
What is the relationship between state power and historical memory? What
can we learn about nation building and the ability of states to elicit the con-
sent of the governed from the study of this relationship? Although many
Arab societies trace their origins to ancient civilizations, they are ruled by
states created relatively recently, often by colonial powers. In this context,
historical memory becomes an important tool for political elites to enhance
their legitimacy and control. As Saddam Husayn’s quote above indicates, a
state can more easily impose its rule if it can convince the populace, espe-
cially impressionable youth, to subscribe to its vision of society. A state’s
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1 Introduction

Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as 
they please; they do not make it under circumstances chosen by
themselves, but under circumstances directly found, given and
transmitted from the past. The tradition of all dead generations
weighs like a nightmare on the brain of the living. And just when
they seem engaged in revolutionising themselves and things, in
creating something entirely new, precisely in such epochs of
revolutionary crisis they anxiously conjure up the spirits of the
past to their service and borrow from their names, battle slogans
and costumes in order to present the new scene of world history 
in this time-honoured disguise and this borrowed language.

karl marx, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte

What impels us to tamper with the past? . . . We alter the past 
to become part of it as well as to make it our own. . . . Most of all,
we alter the past to “improve” it—exaggerating aspects we find
successful, virtuous, or beautiful, celebrating what we take pride 
in, playing down the ignoble, the ugly, the shameful.

richard lowenthal, The Past is a Foreign Country

Nothing is more important for the future of Iraq than a
clearheaded understanding of its past.

kanan makiya, Cruelty and Silence:
War, Tyranny, Uprising, and the Arab World

Naksib al-shabab, naksib al-mustaqbal. (If we can capture Iraqi
youth, then we can capture the future.) saddam husayn
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ability to achieve consensus on its view of the past facilitates the establish-
ment of a set of foundational myths that is critical to the sense of collective
identity that all nation-states must possess. If a modern state is seen as em-
bodying the past, and especially as carrying on the legacy of a golden age, it
will enjoy much greater latitude in implementing its goals. In short, public
memory can become an effective tool in the state’s arsenal of social control.
Conversely, a state that ignores historical memory, especially during periods
of rapid social change, does so at its own peril.

This study examines the processes of nation building and state formation
in modern Iraq, processes that are ongoing and incomplete because Iraqis
have yet to agree upon a commonly accepted model of political community.
In the course of nation building, two competing models of political commu-
nity, one Iraqist and one Pan-Arab, have struggled to become hegemonic.
This study argues that the inability of Iraqis to construct a viable model of
political community explains to a large degree the country’s political and so-
cial instability. The absence of a commonly accepted model of political com-
munity is related to the problem of collective identity and foundational
myths. Is Iraq’s collective identity based on Arabism and being part of a
larger Pan-Arab state? Or is Iraq’s Arab heritage only a part—albeit a very
significant part—of the multiple cultural traditions of a nation-state whose
identity is based upon a cultural pluralism that valorizes the country’s eth-
nic diversity?

Following the Italian theorist Antonio Gramsci, the concept of hege-
mony is understood as the attempt of political elites to generalize their in-
terests to the populace at large. Hegemony involves not only an effort to
elicit the consent of subaltern groups through encouraging them to inter-
nalize the ruling elite’s norms and values, but also an effort to generate a set
of foundational myths that define and institutionalize a particular national-
ist imaginary. For Gramsci, hegemony is not synonymous with ideology.
Hegemony is achieved when large segments of the populace not only agree
upon particular understandings of political community and societal orga-
nization, but also accept these understandings as commonsensical or the
natural order of things. Hegemony involves acceptance of a comprehensive
worldview linked to the state, encompassing philosophy, morality, and
ethics as well. For Gramsci, hegemony involves not only domination but
also “intellectual and moral leadership.”1

The goal of hegemony is not only to manipulate the populace into think-
ing in prescribed ways, but also to place boundaries on its thought processes,
thereby minimizing counterhegemonic ideologies. In striving to achieve
hegemony, the state employs “organic intellectuals” to promote a world-
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view designed to delegitimate and marginalize alternative and competing
political frameworks by stigmatizing their core assumptions. Reacting to
the successful appeals to popular sentiment by the Roman Catholic Church,
and nationalist ideologies of the right such as fascism, Gramsci recognized
the importance of affect in political struggle and the need to go beyond ra-
tionalist appeals to meet society’s emotional needs. For Gramsci, hegemony
is promoted not only through formal institutions of the state, but also
through the agencies of civil society such as the church and educational in-
stitutions, which frequently transmit core ideas of the past. Clearly, histori-
cal memory is intrinsic to any attempt to achieve hegemony.

Reflecting the influence of Max Weber, most studies of nation building
have focused on the state’s repressive apparatus, and particularly on its con-
trol of the use of force.2 This study is less concerned with the institutions of
overt repression under authoritarian regimes than with the state’s efforts to
use culture and mass psychology to elicit consent. Only when citizens have
internalized both fear of a regime and a level of self-discipline that results in
obedience to its dictates can that regime hope to exercise meaningful control
over society. In Iraq, the state’s manipulation of culture by controlling his-
torical memory represents the state’s attempt to skew the balance between
external repression and self-imposed compliance in favor of the latter.

Historical memory has its own memory. We need to examine the pro-
cesses whereby an increased interest in the past became a key component of
nationalist political discourse, why historical memory assumed specific
forms at particular points in the Iraqi nation-state’s constitution, and why
some political forces exploited it while others tended to ignore it. The
Ba^thist regime that seized power in 1968 did not initiate the reexamination
of the past, nor was it the first to attempt to mobilize historical memory to
elicit consent.3 Rather, the post-1968 Ba^thist regime, which I call the Takriti
Ba^th because its cadres were largely recruited from the area around Sad-
dam’s hometown of Takrit, attempted to appropriate the process of reinter-
preting the past begun by the ^Abd al-Karim Qasim regime (1958–63) and
to negate that effort. The Ba^thist regime politicized historical memory far
more than any prior regime, using its access to massive oil revenues during
the 1970s and early 1980s to engage in the rewriting of history on a scale
never seen before in Iraq or anywhere else in the Arab world.

The “imagined community” fashioned by the Takriti Ba^th entailed
greater reliance on a historical imaginary than on an ideological formula-
tion of the contours of the contemporary nation-state. This imaginary,
which has always focused on an Arab Golden Age situated in the ^Abbasid
Empire (750–1258 c.e.), is intended not only to suggest parallels between
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past greatness and the greatness that Iraq will supposedly achieve under
Ba^thist rule, but also to promote distrust among Iraq’s main ethnic groups.
One strategy to accomplish the latter is to argue implicitly that the al-
shu^ubiyun, the Arabized Persian Shi^a who formed the core of the ^Abbasid
bureaucracy, worked to undermine the empire from within, ultimately
causing its downfall. The regime’s message to Iraq’s Sunni Arab minority
was that the Shi^a, who were untrustworthy and duplicitous under the ^Ab-
basids, were suspect in the modern era as well. The state’s message to the
Shi^a was that only by renouncing their cultural heritage could they enjoy
benefits distributed by the state. Indeed, only Shi^is who made such a re-
nunciation and subscribed to Pan-Arabism achieved any political promi-
nence under the Ba^th.

“Historical memory” may be defined as the collective understandings
that a specific group shares about events in the past that it perceives to have
shaped its current economic, social, cultural, and political status and
identity.4 Although “collective memory” and “social memory” have been
used in place of “historical memory,” the former evokes Jungian ideas of a
collective consciousness that do not inform this study, while the latter does
not convey the historical depth that the Ba^thist state sought to convey in its
political uses of the past. Despite commemorating relatively recent events,
such as the May 1941 Movement, the 1948 Arab-Israeli War, and its own
July 15–30, 1968, “Revolution,” the Ba^thist state focused primarily on the
premodern era, especially the ^Abbasid Empire, ancient Mesopotamia, and
Arab society during the al-Jahiliya or pre-Islamic period.

Another reason that historical memory cannot be subsumed under the
notion of either collective or social memory is because, as an integral compo-
nent of any hegemonic project, it must be understood politically. Although,
as Richard Lowenthal notes, memory is everywhere, there is still a need to
differentiate analytically between different forms of memory. I distinguish
between a socially defined historical memory that represents society’s un-
derstandings of the past and that develops outside the state—usually more
self-consciously articulated during periods of rapid social change—and an
analytically different form of memory that is used by hegemonic or coun-
terhegemonic elites.This latter form of historical memory, which I call politi-
cized or politically inscribed historical memory, is conceptually different
from socially defined historical memory, which, although it often contains
embedded political meanings, does not necessarily serve political ends. Politi-
cized historical memory is much more instrumental than socially defined
historical memory and is mobilized by both states and oppositional forces in
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their efforts to impose ideological hegemony and influence the distribution
of power in society.5

Politically inscribed historical memory has been theorized within the
context of state-sponsored commemorations of the past. Studies of com-
memoration have, for the most part, viewed such events as part of an effort
to shape and solidify national collective identities rather than attempts by
states to enhance their power at the expense of certain societal groups. The
emphasis on commemoration, while critical to any study of politically in-
scribed historical memory, cannot adequately conceptualize much of the
Ba^th Party’s efforts to attack its enemies through subtle forms of manipu-
lating historical memory, such as embedding coded political messages in se-
lected historical narratives and folkloric publications.

State-sponsored historical memory differs from social memory in an-
other crucial way. Frequently, the transgression of state-defined memory
results in sanctions for citizens who refuse to toe the official line. Although
sanctions may also be imposed on those who deny social memory, or those
who fail to valorize a group’s historical self-conception, these sanctions,
such as the ostracism of the guilty party, differ dramatically from the im-
prisonment, exile, or even execution that awaits those whose conception of
the past challenges that of the state.6 The state possesses not only the insti-
tutionalized means for promoting particular understandings of the past, but
also the legally sanctioned means for punishing those who disagree with its
views.

Politicized historical memory can be conceptualized in terms of content,
audience, and goals. Politically inscribed historical memory will resonate
with a wider audience if it addresses the material realities of a society and
tries to engage the tensions or contradictions that those realities embody. In
Iraq, these contradictions are based on two fundamental cleavages. One is
the persistence of a set of sharply drawn political cleavages based on ethnic
and social class differentiation that reflect deeper unresolved issues of cul-
tural pluralism and social equity. The other issue is the Iraqi populace’s de-
sire for social and political stability after a long period of rapid and disrup-
tive social and cultural change that began during the late nineteenth
century, and their desire for the resolution of the political instability that
has plagued the nation-state since the 1920s.

Intellectuals play a critical role in the production of state-sponsored his-
torical memory, either through their own cultural production or through
the codification in politically desirable ways of extant cultural production.
Ruling elites or political groups always emphasize a reading of history that
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demonstrates their cultural and national “authenticity.” Political elites claim
that they embody cultural continuity by asserting an isomorphism between
their own norms, values, and traditions and those of a prior Golden Age dur-
ing which society purportedly reached its apogee. For nationalist forces, a
concern with historical memory often reflects a reaction to discontinuity or
rupture. Here political elites use historical memory to portray themselves as
reestablishing society’s links to a glorious past that have been ruptured by
“reactionary” and culturally inauthentic forces such as corrupt domestic
elites, colonialists, and unpatriotic minorities.

State-sponsored history writing and cultural production complement the
state’s use of violence in many important ways. Through the content of
politicized historical memory, dominant elites seek to privilege those groups
that support them while marginalizing those considered actual or potential
opponents. This process of marginalization can assume at least three forms.
First, the state attempts to stigmatize the historical experiences of those
groups it finds threatening by explicitly or implicitly arguing that they con-
tradict the authentic traditions of the nation-state and its “historical mis-
sion.” Second, the state can ostensibly valorize the cultural heritage of
groups it seeks to marginalize while simultaneously arguing that their tra-
ditions, such as forms of dress or religious practices, are at variance with
modernity and hence should not be a part of daily life but rather confined to
specific holidays or festivals or placed on display in museums.7 Third, the
state can also attempt to eliminate knowledge of historical events that it
finds subversive by excluding references to them in public documents or
oral pronouncements by government officials. All of these policies seek to
undermine the ability of subaltern groups to think in counterhegemonic
ways that might contest the state’s concept of political community and the
underlying interests subsumed therein.

In authoritarian states, political elites use state-sponsored historical
memory to foster feelings of paranoia, xenophobia, and distrust. In Iraq, the
Ba^th Party promoted these feelings through a transhistorical model of so-
ciety that portrayed Iraq as continuously victimized throughout its history
by internal and external conspiracies. This perspective serves multiple pur-
poses. First, by blaming Iraq’s internal and external enemies, who are pur-
portedly envious of the country’s great civilizational heritage and covet
dominance of the country, the state is absolved of responsibility for society’s
ills. Second, by promoting notions of conspiracy and victimization, the state
seeks to reduce Iraqis’ incentive to develop an understanding of other soci-
eties’ cultural experiences and traditions. Paranoia, xenophobia, distrust,
and feelings of victimization not only undermine cross-cultural contact, but
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they also help to atomize a nation-state’s citizenry. Privileged groups have
little incentive to interact with stigmatized groups because such groups are
viewed as having nothing “modern” or “progressive” to contribute to soci-
ety, and because associating with them can draw the state’s opprobrium.
This process of marginalization thus promotes society’s atomization, as
different ethnic groups view one other with mistrust and the populace is en-
couraged to be constantly vigilant for “traitors.”

Politicized historical memory is intended to promote the cohesion of the
political elite. Politically inscribed historical memory becomes part of a
strategy to promote a corporatist identity that unites elites and their sup-
porters along vertical rather than horizontal lines. The intent is likewise to
reduce the possibility that the elite’s supporters will be mobilized by oppo-
sitional forces. Although ideology often functions as the central mechanism
in promoting corporatist solidarity, ideological pronouncements will tend to
be more effective in societies that are ethnically homogeneous. Because ide-
ology is invariably overt and Manichaean in its delineation of good and evil,
patriots and enemies, its messages can be counterproductive when an elite
striving for hegemony is drawn from an ethnic minority and the boundary
that separates privileged from marginalized groups in a society correlates
with ethnic cleavages. In Iraq, where the Sunni Arab minority has domi-
nated the state, historical memory became a more effective means for the
Ba^th to promote group solidarity because it relied on subtle messages em-
bedded in historical and historical-cultural narratives that were designed to
avoid attacking directly and hence alienating hostile or potentially hostile
ethnic groups such as the Shi^a and the Kurds.8

The Ba^thist state’s efforts to rewrite the past were directed first and fore-
most at the regime’s power base, which consisted of a loose alliance of tribal
groupings located in the so-called Sunni Arab triangle that extends north of
Baghdad to Ramadi and Mosul. Here historical memory reinforced the
Ba^th Party’s vague and ill-defined ideology. Pan-Arabism, the core of
Ba^thist ideology (although after the 1970s no longer as central as when the
Takriti Ba^th seized power in 1968), depends upon on a particular form of
historical memory rooted in an Arab Golden Age tied to the Baghdad-based
^Abbasid Empire. Ideologically, Pan-Arabism offers the Sunni Arab minor-
ity the possibility of majority status in a unitary Pan-Arab nation (al-watan
al-^Arabi), which is especially attractive to those who still adhere to tribal
identities and who have dominated the state apparatus.

Historical memory provided the elite’s social base with not only a sense
of corporate identity, but also the cues necessary for upward mobility in the
political and socioeconomic hierarchy of Ba^thist society. As fashioned by
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the Ba^th, historical memory promoted an insular and xenophobic under-
standing of political community. It is not important whether Ba^thists, or
candidates for party membership, actually believed the historical narratives
of state-sponsored texts. Acceptance of these narratives, and the values they
promote, constituted symbolic support for the Ba^thist worldview and rejec-
tion of a political community based on political participation and cultural
pluralism. If the state could convince its supporters that it constantly faced
conspiracies intended to undermine it, then all must remain constantly vig-
ilant and united against ever-present enemies. Here historical memory re-
inforced a siegelike mentality that fostered elite cohesion while legitimating
the Ba^thist regime’s extensive security apparatus used to suppress real and
imagined enemies. For both the elite’s inner circle and the party’s mass base,
the manner in which state intellectuals conceived of the past provided a set
of indirect cues that helped define how they should view contemporary so-
ciety.

Historical memory served the state in its interactions with subaltern
groups and commercial or religious elites outside the state in several ways.
The responses of these groups to the state’s messages may not have been as
positive as the responses of the privileged elite. However, subaltern groups,
if they were politically savvy, studied these messages to ascertain what not
to say about the past to avoid antagonizing those who controlled the state.
Further, when non-elite members of society sought privileges such as posi-
tions in the state bureaucracy, public entitlements, or state contracts, they
often made an attempt to accept particular “memories of state,” at least par-
tially, as a means of ingratiating themselves with bureaucrats and powerful
political actors. Here state-sponsored understandings of the past informed
Iraqis outside the corridors of power how they needed to conceptualize Iraqi
history and cultural heritage in order to navigate the pathways of everyday
life.

State-sponsored understandings of the past were also designed to under-
mine subaltern groups’ ability to develop a viable civil society and inclu-
sionary political community. By questioning the loyalty of the non-Sunni
Arab population, especially the Shi^a, the Ba^thist view of the past under-
mined trust between Iraq’s different ethnic groups. Although pre-1958 his-
torical narratives were said to have been dominated by a colonially inspired
“divide and conquer” mentality, Ba^thist historiography fostered the very
mistrust and hostility among ethnic groups of which it accused “reactionary
elements.”

State-sponsored historical memory was directed at other Arab states and
hence intended to serve the Ba^thist regime’s regional objectives. No Arab
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state promoted the fiction of Pan-Arab unity as stridently as Ba^thist Iraq,
which portrayed Iraq as a region (qutr) of a larger Arab nation. Linking Pan-
Arabism to the history of the ^Abbasid Empire has always provided a cover
for various Iraqi regimes in their desire to assert a central role in inter-Arab
politics. The history of Iraq, the longest-lasting Arab empire and a nation
with an extraordinarily rich cultural heritage, provides it with a strong ca-
chet for assuming the role of primus inter pares among its fellow Arab
states. Further, the Ba^th’s emphasis on its Mesopotamian heritage, re-
flected, for example, in efforts to resurrect ancient Babylon and in its nam-
ing an elite Special Republican Guard armored unit the Hammurabi
Brigade, complemented rather than countered its Pan-Arab emphasis, as
some observers have argued.9 As the country with the world’s oldest civi-
lizational heritage, Iraq has the greatest historical and cultural traditions of
any Arab state, except perhaps Egypt. Because the Ba^th argued that the an-
cient Mesopotamians were, in fact, Semitic peoples, from the Ba^th perspec-
tive there was no necessary ethnic contradiction between Iraq’s Islamic and
pre-Islamic civilizations.10

In a democratic society in which historical memory is designed to pro-
mote cultural inclusion and participatory politics, the state’s interpretation
of the past need not involve denigrating other nation-states to strengthen
its rule. However, where authoritarian rule prevails, historical memory is
invariably manipulated to vilify nation-states perceived as threatening and
to sharpen the cultural boundaries between the domestic populace and the
“Other” for purposes of social control. Encouraging an inward-looking cul-
ture and view of the past denies the need for cross-cultural borrowing and
synthesis. The vilification of Iran, Israel, and, until the late 1990s, Syria,
which the Ba^th Party considered Iraq’s main external enemies, is an ex-
ample of the manner in which foreign “Others” were used in the service of
domestic politics.11 Iran became a metaphor for disloyal Shi^is and minori-
ties, Israel a metaphor for the continuous efforts of Western imperialism to
thwart Iraq’s regional leadership role, and Syria a metaphor for treasonous
forces working to subvert the Arabs’ “historical destiny” of creating a Pan-
Arab state.12

The impact of historical memory is often difficult to demarcate clearly in
causal terms. First, understandings of the past are often neither linear nor
discrete in the perceiver’s mind.13 Because memory can be very fluid, an in-
dividual or group may perceive a particular historical event in a disjointed
rather than structured and temporally sequential manner and conflate one
event with another. Second, the ability to internalize state-sponsored his-
torical memory requires a certain level of literacy and formal education. Al-



10 / Introduction

though television and other forms of visual imagery can partially transcend
illiteracy in communicating political messages, a message’s ability to acquire
meaning requires the recipient to have at least some familiarity with the
historical event in question, usually through reading texts. Even visual im-
agery that relates to the past requires the same minimal level of familiar-
ity.14 Thus, state-sponsored historical memory is most directly experienced
by the educated classes.

The impact of historical memory will depend on the extent to which tar-
get audiences accept the state’s political and cultural hierarchizing of society.
If that memory deviates significantly from the structural realities of society,
it will fail to resonate with large segments of the populace. Ba^thist histori-
cal memory was most attractive to intellectuals and members of the lower
middle classes who originated in the so-called Sunni Arab triangle because
it provided justification for an existing configuration of political power and
distribution of wealth and privilege that favored Iraq’s Sunni Arab minor-
ity. Conversely, forms of historical memory that privileged the ruling Ba^th
Party’s social base offered little to those who support Iraqist nationalism and
whose understandings of the past stress a culturally inclusive and politically
participatory society.

Rather than the result of linear processes of cause and effect, politically
inscribed historical memory represents a domain of struggle in which polit-
ical coalitions conduct their respective “wars of position” as they attempt to
achieve hegemony.Although historical memory cannot be reduced, in some
positivist sense, to a set of “independent” and “dependent” variables, it can
assume causal properties. For example, historical memory helped legitimate
existing hierarchies of power by providing justifications for the continued
domination of the Iraqi state by a tribally based minority of the Sunni Arab
community through invalidating the history and culture of non-elite
groups. Alternatively, historical memory has been mobilized by counter-
hegemonic forces that envision the sharing of power by all groups in soci-
ety. In the former model, historical memory undermines interethnic contact
and understanding by fostering suspicion of one ethnic group by another.
The Ba^thist state was the beneficiary of this distrust. In the latter model,
historical memory promotes interethnic solidarity. Clearly, historical mem-
ory must be viewed dialectically. For every memory promoted by the state
there will be a countermemory—frequently masked by subaltern groups in
their own coded historical texts or oral discourse—that challenges the
state’s interpretation of the past.

The state’s uses of historical memory provide an indicator of struggle
and change. First, it highlights the state’s vulnerability by pointing to those
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social and political forces that it finds threatening. In authoritarian societies
in which political decision making is shrouded in secrecy, studying the
state’s efforts to restructure historical memory provides a window through
which to gain insights into its internal political struggles. A careful exami-
nation of the state’s attempts to suppress those aspects of the past that chal-
lenge its political agenda and privilege those that support it helps us grasp
the contours of the struggle over defining political community and the cen-
tral issues of who is considered a worthy citizen, whose cultural norms are
seen as contributing to society’s ends, and who should be politically and so-
cially privileged as a result.

Studying the state’s efforts to control historical memory helps identify
those groups that oppose the state. Not even the most authoritarian state
has been able to impose its ideological vision on the populace as a whole.
Paraphrasing Gramsci, memory implies countermemory. To identify what
the state seeks to repress likewise indicates the counterhegemonic policies
and values that those forces that oppose the state would foreground and le-
gitimate in the public eye. Many Iraqi intellectuals have attempted to sub-
vert the state’s efforts to appropriate their services to develop officially sanc-
tioned understandings of the past. Thus studying the struggle over
historical memory reveals not only broad indicators of political conflict, but
also more narrowly defined indicators of how at least some intellectuals
strive to maintain a modicum of professional integrity under repressive po-
litical conditions. Studying how intellectuals subvert the state’s goals by in-
corporating multiple levels of meanings into their texts can provide impor-
tant microanalytic insights into processes of political struggle that
complement the macroanalytic understandings gained from studying the
state’s overall program for restructuring the past.

One reason for focusing on historical memory and collective identity is
to better understand why Iraq, unlike any other Arab country, has had such
a turbulent experience of modern nation building and state formation. Since
its founding in 1921, the nation-state has been plagued by political instabil-
ity and violence, including, in 1936, the Arab world’s first military coup. Al-
though human rights abuses existed under the monarchy and, to a limited
degree, the first postmonarchy regime of Brigadier ^Abd al-Karim Qasim,
these pale in significance with the savagery of the Ba^thist regime under
Saddam Husayn al-Takriti. The extensive state security apparatus policy of
arbitrary arrests and widespread use of torture and execution led to Iraq’s
characterization as a “republic of fear.”15 Having held power from 1968 until
2003, Saddam was not only Iraq’s longest ruling head of state, but the
longest ruling Arab leader as well.
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Although the repression experienced in everyday life under the Takriti
Ba^th suggested a rigidity and fixity in Iraqi politics, a rich and diverse cul-
tural life prior to Ba^thist rule belied the regime’s authoritarian and exclu-
sionist practices while suggesting the need to reexamine many of the as-
sumptions about nation building in modern Iraq. A systematic historical
perspective suggests that Ba^thist brutality does not reflect some fundamen-
tal or primordial quality of the Iraqi body politic. Rather than the “natural”
condition of a polity plagued by a lack of collective identity, political insta-
bility, and a tendency toward violence, Ba^thist rule was the result of a par-
ticular conjuncture of historical events whose roots can be traced to the late
nineteenth century. Having seized power in 1968 by manipulating a power
vacuum and political crisis caused by the June 1967 Arab-Israeli War, the
Ba^th failed to fulfill any of its promises, which ultimately led to its demise.

Clearly, nation building, authoritarian rule, and the state’s promotion of
particular forms of historical memory are interdependent. Authoritarian
rule is both a cause and effect of the particular lineages of Iraq’s turbulent
process of nation building. It is a consequence of the inability of Iraq’s eth-
nic groups to transcend a particular historical configuration of power in
which sectors of the Sunni Arab minority have dominated the state and
have been unwilling to share political power, particularly with the country’s
Shi^i majority. Political repression is meant to prevent the issues of political
participation and definition of political community from being placed on the
nation’s political agenda. Historically, the lack of trust among Iraq’s ethnic
groups has been due in large measure to a dearth of institutions, economic,
political, and cultural, through which these groups could develop meaning-
ful social intercourse. Ottoman and British exploitation of ethnic divisions
only exacerbated this lack of trust, further undermining the development of
any shared sense of collective identity and political community.

Authoritarianism is not just an outcome of the nation-building process,
but also one of its causes. Under the Hashimite Monarchy, and especially
under the 1963 and post-1968 Ba^thist regimes, authoritarian rule seriously
undermined if not destroyed the institutions of civil society by atomizing
the nation’s populace and forcing associational activity underground or,
more recently, to reconstitute itself beyond Iraq’s boundaries. Authoritari-
anism was most sharply highlighted by the Ba^thist state’s violence against
its own citizenry, the decisions to attack Iran in 1980 and to seize Kuwait ten
years later, and the “cultural violence” directed against ethnic groups whose
heritage it has sought to extirpate from the historical record. All of these
policies were enacted by Saddam Husayn and a small inner circle of Ba^th
Party members.
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Political instability and authoritarian rule in Iraq trace their origins to a
fundamental disagreement over the nature of political community in the
modern nation-state. Historically, two competing visions of Iraqi society de-
veloped. First, a Pan-Arab definition of Iraq arose in the wake of the
1914–18 Arab Revolt and the Ottoman Empire’s collapse following World
War I. This vision of political community dates the origins of modern Iraq
to its Semitic past, namely the Arabs of the pre-Islamic period and the ^Ab-
basid Empire. According to this vision, because the Iraqi people achieved
greatness during periods of Arab unity, then such unity is a prerequisite for
progress in the modern era. A second or Iraqist nationalist vision, associated
with opposition to the British following their 1914 invasion of Iraq and dur-
ing the June–October 1920 Revolution, looks for its foundational myths to
Iraq’s ancient civilizations as well as to its Arab heritage, but without privi-
leging the latter. Emphasizing the glory of the ancient Sumerian, Babylon-
ian, and Assyrian civilizations challenges the Pan-Arabist assertion that
Iraq is but a region (qutr) of a larger Arab nation by reducing Arabism to
one among many influences in Iraq’s historical and cultural development.
Both Sunni and Shi^i Arabs, as well as other minority groups, may partici-
pate in this particular form of historical memory.16

Throughout the twentieth century, the left has emphasized Iraq’s
Mesopotamian heritage because it is more representative of Iraq’s ethnic di-
versity, especially important to groups that have historically been excluded
from power, such as the Shi^a, Kurds, and ethnic minorities. In the modern
period, Iraqist nationalists have commemorated the inclusionary vision of
mass-based uprisings such as the 1920 Revolution, the 1931 General Strike,
the 1948 Wathba, 1952 Intifada, and the 1958 Revolution. Support for the
Pan-Arab vision has tended to come from the minority Sunni Arab com-
munity, which has viewed Iraq’s inclusion in a larger Arab nation as a means
of transforming its minority status to that of a majority given Sunni Islam’s
preponderance in the larger Arab world. Unlike Iraqist nationalists, Pan-
Arabists have tended to avoid questions of cultural diversity and often have
downplayed equity and social justice issues in favor of cultural issues.

Each conception of Iraqi political community suffers from shortcomings.
The Pan-Arabist vision of Iraq as part of a larger Sunni-dominated Arab na-
tion (al-watan al-^Arabi) has failed to recognize the right of the majority
Shi^i population and ethnic minorities to participate in national politics and
cultural discourse. Iraqist nationalists, drawn heavily from the left, fre-
quently have neglected the urban middle classes’ deeply felt need for polit-
ical stability and their desire to reestablish a sense of unity to offset the so-
cial and cultural fragmentation that occurred throughout much of the
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twentieth century. Put differently, leftist nationalists often have not been
sensitive to the social and cultural unity that Pan-Arabists feel would be
achieved through the creation of a supranational Arab state. The Pan-
Arabists’ ability to appeal to and manipulate a historical memory that has
resonated more fully with the crises of dislocation that the nationalistically
oriented middle classes experienced, combined with the left’s relative neg-
lect of this dimension of historical memory, constitutes a crucial element in
explaining how Ba^thism was ultimately able to dominate political and cul-
tural space in Iraq after 1968.

Gradually, the two competing visions of collective identity and political
community were institutionalized in political parties and organizations.
During the 1920 Revolution, the Iraqist nationalist vision was articulated by
the Guardians of Independence (Haras al-Istiqlal). Later, its proponents be-
came the National Party (al-Hizb al-Watani) and its successor organiza-
tions, the Ahali Group (Jam^iyat al-Ahali), the National Democratic Party
(al-Hizb al-Watani al-Dimuqrati), and the powerful Iraqi Communist Party
(al-Hizb al-Shuyu^i al-^Iraqi). The Iraqist vision of political community,
which emphasized the need for social justice and cultural pluralism, at-
tracted a large following, especially among the intelligentsia, secular Shi^is,
the growing working class, and marginalized ethnic groups such as the Jews.

The Pan-Arab definition of political community was fostered during the
1920s and 1930s by the National Covenant (al-^Ahd al-Watani) and Na-
tional Brotherhood (al-Ikha\ al-Watani) parties, and subsequently by quasi-
fascist organizations such as the al-Muthanna Club (Nadi al-Muthanna)
and its al-Futuwwa youth wing, and military cliques such as the Four
Colonels, which seized power and deposed the regent, ^Abd al-Ilah, in May
1941. Quickly defeated by British forces, Pan-Arabism was dealt a tempo-
rary setback as its supporters were expelled from the army and the state bu-
reaucracy. The movement reemerged after World War II in the form of the
Independence Party (Hizb al-Istiqlal) and then the Arab Socialist Ba^th
Party (Hizb al-Ba^th al-^Arabi al-Ishtiraki), which was founded in Iraq in
1952. Pan-Arabism received a tremendous boost from the 1948 debacle in
Palestine, partly because it was able to tar the supporters of the Iraqist vision
as anti-Arab and non-patriotic due to the many Jews in their ranks, now
suspected of supporting Zionism. Pan-Arabism was further strengthened
during the 1950s by President Jamal ^Abd al-Nasir’s perceived defeat of the
Tripartite Invasion of Egypt following his nationalization of the Suez Canal
in 1956 and the 1958 formation of the United Arab Republic between Egypt
and Syria.

The struggle between these two visions of collective identity and politi-
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cal community came to a head during the July 1958 Revolution and its tur-
bulent aftermath. ^Abd al-Karim Qasim’s revolutionary regime, the first
Iraqi regime systematically to attempt to fashion its own “memories of
state,” pursued a distinctly Iraqist model, much to the chagrin of many of
the Iraqi Free Officers and surrounding Arab states that had supported the
revolution. Although his inability to forge an effective alliance with his nat-
ural constituents in the Iraqi Communist Party (ICP) and the National
Democratic Party (NDP) was a critical reason for his regime’s failure, Qasim
was also hurt by failing to recognize Pan-Arabism’s symbolic meaning for
many Iraqis, especially those among the politically active middle classes. For
many urban nationalists, the attraction of Pan-Arabism was less the immi-
nent possibility of creating a Pan-Arab state than its appeal to social and cul-
tural unity that resonated strongly with a populace seeking relief from
decades of political, social, and economic instability. Iraqist nationalist mem-
bers of the ICP and NDP largely ignored historical memory, or they pro-
moted a historical memory that focused on the Soviet and Western experi-
ences, with which many Iraqis could not identify.

Not all Iraqis who supported an Iraqist nationalist collective identity ig-
nored indigenous historical memory. The group of intellectuals associated
with the state’s Directorate of Antiquities and its highly respected journal,
Sumer, founded in 1945, highlighted Iraq’s ancient civilizations and not just
its Arab-Islamic heritage. Qasim likewise drew upon symbols from ancient
Mesopotamia that became an integral part of the revolution’s iconography,
such as the sun of Isis in the Iraqi republic’s new flag. The revolutionary re-
gime’s intense focus on folklore, later copied by Saddam and the Ba^th, was
grounded in a historical memory that emphasized the continuity of
centuries-old folk traditions with which all Iraqis, especially the middle
classes, peasants, and workers, could identify. Qasim’s overthrow highlights
another variable critical to the impact of historical memory. The revolution-
ary regime’s failure to promote political institutionalization undermined its
use of historical memory as a weapon against its enemies. Despite Qasim’s
creation of the Ministry of Guidance (Wizarat al-Irshad) to promote an
Iraqist collective identity, his failure to form a broad coalition of Iraqist po-
litical forces, formed especially of the ICP, NDP, and Kurdish groups, weak-
ened the regime’s ability to counter the Pan-Arab message that attracted
ever-greater support as political and social strife spread and Qasim’s isola-
tion grew.

Its many internal contradictions notwithstanding, the Iraqi Revolution
of 1958–63 fostered the continued growth of an incipient civil society that
had begun during the interwar period and spread in earnest after 1945. This
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nascent civil society depended in part on new political parties that, unlike
the clique-based parties that supported the monarchy, rested on significant
social bases. Professional associations and their attendant clubs, in which po-
litical and civic discourse became commonplace, spread in urban areas. Large
numbers of labor unions were organized throughout Iraq after World War
II, often with help from the ICP. Intellectual associations concerned with lit-
erature and the arts flourished. Newspapers, magazines, and journals prolif-
erated and, when shut down by the authorities, they quickly reappeared
under different names. The coffeehouse, already a venerable institution, be-
came associated with specific political parties and/or intellectual tendencies
and an important venue for innovative cultural and political discourse. The
creative character of the postwar era was evident in the Free Verse Move-
ment—a profound innovation in poetry, the most original form of expres-
sion in Arab culture—and in new forms of sculpture, painting, and short
story writing. When a temporary lapse in state repression led to relatively
free parliamentary elections in 1954, Iraqist nationalists supported by mod-
erate Pan-Arabists scored impressive victories in major urban centers.

Although the first Ba^thist regime brutally suppressed this nascent civil
society in 1963, it gradually reemerged between 1964 and 1968, only to be
repressed again by the second Ba^thist regime, which placed almost all pri-
vate cultural expression under state control. Nevertheless, Ba^thist repres-
sion could not eliminate the historical memory of the pre-1963 era. It was
firmly etched in the minds of large numbers of Iraqis that associational ac-
tivity and even electoral behavior independent of state control, as well as
civil discourse and cultural pluralism, could become the defining character-
istics of political community.

Despite these factors, why should the ubiquitous use of violence that has
characterized most Iraqi regimes not constitute the main focus in under-
standing the modern nation-state’s formation? Am I arguing that focusing
on historical memory and identity politics should replace the study of
Ba^thist repression? Certainly, state-sponsored violence needs to be an inte-
gral part of any narrative of nation building in modern Iraq. Further,
Ba^thist attempts to appropriate historical memory are viewed here as a
form of “cultural violence” and hence as an extension of the state’s physical
repression. Nevertheless, a model that emphasizes historical memory and
collective identity requires its own analytic autonomy and cannot be sub-
sumed under a discourse of violence and repression. It is an axiom of politi-
cal theory that no regime can rule for long without the consent of the gov-
erned. Virtually all authoritarian states, from Hitlerian Germany to
Stalinist Russia, have conjoined a resort to violence with a strong emphasis
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on ideological persuasion. Although the Takriti Ba^thist regime’s brutality
was without parallel in the Arab world, its perception that it needed to struc-
ture Iraqi collective identity through influencing how Iraqis viewed the past
and national cultural heritage indicates that, like other authoritarian re-
gimes, it did not view physical coercion alone as an effective means of rule.
Mao’s dictum that power comes from the mouth of a gun notwithstanding,
long-term political rule requires more than force to be effective.

The Ba^thist regime’s massive human rights abuses have been eloquently
documented in many works, most notably in those by Kanan Makiya.17 Al-
though these contributions are important, one shortcoming has been the
lack of dynamism or change in their models in which politics is limited to
the intimidation and liquidation of the Ba^th’s real and perceived opponents
and the regime’s internal struggles. Even under the most oppressive re-
gimes, there is always ongoing resistance by subaltern groups, even if it does
not entail direct challenges to the regime’s prerogatives. Moving beyond
force and coercion to the struggle over history and culture reveals a con-
tested arena in which symbols, metaphors, allusions, and double entendres
belie a rich underlying debate that encompasses myriad questions concern-
ing social equity, cultural pluralism, and political participation. The charac-
terization of Iraq as a “republic of fear” did not capture the complexity of
this realm of political discourse and its numerous “hidden texts.”

Ba^thist authoritarianism forced Iraqi political discourse to assume a his-
torical dimension. Given the danger of touching on sensitive issues, writers
and artists tended to take refuge in the past to spread their message. If ac-
cused of transgressing existing political norms, they could respond that
their texts or works of art concerned the past, not the present.Thus not only
are Iraqis, and especially the educated middle classes, genuinely interested in
historical topics, but their concern with the past has also been part of a “dis-
course of hidden texts,” namely a methodology of resistance that uses the
past as a vehicle for engaging in “safe” political discourse under authoritar-
ian rule.

Hobsbawm argues that “invented tradition” entails formalization and
ritualization.18 Indeed, Iraq has established museums and created monu-
ments designed to establish an institutionalized relationship to the past.19

For example, the reconstruction of the ancient city of Babylon (for which, of
course, there are no accurate visual images, but only limited archaeological
plans) reflected a conscious effort to link the Ba^th to ancient Mesopotamia,
as indicated by the fact that Saddam’s initials were inscribed on every brick.
Numerous annual festivals and holidays commemorated historical events.
Saddam called for a self-conscious rewriting of history to overcome the
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legacy of colonial and prerevolutionary thinking on Iraqi history and na-
tional heritage (al-turath). However, state-sponsored understanding of the
past avoided such formalization and ritualization precisely because the
Ba^thist state sought to avoid calling attention to such efforts. Historical
analysis became a subtle means for attacking those groups the Ba^th viewed
as threatening in the context of a nation-state in which collective identity
and political community are sharply contested. Although the Ba^thist state
sought to forge a master historical narrative, it could not formulate this nar-
rative as directly and openly as have many other nation-states due to inter-
nal ethnic and political cleavages.

The realization that Iraq, unlike most European states, only became a
nation-state in 1921 and independent from foreign control in 1932 (others
would argue not until 1958) should temper puzzlement about why Iraq has
not yet been able to establish a stable and democratic political community.
Contrary to views in the West, Iraqis are strongly committed to the Iraqi
nation-state. The problem is not whether there should be an Iraqi nation-
state, but rather the type of political community upon which it should rest.
Once Great Britain created the Iraqi state (on which it imposed British po-
litical institutions), Iraqis were forced to address a number of critical ques-
tions. What shape would Iraq’s political community assume? What would
constitute the new state’s founding myths, and hence to what history or his-
tories would Iraqis look? How would the state’s constituent ethnic groups
relate to one another? Would patterns of privilege and domination that had
formerly characterized the Ottoman provinces that now comprised the new
Iraqi nation-state persist or be redressed in favor of traditionally marginal-
ized groups? How would Arab and Kurdish tribes, which had organized
themselves according to regional identities, function within an institution
whose raison d’être caused it to oppose local particularism?

One of the first steps by all political actors was to seek recourse to histor-
ical memory. The Hashimite Monarchy and the ex-Sharifian officers em-
phasized their role in the Arab Revolt (1914–18) against the Ottoman Turks
in the Hijaz and the Levant.The Sunni Arab political elite focused on its his-
torically dominant role in the state and hence its legitimacy through conti-
nuity and experience. The Shi^a stressed their role in protecting Iraq during
World War I through their revolt against invading British forces. In “the
production of space,” the Hashimites posited a Pan-Arab political commu-
nity as the highest achievement of which Iraq was but a subunit. Pursuing a
slightly different tack, the traditional Sunni Arab leadership likewise
stressed Arabism, but in the context of Iraq as the historical axis (mihwar)
of the larger Pan-Arab community, derived from Baghdad’s role as the ^Ab-
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basid Empire’s capital. The Shi^a sought to privilege Iraq’s Islamic character
by instituting a jihad or holy war against the alien invader based on the
premise that Great Britain’s conquest of Iraq would corrupt both its physi-
cal and moral character. For the Shi^i clergy who opposed the British, Iraq’s
political identity lay in Islam and could not be subordinated to either Ara-
bism or “Mesopotamianism.” From the founding of the modern state, his-
torical memory was sharply contested.

The greater the degree to which a populace shares a collective memory,
the less the need for the state to impose an “invented tradition” or “imag-
ined community.”20 Thus a shared collective memory represents a critical
prerequisite for effective nation building. Although a society’s collective
memory usually evolves over a lengthy period of time in a participatory
manner through communal processes of ritualization and commemoration,
such as through religion and folklore, a portion of that memory may be im-
posed or altered by the state. As a result, the populace may arrive at shared
understandings of the past in an organic manner through processes that
synthesize a variety of “subnational memories” drawn from specific ethnic
communities and regions, or the state may try to use its resources to impose
a certain mode of thinking on the populace. In most nation-states, both
these processes operate in an interactive fashion.

Once a political elite decides to use the state to alter or add to a nation’s
historical memory, the intelligentsia’s political significance increases be-
cause it assumes the role of transmitting the new understandings to the so-
ciety at large. However, we need to be careful that this formulation does not
become mechanistic and oversimplified. Nationalist thinking that precedes
the formation of modern nation-states has invariably entailed a reexamina-
tion of existing descriptions and interpretations of the past by the national-
ists themselves. The social change that accompanies nationalism stimulates
a questioning of prevailing assumptions about the bonds that tie groups to-
gether, or what anthropologists call the “taken-for grantedness” of reality.
Where colonial powers formerly ruled, there is always a call to “purify” the
historical record that nationalists view as having been distorted by colonial-
ism, often in collaboration with discredited landowning and mercantile
elites. Intellectuals will only be effective in transmitting new understand-
ings of the past if these understandings resonate with existing patterns of
thought. It is therefore problematic to view the role of intellectuals as “in-
jecting” de novo historical consciousness into the populace at large. Instead,
their efforts should be viewed syncretically, as through them the state at-
tempts to graft its own interpretations of the past onto changing patterns of
historical consciousness.
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Historical memory assumes added significance where there is a sharp
disjuncture between a society’s longevity and the recent establishment of
the state. Iraq represents a quintessential example of the formulation “old
societies and new states.”21 Mesopotamia, or the Fertile Crescent, possesses
an extraordinarily rich historical past. The modern nation-state, on the
other hand, was created only in 1921.The story of how the British combined
the three former Ottoman provinces of Mosul (al-Mawsal), Baghdad, and
Basra into a new state known as Iraq while carving Kuwait as a separate en-
tity from the province (vilayet) of Basra is well known.22 Although the three
regions that formed the modern nation-state shared certain commonalities,
they also had developed along different economic, political, and cultural tra-
jectories. The Kurds in the northeast had, prior to World War I, possessed a
relatively autarkic economy due to a rugged geography that limited their
contact with the Arabic-speaking populations to the south. The Shi^a, espe-
cially those of the holy cities of al-Najaf and Karbala\ in south-central Iraq,
maintained close economic and cultural contacts with their confessional
compatriots in neighboring Iran to the east and with the Persian Gulf to the
south. The Sunni Arab population in the central and north-central areas be-
tween Baghdad and Mosul looked to the Levant and the larger Arab world
for economic, political, and cultural sustenance. The Ottoman policy of fa-
voring Arab Sunnis for state offices, combined with the tribal organization
of all three communities, exacerbated these cleavages.

The working class’s growth, the spread of urban bidonvilles, and the ex-
pansion of the white-collar middle class not only caused new forms of pro-
duction and changes in class structure, but it also disrupted cultural norms
and structures of meaning associated with traditional (village/tribal) soci-
ety. Patterns of regional collective memory also were disrupted as Iraq’s
three ethnic groups interacted with one another in urban settings. For many
urban, educated Iraqis, ethnic differentiation was part of the colonial policy
of “divide and conquer.”23 The past increasingly was called upon to provide
examples of social and cultural unity that would counter colonialism’s frag-
mentary impact. For the British, the monarchy, and the traditional leader-
ship of Iraq’s three major ethnic groups, ethnic consciousness became a ve-
hicle for reinforcing vertical ties of social solidarity that were challenged by
the horizontal ties promoted by radical Iraqist nationalists, especially com-
munists. History, or what Iraqis more often referred to as “heritage” (al-
turath), became a contested domain as different ethnic groups and political
tendencies sought to deploy the past to serve their own ends. Historical
memory increasingly became politicized and “nationalized,” that is, viewed
in terms of its relationship to the nation-state as a whole rather than as the
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purview of specific groups or regions. The creation of a national economy,
one of the main forces behind these developments, was paralleled by the rise
not only of nationalism, but also of a consciously articulated Iraqi, rather
than ethnic, culture. At the same time, historical memory became “ethni-
cized” and “tribalized” as elites within the three ethnic groups, especially
the Sunni Arab elite linked to the Iraqi state, sought to use historical mem-
ory to benefit their own specific ethnic group or tribal clan. The traditional
Sunni Arab leadership that supported Pan-Arabism fostered a parochial and
chauvinistic historical memory to prevent cross-ethnic solidarity from
threatening its historical prerogatives.

Despite efforts to impose a hegemonic understanding of political com-
munity, neither the modern Iraqi state, nor most postcolonial states, have
ever achieved hegemony in the Gramscian sense of the term. Clearly, large
segments of Iraqi society have not identified their interests with those of the
state. The legitimacy of the regimes that have controlled the state has been
questioned, if not rejected, by large sections of the Iraqi populace, either
along ethnic lines (Shi^is and Kurds), along social class lines (working class,
peasantry, and the Iraqi Communist Party), or along lines emphasizing lib-
eral politics and human rights (the National Democratic Party, the Indepen-
dence Party, and, during the 1990s and prior to the March–April 2003 war,
by the Iraqi democratic opposition and Charter 91).

In elucidating the relationship between nation building, historical mem-
ory, and authoritarianism in modern Iraq, the concept of hegemony is nev-
ertheless important. Frequently, hegemony is formulated as a “top-down”
process along the lines of Massimo d’Azeglio’s famous statement, “Fatta l’I-
talia bisogna fare gli Italiani” (Having made Italy we now must make Ital-
ians).24 Although King Faysal I never stated it as succinctly, he clearly felt
the need to form a common Iraqi political identity after he assumed the
throne in 1921. Under the Ba^th, the attempt to achieve hegemony centered
on cultural production, whether history writing, literature, folkloric studies,
or art, particularly as it related to reinterpreting the past. However, cultural
production often becomes an important domain of struggle, particularly
when the populace does not accept the goals of the state. Far from being pas-
sive depositories of knowledge, citizens will contest historical and cultural
paradigms proffered by the state if such paradigms deny them their own
history and culture.25 Whatever conceptual problems beset Gramsci’s un-
derstanding of hegemony, the Iraqi case underscores his view that the con-
cept should be seen in relational terms, as part of a dialectic emanating from
the struggle between the state and subaltern groups.26

It is precisely the manner in which, under the Ba^th, intellectuals negoti-
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ated their relationship with the state in the context of its efforts to appro-
priate understandings of the past that is this volume’s major focus. Some in-
tellectuals sold their souls to the state, while others chose outright resis-
tance leading to exile, imprisonment, or worse. The majority of Iraqi
intellectuals chose neither of these two paths. Although many retreated
from public life after 1968 or went into exile, others continued to write even
under the severe constraints imposed by the Ba^thist state. Gramsci (and
Marx) argued that it is difficult to categorize intellectuals in terms of social
class. For Gramsci, an intellectual can choose to become an “organic intel-
lectual” of either the ruling or the working class. However, Gramsci’s cate-
gories offer no conceptual space for the writer or artist who attempts to
maintain some measure of intellectual integrity while sustaining his or her
physical existence through outwardly appearing to accommodate the exist-
ing political order. I would suggest a trichotomous distinction between sup-
port, accommodation, and resistance to characterize possible intellectual re-
sponses to the authoritarian state. In this study all three responses will be
examined, but my main interest, for both theoretical and political reasons, is
in intellectuals who accommodated the ruling regime. A central hypothesis
of this book is that many intellectuals inside Iraq chose to ostensibly coop-
erate with the Ba^thist regime while simultaneously struggling in subtle
ways to nurture forms of historical memory and consciousness that sub-
verted the state’s goals by pointing to a more participatory society. Such be-
havior has important ramifications for the idea of civil society in Iraq, a
theme discussed below.

Ba^thist ideology, which has undergone numerous reformulations, is ex-
tremely abstract and strident and tells us little about the relationship of
ruler to ruled. It was not taken particularly seriously by the political elite
under Saddam, and very few Iraqis opted to read Ba^thist ideological tracts.
That many of the party’s tracts were written by non-Iraqi Ba^thists, such as
Michel ̂ Aflaq, Iliyas Farah, and Shibli al- ^Aysami, also seems to have damp-
ened interest in such writings. Literate Iraqis have demonstrated much
more interest in writings that relate to the nation’s heritage (al-turath) or
history writing. While in Iraq, I was struck by how quickly the Ministry of
Culture and Information’s publication, The Journal of Popular Culture
(Majallat al-Turath al-Sha^bi), disappeared from Baghdad kiosks. In the vi-
sual media, some of the most popular television programs during the 1980s
were those relating to folk poetry and the history of popular quarters in
major cities such as Baghdad, for example the program Baghdadiyat. It is
clear that the educated middle classes’ interest in historical memory or
“heritage” was not imposed by the Ba^thist state. Rather, this interest re-
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flects a deeply felt need to make sense of new environments, particularly
urban areas; changing social class; ethnic and gender relations; and greater
contact with foreign cultures, particularly Western culture. Historical mem-
ory is very difficult to appropriate precisely because it emanates from so
many sources and because it lends itself to multiple interpretations. State
efforts to control historical memory, especially in Iraq’s rich historical con-
text of a wide variety of historical memories, are extremely difficult. Many
educated Iraqis purchased state-sponsored cultural and historical publica-
tions, but relatively few, I would argue, actually internalized the conclusions
that the state sought to elicit by disseminating them. Those who interpreted
the texts in a “politically correct” fashion were usually those who benefited
most from accepting the new historical memory: Ba^th Party members,
privileged bureaucrats, and military officers and security service operatives
who read the texts for clues as to how they should think about the past and
the implications of such thinking for their own political positions. Most
adult Iraqis were aware of the subtexts of state cultural production. The ex-
tent to which young Iraqis were actually socialized into the Ba^thist state’s
understandings of the past is an important subject for another study.

A focus on historical memory can help transcend the static qualities of
existing conceptualizations of Iraqi politics. The oldest conceptual approach
that purports to explain nation building, political instability, and authoritar-
ian rule in modern Iraq is the ethnoconfessional or communal model. It not
only has attracted academic attention, but it also was ascribed to by British
colonial officials, foreign diplomats, and policy makers within Iraq.27 This
model hypothesizes that authoritarian rule is the result of the innate inabil-
ity of Iraq’s multiple ethnic and confessional groups to cooperate in a uni-
tary political community. According to this approach, Britain’s construction
of an Iraqi state from three Ottoman provinces that had never been united
politically, and which were populated by different ethnic groups in which
tribal loyalties and illiteracy were endemic, doomed the modern state from
its founding. Further, ethnically based historical cleavages have left a legacy
of distrust and hatred that cannot be transcended. Only the strong hand of
an authoritarian leader offers hope of maintaining some semblance of polit-
ical and social order in Iraq.

This approach to authoritarianism is problematic less because of its re-
sort to ethnic categories than its historical determinism and static under-
standing of politics. To deny ethnicity’s salience is to avoid a key dimension
of Iraqi politics. The real problem lies with attributing to the category of
ethnicity “primordial” qualities that are postulated as somehow innate to
Sunni and Shi^i Arabs, Kurds, and other ethnic groups in Iraq. This study
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documents numerous instances of Iraqi political behavior throughout the
twentieth century that have been characterized by interethnic cooperation
and solidarity. As a category, ethnicity needs to be conceptualized as being
constantly redefined and reconstituted, politically and socially. Conse-
quently, this study rejects any essentialist claims regarding Iraq’s ethnic di-
versity. There is no fundamental reason why Iraqis of different ethnic and
confessional backgrounds cannot cooperate and live in the same political
community. Where ethnic consciousness has become salient, it seems
largely confined to segments of the middle classes. It has been largely absent
among the working classes and peasantry, and, to the extent that it has ap-
peared among the upper classes, it has often been cynically exploited for so-
cial class and political ends rather than having assumed social psychological
salience.

Another model invoked to explain Iraqi politics, which acquired particu-
lar currency following the rapid rise in oil prices in the early 1970s, centers
on the concept of the rentier state. The core hypothesis of this model is that
“a government that can expand its services without resorting to heavy tax-
ation acquires an independence from the people seldom found in other
countries.”28 As the state’s economic power becomes centralized, the tradi-
tional function of the paramount shaykh or tribal leader as distributor of
benefits is now re-created at the national level.

The notion of the rentier state is intuitively appealing because the wind-
fall profits that accrued to Arab oil-producing nations during the 1970s did
dramatically increase the Iraqi state’s economic and political power. Falih
^Abd al-Jabbar argues that the wing of the Ba^th that came to power in 1968
was relatively weak and numbered only several hundred members.29 This
weakness was reflected in the alliances that the Ba^thist regime felt it needed
to make in its early years with potential rivals such as the Kurdish Demo-
cratic Party and the Iraqi Communist Party. Once the state’s income in-
creased as oil prices rose dramatically, revenues were used to co-opt intel-
lectuals and key political actors while physical repression was directed
against those who would not declare loyalty to the Ba^th.

Nevertheless, the rentier state model is partial and ahistorical. Although
it is true that, as oil prices and state revenues rose during the early 1970s,
the Ba^thist regime was able to co-opt large segments of society, this does
not explain why large numbers of Iraqis remained loyal to the Iraqi Com-
munist Party (officially outlawed in 1979). Further, if the state had accrued
so much power through its rentier status, why did it feel compelled to use a
large amount of its resources to appropriate historical memory? The large
working class and intelligentsia’s history of struggle against the monarchy
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and foreign and domestic capital disputes the hypothesis that the rentier
state is characterized by few social class cleavages and hence subject to little
opposition from civil society.30 It was precisely the growth of a powerful na-
tionalist movement that created a strong political consciousness among
large segments of the populace. Although oil revenues did enhance the
state’s authoritarian capacities, it did not remain detached from civil society.
Quite the opposite was true, in fact, as the state became actively involved in
all facets of economic production, strictly regulated political and associa-
tional activity, and actively sought to dominate cultural production. Finally,
the rentier state thesis cannot differentiate between the brutal authoritari-
anism of Ba^thist Iraq and the benevolent despotism of Kuwait and other
Arab Gulf states or explain the fall of the former Pahlavi state in Iran, whose
historical experience provided the original stimulus for the concept.

A more recent model used to explain the prevalence of political instabil-
ity, violence, and authoritarian rule in the Arab world draws upon on the
concept of civil society. Although this concept has attracted many liberal
thinkers, such as the Egyptian sociologist Sa^d al-Din Ibrahim, Marxist and
leftist thinkers have been some of its main adherents among Iraqi intellec-
tuals. The concern with civil society has stemmed in large measure from the
state-organized violence that characterized Iraqi politics after the overthrow
of the Qasim regime in 1963 and especially after the Takriti Ba^th’s rise to
power in July 1968. Because state-sponsored violence decimated the ranks
of the Iraqi Communist Party and the leftist intelligentsia, many thinkers
began to question whether their support for “revolutionary violence,” such
as that which overthrew the monarchy, helped pave the way for the degra-
dation of politics under two Ba^thist regimes. Some Iraqi intellectuals also
have shown increased interest in the concept of civil society as described in
Western texts, particularly in the writings of Robert Putnam, whose work
has strongly influenced the Civil Society and Democratic Transition in the
Arab World Project of the Cairo-based Ibn Khaldun Center for Social Re-
search.31

Despite producing some of the most insightful analyses of the Iraqi state,
this approach suffers from many of the problems already mentioned. A va-
riety of studies have documented what their authors see as the complete de-
struction of civil society in Iraq, portraying the state as omnipresent and
omnipotent. Two examples are Khalil’s characterization of Iraq as a “repub-
lic of fear” and ^Abd al-Jabbar’s description of the Ba^thist state as a “new
Leviathan.” 32 Neither voluntary associations nor the market possessed the
capacity to challenge the Ba^thist state. Because of the state’s control of pro-
duction, banking, and foreign trade, its complete regulation of political ac-
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tivity, the physical elimination of dissenters, and its monopoly of cultural
expression, the citizen had no chance of directly challenging its power. Even
the domain of religion was subordinated to the state, which, during the
1990s, assumed the role of training religious leaders and arranged assassi-
nations of Shi^i mujtahids who failed to heed Ba^thist warnings to remove
objectionable messages from their Friday sermons.

The civil society model, similar to other approaches, allows little concep-
tual room for change. As Diane Singerman’s research in “popular” (sha^bi)
Cairene quarters demonstrates, a rich informal civil society lies beyond the
authoritarian edicts of the Egyptian state, which has restricted political ex-
pression through formal structures such as political parties and the media.33

During the 1991 Intifada, it was striking how rapidly organizations sprang
up throughout Iraq to challenge Ba^thist control once the opportunity to re-
volt presented itself.34 This suggests the existence in Iraq, as in Egypt, of in-
formal organizations, associations, and networks that are not under state
control. Although it has not been possible to document this sector with any
precision, I attempt to show that, within the cultural production of the state
apparatus itself, resistance to Ba^thist efforts to appropriate the past was al-
ways present, even in studies ostensibly intended to support official per-
spectives on social, political, or cultural affairs.

Each of the approaches to the study of Iraqi politics mentioned above of-
fers insights. While in power, the Ba^thist regime was able to manipulate
ethnic cleavages to undermine the cohesion of opposition forces.The regime
did use oil revenues very adroitly during the 1970s to strengthen its power,
and it launched two major wars without consulting society at large.
Through terror and co-optation, the state eliminated all overt opposition
and destroyed much of civil society that had been created prior to 1968.
However, the Ba^thist state never addressed the fundamental contradiction
of Iraqi society, the question of social and cultural difference, which it in-
stead chose to repress. The use of force and the attempts to appropriate his-
torical memory do not indicate a strong state.35 Here ^Abd al-Jabbar’s in-
sightful hypothesis about civil society is telling: Iraq’s ethnic diversity has
been the basis of both the populace’s strength and its weakness in resisting
the state.36 Ethnic diversity represents a source of strength in that no regime
has been able to dominate all elements of this diversity, nor has any regime
been able to subordinate and meld it into the homogenous political and cul-
tural system that the Ba^th under Saddam Husayn worked so hard to im-
pose on Iraqi society. It likewise represents a source of weakness in that eth-
nic differences have often impeded Iraqis participating in associational
behavior from achieving their ends. But the point remains: no regime can
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ever achieve hegemony while completely denying the fundamental charac-
teristic of Iraqi society, namely, its ethnic and cultural diversity.

For the Ba^th, this problem was exacerbated by the regime’s efforts to
build a familial, tribal, and clientalistic power structure under the guise of a
universalistic ideology that combined Pan-Arabism and corporatism.
Within the realm of the power structure itself, that is, among those com-
mitted to the persistence of authoritarian rule, tribal groupings not privy to
the core avenues of power were frequently subject to torture, incarceration,
or execution due to real or imagined rebellions against Ba^thist authority.

Perhaps most significant, especially in light of the collapse of the Ba^thist
state, was the state’s seduction of itself through its own rhetoric. Not only
did Saddam and the Ba^th deceive themselves into thinking they could avoid
adhering to agreements they signed after the 1991 Gulf War, in which they
agreed to dispose of all weapons of mass destruction, but self-deception also
played a major role in the state’s complete miscalculation in initiating the
1980 Iran-Iraq War and the seizure of Kuwait in 1990. Both events almost
led to the regime’s collapse and its failure to cooperate with weapon’s in-
spections prior to the March–April 2003 war finally brought it down. Sad-
dam’s rehabilitation of King Faysal I and his predilection for parading on a
white horse during official rituals demonstrated his monarchical preten-
sions. After numerous Ba^th Party members in the provinces were killed
during the 1991 Intifada, Saddam turned to tribal shaykhs—former Ba^th
Party nemeses who stood for “feudalism” and reaction—as his new minions
in the countryside. The recruitment of conservative forces to buttress the
state was paralleled by the elimination of all laws intended to protect urban
workers and peasants from rapacious capitalists.

The Ba^thist regime ultimately devoured itself.What ̂ Abd al-Jabbar calls
the “Ba^thization” (al-tab^ith) of the state and “Takritization” of the party,
which led to the subsequent creation of the “Family Party,” progressively
narrowed the regime’s power base between 1979 and 2003. The violent re-
sponse to challenges to this authority increased the number of those seek-
ing revenge for the deaths of relatives or fellow tribesmen. The Iran-Iraq
and Gulf wars, which temporarily disoriented opposition forces, completely
alienated members of the professional and technocratic middle classes, who
frequently were forced to sell their possessions to sustain themselves. After
the 1991 Intifada the regime enjoyed little support, except for that main-
tained by small elite that benefited from state largesse.

In this context, the efforts by expatriate Iraqis and opposition forces op-
erating clandestinely inside Iraq to create a new democratic political culture
based on a nonsectarian federated state began to attract significant support
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during the 1990s. Debates over historical memory following the second
Gulf War demonstrated its important role in the democratic opposition’s
ongoing “war of position” with the Ba^thist regime.37 Through Ba^thist poli-
cies, Iraqis became disaffected with Pan-Arabism in its romantic/proto-
fascist variant, with war and foreign adventures, with violence, and with the
inability to live a life devoid of any predictability or freedom of self-
expression. Many Iraqis came to support the second Ba^thist regime after it
seized power in 1968 based on the hope of escape from the instability that
had characterized political life since the July 1958 Revolution. The destruc-
tion and instability that the Ba^th Party has inflicted on Iraqi society ulti-
mately eliminated most of this support even among the Sunni Arab middle
classes. In the end, only members of Takriti-based tribal clans who occupied
high positions and the family of Saddam Husayn supported the regime. The
showing on Iraq’s “Youth Television” (Qanat al-Shabab), controlled by
^Uday Saddam Husayn, of a graphic video of the 1991 Intifada during the
Ba^thist regime’s last days was itself an indicator of the complete lack of sup-
port enjoyed by the regime at the time of its collapse.This video represented
a desperate attempt to frighten Iraq’s Sunni Arabs into believing that chaos
and retribution awaited them if they did not help prevent the overthrow of
Saddam’s regime. The regime’s continued glorification of its invasion of
Kuwait, its deification of Saddam, and its resistance to United Nations ef-
forts to rid Iraq of its potential to develop nuclear, biological, and chemical
weapons, which exposed itself to the attack that led to its demise, demon-
strates the extent to which authoritarian memories of state are ultimately
self-destructive.38

Now that the Ba^thist regime has collapsed, one of the keys to a demo-
cratic transition will be the behavior of the democratic opposition, especially
its ability to demonstrate that Sunni and Shi^i Arabs, Kurds, and other eth-
nic groups can work together in a broad political coalition. In light of the
degradation of politics under Saddam and the Ba^th, it will not be an easy
task for Iraqis from differing ideological, ethnic, and social class back-
grounds to develop trust in the viability of nonauthoritarian political insti-
tutions.




