over the last couple of years she had been trying to improve her 

language skills to “fit in” as much as possible and to avoid being discriminated against, 

though she feels that there are no guarantees, given the rise of hatred and racism against 

the non-Kurds: 

I have worked hard to become better in Kurdish following the old saying 

‘if you master a language of others, you avoid their harm.’ I’ve attended 

multiple courses to improve my language skills. Yet people will always 

know, from my looks or my accent, that I am not one of them, I am an 

outsider. Once they detect that, they will insist on who I am, where I am 

from, and such questions…To be a displaced person immediately puts a 

question mark around your identity, your humanity, and your existence. 

You become a strong target for classification. For example, my family 

rents an apartment at a building owned by one person. I have noticed that 

he treats them differently than other tenants simply because they are not 

Kurds and they are displaced. He makes it clear that they must pay their 

rent right on time without any delays, because he worries that displaced 

people are poor and may not have sufficient funds to pay at any given 

month. He doesn’t scrutinize other tenants in the same way he does with 

my family...He speaks Arabic, but whenever my brother speaks with him, 

he responds in Kurdish only. The language is basically imposed on you 

whether you like it or not. 

I experienced a version of what Gülşen described about the language issues within 

speakers of the two different Kurdish dialects while doing research between Duhok 

(Kurmanci dialect speakers) and Erbil (Sorani dialect speakers). My family’s origin is 

from the Duhok region, yet I speak the Sorani dialect, like the people of Erbil, 

Sulaimania, and Kirkuk, because I grew up mostly in Kirkuk where Sorani is spoken 
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among Kirkuk’s Kurds. In Duhok, with every social encounter in Kurdish, I was asked if 

I was originally from the Duhok area. When I responded affirmatively, I was asked why I 

spoke Sorani. On multiple occasions, taxi drivers or sellers at shops would frown upon 

hearing my dialect. The first question I would be asked was whether I was from 

Sulaimania. For them, the Sorani dialect, which is the standardized Kurdish, represents 

the bourgeoisie class trying to have full control on Kurdistan. Therefore, its speakers can 

easily come across as “snobs” and political rivals.  There is a general impression that the 

Kurds of Sulaiminia see themselves as the most “progressive”, “sophisticated”, and 

“civilized”. There is also a stereotype that they look down on others, especially the 

Kurmanci dialect speakers.  

As a result, being from the Kurmanci region and speaking a Sorani dialect there, 

as I was doing, gives the impression akin to being a Texan who is speaking Queen’s 

English to his fellow Texans who can’t stand the Queen or her English. Once people 

knew that I was from the area and the reason why I spoke with a different dialect, the 

attitude would change 180 degrees and I would be treated as “one of them”. The attitude 

changed even more once they knew that I am not even a Kurd, but rather an Assyrian 

from the region and my native language is Aramaic not Kurdish. On one occasion, a taxi 

driver in Duhok asked why I spoke Sorani when I am from the Kurmanci-speaking area. 

At that time, I was already fed up with these questions. I responded: “At least I speak one 

dialect of your language, even though it’s not my mother tongue. Do you have any plans 

to learn one dialect of Aramaic fluently to communicate with me next time I see you?” 

He laughed. On another occasion, also in Duhok, another taxi driver heard me speaking 
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Sorani Kurdish and he said, “please speak in Arabic. I don’t understand Sorani.” Once he 

knew I was from the area, he continued speaking in Kurmanci dialect, which I 

understand, and I continued to speak in Sorani, which, contrary to his earlier claim, he 

apparently understood well.  

Once again, even in the intra-Kurdish case, it turns out that the dialect mattered 

less than who is speaking it. I was only fine speaking the Sorani dialect in the Kurmanci 

region, despite the repeatedly tiresome explanations I had to provide, because I wasn’t a 

Kurd whose first language was the Sorani dialect of Kurdish. It was a metonym for many 

political, social, and cultural differences. 

To gain more nuanced understanding of the complexity of the intra-Kurdish 

struggle reflected in the two different dialects of Kurdish, I had multiple conversations 

with one of my close Kurd friends who is a Kurmanci speaker, but lives in Erbil. She was 

exceptionally well-positioned to speak about this issue. While not an academic, Tara K., 

is experienced in doing academic research, working with NGOs, as well as working with 

multiple government institutions in the Kurdistan region. Given her long and diverse 

work experience, Tara had a wide knowledge about the complexity of the region. It turns 

out that Tara has suffered greatly as a Kurmanci dialect speaker in Erbil where most 

people speak the Sorani dialect of Kurdish. She has struggled socially and professionally. 

Tara said that the Sorani speakers “claim to be the real, pure Kurds, because their 

Kurdish dialect is purer or stronger than ours.”  
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Having lived in Erbil for many years now, and having had many professional and 

academic achievements, she said: “I was going to get a job at the Kurdistan parliament, 

but was not granted it because my standard Kurdish wasn’t ‘pure’ enough. That is, it 

wasn’t Sorani enough. They actually cited this as a reason. They said that my Sorani 

wasn’t strong enough, even though I was the strongest candidate for the position. The 

Sorani dialect has been imposed as the language of the new ruling bourgeoisie class here. 

They control most institutions and offices in Kurdistan.” Tara said that some people have 

gone as far as making absurd claims like “Tara doesn’t even speak Kurdish!” This is a 

particularly significant remark on how speaking the “less” acceptable or standardized 

dialect of the same language, one is accused of not speaking the language altogether. It 

also makes a speaker of the “less desired” dialect as “less pure”.  Tara’s narrative clearly 

shows how language and dialects become tools that impose and perpetuate certain 

notions of who is “pure”, who is “impure”, and therefore, who poses a “danger” to the 

status quo. We also see that, whereas the language issue in the case of Arabs vs. Kurds is 

a metonym for politics; in the case of the two Kurdish dialects, it is a metonym for power 

and class. Ultimately, in both cases, it is about power and disempowerment. 

Yet, Tara does work for the public sector in Kurdistan’s government. So, I asked 

how she deals with her daily work as a manager who doesn’t speak, write, and 

communicate in “pure” Sorani. She said “If we want to correspond in Kurdish, which I 

need to do from time to time, I can write, but it won’t be ‘standard’. I have to ask for help 

from someone who is good in Sorani. They write it and I sign it as a manager.” 

According to Tara, the Kurds in Sulaimania, who speak Sorani dialect that has been 
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standardized in the rest of the region, see themselves as the most “authentic” and “pure” 

Kurds of all. They see, for example, Kurds in Duhok as “backward” and “tribal”. Tara 

also emphasized that the language issue is even worse for Arabic speakers who live in the 

region:  

Just as Saddam’s government had all kinds of unwritten laws against 

Kurds and other minorities, we have similar unwritten laws against the 

Arabs today. History is repeating itself. However, you might have already 

noticed in the street, one thing that’s surely changing in Kurdistan is that 

the average Kurd has come to the conclusion that neither the Americans 

nor the Europeans are genuine allies…The Sykes-Picot agreement has 

expired and now they are re-bordering, re-drawing boundaries for the 

entire region. So, this time it will be based on ethnic, sectarian, and 

nationalist basis. They are just using us as a political card in Iraq and the 

Middle East in general. Most Kurds can’t believe that all these 

international powers are unable to defeat ISIS. The rise of ISIS has created 

much awareness about what’s really going on…The Western powers have 

made the situation so bad in the region that the Palestinian cause has been 

totally erased from public memory. 

Tara found the overall situation for all Iraqis discouraging. She acknowledged that she’s 

not a “typical Kurd” in that her life experience, education, and work have opened her 

eyes to many issues more than what would otherwise be allowed for the average people 

in the street. 

There are many important issues that emerge from Tara’s narrative as well as 

what all the previous interlocutors have shared so far. Most of these narratives make it 

clear that the issue of language is primarily an issue of power, class, and domination. 

Language is used to establish new forms of power, governance, and produce new elites. 

This issue is hardly new or unique to the Iraqi context. Yet its importance and 

prominence has re-emerged more intensely than ever in many war-torn parts of the world. 
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Given the changes that have been occurring worldwide, scholars have addressed the issue 

of language, power, and ethnicity from different linguistics, ethnic, and racial angles.  

The issue of the standardization of language was central in Antonio Gramsci’s 

thought. In fact, recent scholarship has shown how language is the main “entrance point 

into Gramsci’s political and cultural thought” (Ives 2004: 1). It shows how Gramsci 

initially became familiar with the concept of “hegemony” by closely examining how it 

was first used in linguistics (ibid.:43). Moreover, much of Gramsci’s important and 

understudied contributions to language emerged from the linguistic debates in Italy in his 

time; the attempts to standardize the Italian language across Italy by imposing the 

Florentine dialect. It is during these times when Gramsci found “language as a political 

issue…to government policy around language, educational language, curricula and 

everyday language practices. He combines this with the rich metaphorical power of 

linguistic concepts as tools to help analyse political circumstances” (ibid.:5). For 

Gramsci, la questione della lingua (the language question), was key to state formation. 

Indeed, Gramsci’s focus on language “helps address how our subjectivity is constituted 

by forces external to us, and yet, at the same time, we as subjects make choices that 

collectively determine our lives” (ibid.:7). 

The case of language whether as a metonym for power between Arabs and Kurds 

or as a power tool in the intra-Kurdish struggle has been perfectly captured by miriam 

cooke’s study on Arabs in the Israeli society (cooke 2015:141). Cooke argues that “Israel 

is an asylum. In the first instance, it was an asylum for European Jews (Ashkenazis) until 

they turned the asylum into their state.” In a section titled “Language and the Asylum”, 
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cooke shows that classifying people in Israel was not only through Arabs vs. Jews, but 

also Ashkenazi Jews vs. Mizrahi Jews: “the integration of Oriental Jews into Israeli 

society can be attained ‘only through Ashkenazisation’” (ibid.:152). Likewise, in the case 

of Arabic vs. Hebrew, cooke writes, citing an interview with Shimon Ballas: “The two 

languages could not co-exist; one had to replace the other…Language in this context is 

not merely a skill, it is an essential part of identity that must be broken to change” (ibid.:). 

Cooke concludes that in the case of Israeli Arabs, exile is in the “barzakh between the 

forbidden Arab past and the unattainable Israeli present. Jewish Arabs are simultaneously 

in both and neither” (ibid.:145). For Mizrahi Jews, cooke shows that the gap with the 

Western Ashkenazi Jews has increased rather than decreased over the decades 

(ibid.:155).  

In another important case that captures racial hierarchies in black America, James 

Lorand Matory’s ethnographic work at Howard University shows through what he calls 

“ethnological schadenfreude”, how in attempting to distinguish themselves from the 

stigma associated with and imposed on black African-Americans, “many black ethnics 

refashion themselves through ‘anti-African American’ identities” (Matory 2015:3). 

Matory, drawing on works of thinkers like Pierre Bourdieu, shows that this refashioning 

of identity is ultimately an expression of “class hierarchy”. Matory’s findings match the 

Iraqi context in two important ways: first, in how the demonization of “Arabs” through 

the Western discourse of “terrorism” have made the Kurds often refashion themselves by 

overemphasizing that they are neither Iraqis nor Arabs. They do so not only as part of 

their ambition to have an independent state, but also as part of distancing themselves 
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from any negative stereotypes associated with Arabs. The Kurdish language plays an 

essential role in this task. Likewise, in the intra-Kurdish case, the Kurmanci vs. the 

Sorani speakers of the Kurdish dialects distinguish themselves from each other as part of 

the struggle over power and social status. 

“Plan B” Mode of Existence 

Ultimately, what all the conditions experienced by the internally displaced and the exiled 

Iraqi academics, as described in this part of the project create a mode of existence that is 

under contracts, and, consequently, what I call a “plan B mode of existence”. This is 

because many interlocutors I met in all the sites of this ethnography spoke in one way or 

another about how these difficult, precarious, and unpredictable academic, social, and 

political realities make them always already in the mode of thinking, preparing, and 

plotting for a “Plan B”. For example, many assistant lecturers or lecturers with MA 

degrees told me that they apply for PhD programs in places like Malaysia, India, Turkey, 

Cypress, or any other countries that can offer them admission even before they decide to 

pursue a degree as a “Plan B” in case their contracts get terminated. This mode of 

existence is not new. It has existed in many places afflicted with war, violence, and harsh 

political and social realities.  

The idea of keeping one’s self sheltered in a place, even if they don’t necessarily 

desire what they are doing in that place, until things get better where they really want to 

be has been captured in Arabic literature dealing with war, violence, and exile, especially 

in the case of intellectuals. One notable example is a novel titled Laylat al-milyār: 
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Riwāyah [The Night of the First Billion: A Novel] by the Syrian novelist, journalist, and 

feminist Ghada al-Samman (Samman 1986). Dealing with the tragedies of the civil war in 

Lebanon, the novel is the third part of her trilogy on the Lebanese civil war, written 

during the war first published in 1986. It is about the Israeli occupation of Lebanon in 

1982, the destruction of the Lebanese civil war, and the way certain people, mostly the 

wealthy, manage to escape while others stay behind.  

The novel opens with Khalil, an organic intellectual, dissident, and revolutionary 

working-class man, and his wife, Kafa, who is from a wealthy family with a 

distinguished name, heading with their two boys to the Beirut International Airport 

escaping the war for Switzerland. We learn the family has lost their girl, Widad, in an 

explosion. The rest of the novel is about the struggle of this family in Switzerland and 

their interactions with the wealthy Lebanese and Arab elites there.  

The key themes raised by Samman are war, arms dealing, the betrayal of Arabs by 

the hypocrisy of the wealthy, magic and sorcery, sex and prostitution, exile and 

alienation, and the price Arab intellectuals must pay whether they stay in Lebanon or 

escape to exile. The central event of the novel revolves around the characters in Geneva 

preparing for Ragheed al-Zahran’s big night to celebrate his first billion, hence the title of 

the novel. Al-Zahran makes his first billion from arms dealing and other business deals 

that allow him to profit from the war. He dies in his golden pool on the eve of the big 

celebration day. By contrasting such wealthy Arabs in Geneva with the ongoing death 

and destruction in Beirut, Samman’s novel reflects her main philosophy of “there is no 

individual salvation”.  
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One memorable scene in the novel that particularly resembles the lives of Iraqi 

academics who apply for PhDs as a “Plan B Mode of Existence” is when the intellectual, 

Nassim, visits his revolutionary hero, Amir, an organic intellectual exiled in Geneva. 

Amir, in turn, introduces Nassim to Bassam. He introduces the latter as another Arab 

intellectual, once a prominent lawyer in Beirut, who was forced to escape when the 

Lebanese civil war erupted. Bassam is introduced as “preparing his PhD dissertation,” 

and as a brilliant lawyer. Bassam, drunk, objects, “I wasn’t really preparing anything. I 

was hiding while waiting for better times. Young people come to the University 

[Cambridge], they graduate and scatter all over the world. They do good or evil. I have 

been simply waiting for a time that suits me; a time that suits my mood” (ibid.:219). We 

learn that Bassam uses the PhD as a proxy to hide in Europe, after leaving Lebanon upon 

the publication of one of his books critical of the Salafi mentality.  

Samman further zooms in on the issue of intellectuals who manage to escape 

physically, but never mentally escape what is left behind. Bassam’s alcoholism worsens 

throughout the novel, making him increasingly unable to work on his dissertation until he 

is; ironically, assassinated by a gang that was targeting Amir for his revolutionary 

writings. In a later scene, we see Amir worried about Bassam who had not returned home 

for more than 24 hours. When Nasim asks, “What happened to his dissertation,” Amir 

spells it out: 

A lie… he left Beirut in 1975 as soon as the war erupted. He wasn’t 

young, but still decided to go back to school as a way to avoid making a 

decision…his waiting here got longer and longer…he is a spectator. He is 

alive with a stay of execution…he escaped in fear of a bullet that would 

kill him, but he is committing suicide here. (ibid.:286)  
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We see that Bassam’s dilemma lies in his inability to make a decision. When he finally 

attempts to decide, after an argument with Amir, he decides to leave the latter’s house as 

a first step. As he packs his “few things,” we learn that ever since he arrived from Beirut, 

all his belongings were kept in two separate bags: a sealed black bag that contains the 

nice clothes he would wear for special occasions, and a grey bag with “everything else”. 

In Switzerland, he opened the gray bag and kept the black one sealed telling himself:  

Why open it and create a mess, since I will go back home soon? And years 

went by without him ever opening the sealed black bag. He moved it from 

one place to another. What is strange is that no customs official ever asked 

him to open it, as though it is nonexistent and invisible; as though he is the 

only one who sees it and feels it…he never opened it lest alienation comes 

flooding out of it forcing him to accept his permanent destiny. (ibid.:298-

9) 

This is the last time we hear about Bassam in the novel. Bassam dies having existed in 

two worlds, but miserably failed in persevering either. It is what Amir refers to earlier in 

the novel when he says that Bassam escaped from an aimless bullet in the homeland only 

to practice a daily suicide in the form of alcoholism and indecisiveness in exile. Whether 

Bassam’s death is meaningless or not is an open question, but his death is nevertheless an 

act of demonstration against what is going on in his world. This is the ultimate irony that 

Samman is preoccupied with, that is: to flee seeking safety in exile, and then die not by a 

bullet, but by other means, a most meaningless death in the “safe” shelter. This is a key 

point in Samman’s literature: that there is no escape, and that escape is merely a 

temporary, deceptive rerouting that always takes us back to the beginning.  
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Do Sad Stories Ever End? 

On my last week in Erbil, I went to the campus of the private university where Sadiq, the 

assistant lecturer of English literature was teaching. He invited me for a cup of coffee at 

the cafeteria and then said we could hang out at the library. As we were at the cafeteria 

waiting in line to get our coffee, he looked around and said, “Every day in this place 

makes me more and more convinced that my role as a lecturer is basically sitting on the 

fence watching a pathetic show taking place. The show is between two parties: the 

administration, which consists of predator businessmen; and the paying students, the 

customers. My job description is to simply fulfil their needs while keeping my mouth 

zipped. How can we think and teach? How can we produce meaningful knowledge at a 

place that’s the opposite of what thinking and teaching are about?” After we picked up 

our coffees, we went for a short walk around the small campus. It was a beautiful spring 

day with carpets of green grass and wild flowers covering the campus and the 

surrounding areas. I thought about how much I would miss Sadiq when I leave Iraq as he 

had become a dear friend. I saw him put his coffee cup on a bench, kneeled and started 

petting a street cat that approached him fearlessly meowing and begging for her morsel 

for the day. He then stood up and said, “Let’s head to the library, my friend.” We did.  

Sadiq on that day confided in me that he goes to the library for a simple reason: 

“To be away from all these faces that I don’t want to see anymore. I want to leave this 

place. I am now looking for a job outside of academia, despite my love for teaching and 

thinking. I can’t do this anymore. I must also be honest with you, your presence in my 

life over the last few months and the questions you’ve asked me have made me more 



 

 

389 

determined to make a serious move about my life.” I was speechless. Sadiq then said that 

I shouldn’t feel bad about it, “it is not like it’s your fault. You just asked me questions 

that, amid my hectic and crazy life, I never had time to think about, let alone honestly 

confront.” As we sat in the library, he opened his laptop and told me that lately he had 

been spending so much time at the library looking for jobs outside of these exploitative 

private universities. After a short pause, he said: “Do you know how I imagine the end of 

a university like this owned and ran by a businessman?” I said I didn’t and I wanted to 

know how he imagined it. He continued: “I imagine that this University won’t end as a 

university. It will end being in the hands of another investor, another businessman who 

will show up one day on campus; take a look at its structure, its buildings, and gardens, 

and suddenly decide that this space is more profitable if turned into, say, a luxury 

apartment complex. That’s it. It’s the end of the story. You see, investors and 

businessmen have become the creators—and the destroyers—of our lives.” 

In the library, which was at the basement of a big building that houses other 

administrative offices in its upper floors, Sadiq asked: “Do you notice the precise location 

and setting of this library?” I asked what he meant by that. He said: 

Well, look at all these nice buildings and places on this small campus, but 

of all places, the library is practically just at the basement of this building. 

The basement is important here because it speaks volumes about the 

priority of the library on the agenda of those running the place. It is, like 

its location, at the bottom of their priorities. This indicates the place of 

knowledge as far as they are concerned. This speaks volumes about how, 

to them, knowledge and research are inferior, and so is the place of the 

academic who deals with and produces this stuff.   
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While still in the library, around 1:30 pm, the President and the owner of the University 

came in surrounded by a few high-ranked administrators. They all headed to the 

circulation desk where a Kurd worker was sitting. I had seen the employee at the 

Circulation Desk many times during my time on campus. I had a few short conversations 

with him. He is a simple villager who is not trained as a librarian, but who somehow 

managed to become better at the job. We suddenly heard the President screaming at this 

guy in Kurdish. Sadiq begged me to pay attention to what is going on because he doesn’t 

understand Kurdish. I listened to the President harshly reprimanding the simple villager 

for not displaying some faculty books properly at the entrance of the library to make the 

entrance “more attractive and inviting.” The face of the circulation desk employee turned 

red in total embarrassment. The President screamed in front of everyone telling the 

administrator standing next to him: “Make sure to cut one week’s worth of his salary for 

negligence.” The administrator responded, “Yes, sir!” As soon as the President and his 

aides left the building, Sadiq looked at me and said in English: “You now know what I 

mean when I tell you this place is for knowledge reduction not for knowledge 

production!” By the time I started writing this project, Sadiq had already left the private 

university and found, in his words, “a more tolerable place” working with a European 

“humanitarian” organization. 
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Chapter Eight 

 

Final Reflections: Home, Exile, and the Future 

During my last few days in Iraq, I went on a short road trip around the north. I wanted to 

embrace for one last time its hills and mountains, its fields, waterfalls, springs, lakes, 

flowers, streets, buildings, and skies. On my last day in Erbil, I paid one last visit to the 

convent that supports the internally displaced in the Christian district of Ankawa, 

followed by a visit to Saint George’s Church, where I was baptized as a child. I took a 

short walk in its small and magical rose garden. I smelt every rose my nose could reach. 

The scent of the roses filled me with life and hope. Next to the convent there was a shrine 

under renovation. Most of the workers doing the renovation were displaced Christians 

from the Mosul area. As I entered the site, they all surrounded me and greeted me 

warmly: “are you here to light candles and make a wish?” one displaced old man asked 

me. “Yes I am.” He immediately ran to Virgin Mary’s statue right on the opposite end of 

where I was standing, picked some candles, and came running to hand them to me. He 

then said, “Let me get the priest’s permission to open the door and let you inside the 

shrine.” He did.  

As I was lighting the candles, I started humming one of my favorite hymns, “My 

Home is your Home”, by the Lebanese diva, Fairuz. I always loved this hymn because in 

it, Fairuz speaks directly and honestly with God. She allows her sorrow to flow like a 

river as she tells God: 

My home is your home, I have nobody 

I called your name so much  
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until the horizon has expanded 

I waited for you at my door 

and at every other door 

I wrote you my pain on the setting sun... 

Don’t neglect me, don’t forget me 

I have no one but you 

Don’t forget me... 

My country has turned into an exile 

My path has been covered with thorns and weeds 

Send me someone tonight to check on me… 

… 

I waited for you at my door 

and at every other door 

I wrote you my pain on the setting sun... 

 

While humming these words, a few things crossed my head. First, it occurred to me that, 

despite being one of the most meaningful and powerful hymns for many Lebanese people 

during Lebanon’s long civil war, the hymn was first sang in 1972, three years before that 

war had erupted. It was as though Fairuz knew beforehand what was coming as she says 

“my home has turned into an exile”. I thought how artists, writers, and thinkers who are 

genuinely and strongly connected to their time, space, and peoples always sense disasters 

before they come. They are not magicians with crystal balls. They simply use their other 

well-trained senses, beyond their five senses, to feel the upcoming earthquake, to sense 
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the eruption of the upcoming volcanos, the approaching hurricanes. They signal what 

they sense in their works, while many people don’t take their warnings seriously. 

Second, it occurred to me that Fairuz, in her hymn, is speaking to God about 

exile. It occurred to me that there are some striking similarities between God and exile. 

Like exile, God has often been a political and a politicized figure in history. Like exiled 

people, God’s power lies in his existence everywhere and nowhere. That is similar to how 

many exiled people feel. They have a multiple existence, but multiple existence can also 

be akin to nonexistence. God, therefore, is the ultimate expression of exile. God, if exists, 

should understand the meaning of exile more than anyone else.  

As I finished lighting the candles in the shrine, I remembered that I had asked 

most interlocutors at the end of every encounter to share some final words about how, 

after all their experiences, they would define “home” and “exile” today. I also asked most 

of them to share some final words on their hopes, pains, dreams, and wishes. It is to their 

final words and wishes, as I share some of them below, I lit these candles in the shrine. 

Deema: 

I feel lonely in London. I want to write many books, but given everything 

I have been through, I lack confidence. Writing is an extreme act of self-

confidence…I am not married because I don’t believe in marriage. I still 

don’t have an academic job or any job for that matter. The image people 

had of me as a strong, intelligent woman at the university in Iraq cannot be 

fathomed by people here. All they can see is a job-seeker, or just a failure, 

I am sad to say. This is especially hard for me because in the Middle East-

and probably in most parts of the world- women are defined by one of the 

two roles: either a wife and a mother or a proud working woman. I 

currently have neither… 
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Farah:  

You know how overwhelmingly rejuvenating the scent of Iraqi roses is? I 

have never smelt any roses like Iraqi roses. Ever. I always missed them 

here in London. When my sister died, I went to Iraq in 2003 to attend her 

funeral. I took a quick visit to my late mother’s old house now occupied 

by other family members. I saw lots of roses in her garden. I decided to 

cut a few branches to bring them and plant them here in London to remind 

me of home. I hid them well and managed to get them past security points 

in airports. I planted them in my garden here. When they bloomed, to my 

disappointment, they still didn’t have that strong scent. They smelt like 

any British-grown roses. This is ‘home’, my dear Louis... ‘Home’ for me 

is just a container for our ancestors, our loved one’s bones. It is a place 

where memories once lived and thrived. Today it is just those distant 

memories. Nothing else. 

Shereen: 

Living in exile is hard. I don’t take lunch time at my current university in 

London, because I feel some inferiority complex dealing with westerners 

due to what I have been through. There are huge cultural differences. 

Adapting has been extremely hard. I am not like other young refugees who 

can do a better job adapting. Here, faculty come by sometimes and knock 

on the door announcing lunch time. They like to hang out at this time 

every day. I always find excuses not to go. When I do hang out with them 

for lunch, I feel that their talk, their style, their interests, their daily 

activities are so alienating and disconnected from my life experience. I try 

not to talk, but then I also try not to make them feel that I am distant. I try 

to smile, but I find it hard to find a mutual topic of interest. I feel we are 

from two different worlds. My previous position in Baghdad was very 

different. I was so close to everyone. People knew how I felt without me 

saying a single word…I try to get accustomed to life in exile. I try to be 

involved even in areas that do not interest me as a female scientist, like 

women’s rights! I try to be involved even when I am not really interested. 

This is my way for adapting…Here everything is about grants. You have 

to have projects/research ideas and get grants to work on projects. We did 

not have any of this in Iraq, so it is really hard to get accustomed to this 

system of constantly having to market yourself. I am struggling in every 

way you could imagine. I find it hard to ask people questions, because 

they may think I am stupid, or Iraqis are not qualified enough...In return, 

as a woman, I feel freer. I can do anything I want by myself, and nobody 

would bother me… 
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‘Alaa: 

What is home? Home, to me, is a kind heart. It forgives you your 

mistakes. It embraces you and embraces your talents and skills. In it, you 

feel that you are building an unshakable base. It is freedom. It is a place in 

which you can walk proudly, with your head high, your chin up. You can 

walk without kneeling down for anyone. I’m too old now and my hopes 

have faded through my long exile in Amman, but I have some hope. My 

hope is that you and your generation will do something good for Iraq. 

Please don’t give up on Iraq… 

 

Israa: 

The role of the academic and the intellectual amid all this is to give hope. 

There is hope. I try to maintain my roots in Iraq by keeping in touch, 

virtually and physically, with friends and family. I ask constantly about 

the people I love in Iraq. Many of them also call me, and they connect 

their children with me whenever they need any assistance here in Jordan. 

My role is not to be an impediment in anyone’s way, even in the way of 

those who hurt me and hate me…I am ready to intellectually support and 

advise any students through the University of Baghdad from my place 

here in Amman…Some of my former students and colleagues in Baghdad 

make me feel guilty for not being there with them in this struggle, but I 

always remind them that I didn’t leave at will. I left by force when my 

husband was kidnapped. I never wrote my memoirs in my life, except the 

days when my husband was kidnapped, because they were the most 

difficult days emotionally and psychologically ever. They were truly hard 

times... 

Issa: 

All over the world, wherever you are allowed to work and have a secure roof over your 

head and just laws, you can feel at home. This was the reasoning of all those who came to 

exile. But, there is a difference between being a ‘native’ and a ‘resident’ of a place. So, 

for me, I do have a native place, it is Iraq. At the same time, I honor the exile in Jordan 

that has helped me and gave me a shelter, so it is also my new home…One way to 

overcome exile is to make sure we don’t get alienated from each other as humans…We 

should do everything possible to avoid getting alienated from ourselves. That is the only 

real battle. The only battle worth fighting… 
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Jasim: 

I refused many offers to go the West. I had several opportunities, 

including resettling in the U.S. through the International Organization of 

Migration (IOM), but I refused. I want to be here in Jordan, despite all the 

difficulties. The culture here suits me more. And, more importantly, I want 

to keep an eye on Iraq… 

Kareem: 

Home is memories, childhood, and youth. My dream is for Iraq to be safe 

and in social harmony. I want the ethnic conflicts to end. I wish to go back 

one day, but my hope becomes weaker when I hear the news. I am scared 

of dying here in Amman. I want to go back to my friends and tell them 

about what happened to me in exile. My mother’s passing here in 

November of 2013 was a loss as big as losing Iraq. It was the hardest 

thing. Mother is belonging. You belong to your mother. Your country, 

symbolically, is like your mother- it gives you lots of things that your 

mother gives you. They are both wells of love and kindness. 

Hiba: 

There is too much violence around the world. It is so harsh out there that it 

feels impossible for us to be able to change society, affect policies, 

increase awareness, fight ignorance, and still make a living in exile. As a 

result, most Iraqi academics and intellectuals choose solitude and exile. I 

wanted Jordan to be a temporary station in my life of exile, but now I am 

more frightened than ever that exile is my permanent destiny… 

Hazim: 

For the new generations, ‘home’ is connected to self-interest; it must be a 

profitable place. It is a pragmatic place. This is precisely how those who 

chose to settle in places like Europe and the U.S. think of the concept of 

home. For me, ‘home’ is the place where my people are being tortured as 

we speak now. It is a place where I grew up and where my dreams grew 

up with me. It is a place where I learned how to serve people. I won’t be 

the first one to say this, as many poets and philosophers had said before 

me: a human being finds himself in what he gives to others. To realize 

yourself, you have to serve others and to give them tirelessly. Home is not 

to establish yourself in the European sense of the word- to look for what 

only benefits you as an individual. Here in Jordan I do serve people, but 
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this service is at a humanist level. At home my service takes a different 

dimension, it becomes a national duty. Right now, I feel that I have not 

given Iraq the care and work it deserves, but I don’t have a choice in that. 

This is precisely why I have been trying to resort to online education, so 

that I can help Arab, Iraqi, and international students whom otherwise I 

wouldn’t have a chance to reach out to. Exile took so much from me at the 

psychological level. Exile is suffering, sleepless nights, and anxiety. But, 

exile also gave me priceless opportunities to learn more about other 

experiences, other countries, and other people. I have authored five 

academic books since I settled in Amman, all of which are taught in 

several universities in the Arab world. 

Hanadi: 

My hope for the future is that we get rid of this ideological, political, and 

religious game. There is hope that Iraqis will gradually wake up and start 

to believe in home and citizenship rather than ethnic, religious, and 

sectarian divides. It will take time, but it will happen. I know it will 

happen. 

Zainab: 

I am unhappy and uncomfortable overall. This situation, the hardships, the 

wars, getting exiled to Amman, and more importantly, my husband’s 

illness really broke my back.  I married this man because I loved him, 

despite age difference and our different ethnic backgrounds…I used to be 

known among people for my smile. I don’t smile anymore. My intellectual 

life is not what it used to be. I have authored 18 books, many of them are 

taught as textbooks in Arab countries like Bahrain and Sudan.  However, 

the last two years in exile have been so hard on me. My daughter left for 

the U.S. My son got diabetes. My ill husband may not live long. I shoulder 

all the responsibilities around the house. I feel so tired and don’t know 

how long I will manage to do all these duties. I always wanted a husband 

with my father’s attributes and my husband had perfectly fulfilled that. He 

has always been loving, kind, helpful, and supportive and always there for 

me, but his illness changed things. I used to be pampered by him all the 

time. You can call it Oedipus complex. I loved my father so much. More 

than my mother, God rest her soul…My husband reminded me of my 

father. I didn’t look tired, overweight, and neglected like this. It is true that 

I am not beautiful by the highest standards, but I looked decent before I 

was hit by all these hardships… 
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Ghadeer: 

You can’t prevent longing; it is part of being human. Even the Jewish 

literature from Andalusia was primarily colored with longing and missing. 

Missing the Holy Land, although these were people who had not been in 

the Holy Land for hundreds and hundreds of years, so how can you 

prevent Iraqi intellectuals and academics from longing when the wound is 

still so fresh? The wound is still bleeding. Longing, in fact, is often 

transferred from one generation to another…And let’s also be clear about 

this: not everyone has this longing. Longing means that people at least 

enjoyed some beautiful memories during their time in Iraq. This makes 

them miss the past and Iraq. Some people, however, had very bad 

experiences and have very bad memories, so they don’t have this longing. 

Some people have suffered from social, political, and economic issues. 

Some were strangled, so to speak, so they don’t necessarily share this 

longing. When David Ben Gurion established Israel and asked Western 

Jews to come and settle there, did they all go back? Not at all. Some 

thought he was crazy to even think they would return. Western Jews who 

grew up in Europe or the U.S., who were established socially and 

economically would not leave everything to come and settle in Israel. Ben 

Gurion was shocked to realize this, so he isolated himself and died on his 

farm quietly. The point is: people are different. Wealthy Jews have no 

interest coming back to Israel. This is different with Eastern Jews. Same 

difference exists between Western and Eastern Christians. The latter long 

more for the land and have a different concept of the homeland than the 

former. In the case of Western Jews I just mentioned to you, this is 

precisely why Israel ended up doing everything it could to encourage Jews 

from the Middle East to settle in Israel so that the country would be with a 

bigger Jewish population. It was a political move. They contributed in 

displacing Middle Eastern Jews from Arab countries to settle in Israel. I 

met some such people here in Jordan. Again, the Ashkenazi Jews will 

obviously not have any longing for Iraq. Iraqi Jews who lived there and 

enjoyed the Tigris and the Euphrates will long to be back. They will miss 

Iraq and will always remember it with fondness… 

Hala: 

War and exile have taught me to love myself, to reconcile with myself and 

with others. They taught me to forgive, to return offenses with goodness. 

Exile gave me many things, but war and exile robbed me of the 

opportunity to go see my favorite man in the world—my father—for one 

last time before he died in Baghdad. I will never recover from this wound. 

My father was a just man. He loved his sons and daughters the exact same 
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way. He gave us all the freedom we wanted to be whoever we wanted. 

When I was an undergrad studying biology, his favorite thing in the world 

was to have lunch with me and listen to my college sorties and 

adventures…I am sorry to be very pessimistic, but I think that Iraq will 

only get worse. Many people have died and it is impossible to forget those 

who died. There is so much hatred and feelings for revenge between 

people. It takes a great degree of awareness to learn how to have a 

dialogue that allows people to eventually mend the wounds and forgive 

each other… 

Sameera: 

As much as we love the homeland, when the homeland rejects me, when it 

can’t allow me to exist, then the meaning of home must also change. 

When I go to Baghdad now I feel alienated, because people have changed, 

or those I knew have left altogether. In fact, even my own family changed. 

People even within the same family have changed in different ways as a 

result of these circumstances. I still feel pain and cry every time I walk in 

Baghdad’s streets, but I also like my dignity and want a better life. If a 

foreign place is going to offer me dignity and a comfortable life, I accept 

that. What happened has changed me in so many ways. Now I care and 

love myself more than ever. I used to compromise a lot of who I was as a 

woman and an academic. Now I put myself and my well-being first. After 

all my sacrifices, I came out empty-handed, so this taught me how to 

reconsider my love for myself. Exile is offering more than what my 

country has or is able to offer me. Jordan has offered me security and 

dignity. The U.S. might offer the same. It may offer me new opportunities. 

Alienation is something inside of you. You can treat it by reconsidering 

your life, making new friends, looking for new ways of life, interests, and 

healthy relationships. Iraq is unable to offer any of that at this time… 

Abbas: 

Iraq is not home. It is foreignness. I don’t feel it is my homeland, because 

a human has no value in Baghdad. I feel more respected in Kurdistan than 

in Baghdad given what I have experienced…Nothing makes me sadder 

than the fact that my country was totally destroyed. We used to live, love, 

and enjoy every bit of Baghdad, which was the most beautiful city I have 

ever known. We used to walk its streets and alleys every day of the year. It 

never ever occurred to us that it would be destroyed like this. It never 

occurred to us that such ugly reality would befall Iraq. I haven’t been to 

Baghdad since I left it 12 years ago. I can’t go back. I don’t want to go 

back, because I don’t want to see what had happened to it. I will not be 
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strong enough to bear all this destruction, to see it before my eyes… [He 

started crying].  

Hatim: 

Iraq as a homeland attracts us as a magnet, but it at the same time repels us 

and pushes us away. It is the most difficult home to be part of. At this 

point, the worst thing that could happen to you is to be an Iraqi living in 

Iraq. If you are an Iraqi living abroad, you are better off. If you are 

foreigner living inside Iraq, you are fine. But if you are an Iraqi living in 

Iraq, that is the worst position to be in! In brief, being an Iraqi, defies all 

the laws and theories of physics and chemistry! 

Gülşen: 

The most difficult question you could ask me is to define ‘home’. I can’t 

express what it is. I miss my village a lot. If you travel the whole world, 

you will always miss the land where you were born, the soil where your 

body was conceived. Waking up every morning, looking at the fields, 

smelling all kinds of fresh natural scents, the smell of hot bread baked 

with wood fire in mud ovens, the women on their way to the fields, 

including me and my sisters. We used to get up at 4 am and go together to 

the field. We mostly grew cucumbers and potatoes, because they were 

more on demand, but they also required much harder work than other 

produce. Even during the UN sanctions, growing these two crops was 

better for us to make living. But we worked from the early hours of the 

morning till late evening…For me, my late father was everything. He was 

home! Even when I miss the village today and want to see it again, it is 

simply because he loved it, he was in it once. I miss every place his feet 

had stepped on. Home is the place that enables you to discover yourself 

and my father was the one who helped me discover who I am. He is a man 

who happened to live in and love that small Turkmen village where I was 

born and raised. After my father’s death, places ceased to have any big 

impact on me. I can survive anywhere. No place is my home anymore. I 

don’t feel places anymore. The village will always be home because of 

what it meant to my father. 

Latifa: 

My dream is very simple: I want to be safe. As an academic, I wish that 

the next generation will be as faithful academics as we were to our 

students. As dedicated as we were during the UN sanctions on Iraq, 

despite the fact that we made next to nothing for living and we lived in 
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poverty. For me, my part is almost over, I hope the next generation will be 

more dedicated. 

Aboud: 

My feeling in Kurdistan is like a delayed feeling of exile, a delayed feeling 

of alienation. It didn’t happen at first, it showed up later with changing 

circumstances and discourse. You know in Linguistics, particularly in 

pragmatics, we use the terms ‘explicit’ and ‘implicit’. Implicitly, you are 

displaced, but sometimes you look at everything around you that can have 

a soothing effect that make you forget or simply turn a blind eye to the 

fact that you are actually displaced. Yet, sometimes a single remark or 

situation can bring it all back and confirm the fact that you explicitly don’t 

belong here. A very simple example, my son comes back from school 

looking very sad. When I ask what is wrong with him, he says that the 

Kurdish kids at school call him ‘Da’esh! You are ISIS!’ This hurts you so 

much, so you know that these children who call your child these things are 

hearing them from their families and the grownups surrounding them. An 

eight-year-old child won’t just call his classmate ‘Da’esh’ without hearing 

it a lot at home or on TV. The encounter of my child at school becomes 

like a mirror of the milieu in which we are existing. Of course, this doesn’t 

mean that all people think this way. My neighbors are Kurds and they are 

so kind and respectful, but politics and the propaganda machine and media 

are making a huge negative impact on people. Furthermore, whatever 

paperwork you have to deal with here, the first question asked is ‘where is 

your residency card?’ An Iraqi shouldn’t be asked for a residency card in 

his own country. When you need to a residency proof in your own 

country, this is the ultimate expression of exile. You are exiled in your 

own country. If an Arab is caught at any checkpoint without this card, it 

will be a big deal. You will be treated like someone who crossed borders 

into a foreign country without a passport. [He started tearing up and 

choking] 

Mohammed: 

No moments remind you of how exiled and alienated you’re in your own 

country like when you go to renew your residency card here in Iraqi 

Kurdistan. That moment is exactly the moment you are reminded of your 

positionality here. Simple as that…Home is the way you long for all the 

things you love, like you long for your mother. Your mother is home, 

wherever she is, it seems to me. It could be that if you can’t be home but if 

you have your mother next to you in exile, then that can in some ways still 

make it up for you. 
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Omer: 

The definition of ‘home’ for me has become quite cynical and bitter. It is 

this: it is that I have two houses that I wanted to be my homes, but I can’t 

live in either. I have one house in Baghdad and one in Anbar, but I live 

displaced in a rented place here in Erbil. I have two homes, but I am 

homeless because of sectarianism and violence. Oh, and there is one more 

huge irony in my story that you must mention: since all my IDs are 

originally from Baghdad because I was a resident of that city for most of 

my life, and since I escaped it under threat of sectarianism, Baghdad has 

refused to grant me a single dinar from the money they allocate for 

displaced people. The reason they cite for denying me that is that I am 

from Baghdad, and so I don’t qualify for the displaced people’s support… 

Sadiq: 

Home is a lost dream that I will never be able to retrieve. Exile is what is 

left after that loss. It is like being boxed in an elevator for the rest of your 

life with people you may or may not like, but you have no choice until that 

elevator stops and you’re set free—which is when you die… Furthermore, 

I am more certain than ever at this point that ‘home’ is definitely not a flag 

for which we have to fight and die. The flag—any flag—is appointed by 

the hunter. I find that all flags do not represent a nation. What represents 

any nation is the untold stories, the silenced stories of its people. The 

louder we become about flags and such rhetoric, the weaker and less 

secure we’re in our supposed homes. The truth is very simple, and it is 

this: a mother on the last minute of her life on her deathbed tells her son 

‘be careful, son, when you sleep cover yourself and protect yourself from 

cold,’ this is the ultimate truth of what home is. The homeland is the time 

when you truly feel that you don’t have to talk about a lot of things, 

because they are already granted to you as a human—it is all those things 

that go without saying… 

** 

It was a beautiful spring day in April of 2016. The rain from the last night had just 

washed the streets of Erbil to give the green grass and the wild flowers covering the 

fields, the two sides of the streets, and in between the houses, yet another boost for their 

short lives. It won’t be long before summer’s unforgiving heat will come to dry 
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everything for the next few months until the first rainfall that usually comes sometime 

between October and November. As a child, I still remember the smell of the first rainfall 

after summer’s dry months. That encounter between Iraq’s dry lands and the first rainfall 

in autumn remains my most favorite perfume in the world. I can’t believe I was in the car 

on my way to the airport. I am leaving Iraq already. My sister and brother-in-law were 

driving me to the airport.  

The radio was on with a contemporary version of a folklore song in Kurmanci 

Kurdish “Ha Gulê” with the voice of the Iraqi Kurd singer, Zakaria, singing “diwerin 

gula biçînin” [come, let’s plant flowers]. It occurred to me how most of the folklore 

songs in Arabic, Kurdish, Aramaic, Turkmen, Persian, and Turkish have flowers as a 

recurring theme. If it is accurate to say that our folklore reflects our long history and rich 

culture, then it follows that these languages and cultures have often cared about planting 

and sharing flowers. I remembered hearing that version of Zakaria’s song for the first 

time when I was an undergraduate at the University of Baghdad. I danced to it for the 

first time in an Assyrian Christian wedding I was invited to by a dear friend in Baghdad 

in May 2002. That night my friend and I danced like crazy. Despite being too upbeat for 

my taste, I have always loved dancing to this song. Its melancholy yet upbeat melody 

always convinces me to move my body. Even if I listen to it after having the worst day 

possible, this song would simply turn me into a dancing Greek Zorba. At that moment, 

Zakaria’s words seemed at once ironic and painful, “come, let’s plant flowers”? I wished 

if everyone would take these words seriously. We need to plant fields of flowers not 

mines for each other. Yes, this was my only and final wish to add to the list of my 
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interlocutors as I was leaving Iraq. I wish I could convince all Iraqis from all their 

different backgrounds to plant flowers.  

Here I was again on a plane. Here I was again up in the air landing just for short 

periods of time on transits to connect from one flight to another, to fly from one continent 

to another. Here I had just left Iraq, the home that I am no longer sure is a home anymore. 

Here I was once again heading to exile. And just as returning to Iraq after ten years in 

exile made me feel as though I was back inside my mother’s womb, leaving it felt like a 

rebirth of some sort into this harsh world. Perhaps this explains why, during my flight on 

the way back to the U.S. I kept thinking about Charles Baudelaire who wrote: “As a small 

child, I felt in my heart two contradictory feelings, the horror of life and the ecstasy of 

life.” I was excited about how much I have learned, changed, and grown throughout this 

research at human, scholarly, and spiritual levels. Yet, I was horrified about what is 

coming. I was horrified that I had to turn all these stories, experiences, images, and 

moments into one dissertation that will do justice to all interlocutors. I was horrified 

about how I would ever put the first line on the paper to tell this story, let alone finish 

telling it. I confess that I hate finishing stories. Stories should never end. The dissertation 

is over, but the battle for a better life and a better world is not. The dissertation is over, 

but I hope that the stories of my interlocutors will start a new dialogue, a new language, 

and a new way of looking at things. I hope this work will make many other works 

possible. So, now that this dissertation is finished, I hope that its life shall begin. 
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1963[1959] Fī sabīl Al-Baʻth [on the Way of Resurrection]   
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