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PREFACE




As an author, I have always felt that the reader deserves to know what the author is trying to do and how he proposes to do it.

Here I am trying to give as complete a portrait of Iraq as is now possible so that readers can evaluate the often confusing daily events. A greater understanding is necessary if we are to seek a safer, saner, and more humane future for the people of this troubled, wounded society and a less dangerous, less costly, and more productive relationship with them. Beyond Iraq itself, the impact of events there will shape much of what Americans think about and do for years to come in Africa and Asia. Understanding Iraq is the first step toward comprehending the not-so-brave new world that we and our children will face.

How to understand Iraq? As a historian, I believe that knowing about events-over-time is crucial to a perception of the present. I have been influenced by archaeologists to go back to the beginnings rather than merely intercepting events somewhere along their trajectory. And from anthropologists, I have learned to dig below actions to discover their social dimensions. So the reader will find that this book is cast widely and deeply to put contemporary issues and events in their fundamental or causative historical context.

I have been at this for more than half a century. I first went to Iraq in 1947, lived there (as a fellow of the Rockefeller Foundation) during 195152, and have returned dozens of times; I have visited almost every nook and cranny of the country; and, speaking their language, I have held long discussions with countless Iraqis. I studied Arabic and Turkish language and literature at Oxford and taught history, politics, and Arabic language and literature at Harvard and the University of Chicago. Finally, I was responsible for planning American policy toward the Middle East during the Kennedy administration.

What the reader will find is a distillation of half a century of reading and research, my own personal appreciation of the Iraqis over the long reach of history, and my best guesses on the future. Both as a historian and as a planner of government policy, I tremble at Hegels admonition that Peoples and governments never have learned anything from history or acted on principles deduced from it. Let us pray that we can prove him wrong. Otherwise, as the American philosopher George Santayana warned, we shall be doomed to repeat it.







    

A NOTE ON WORDS AND SPELLINGS




One of the tragic features of the American invasion and occupation of Iraq is the Iraqi and American lack of understanding of what each other means. At the most dramatic, this has resulted in many deaths; more pervasive has been the spread of suspicion and hatred among both peoples; but beyond these is a problem of even greater and more long-term importance: while we would scoff at a person who came to our country to report on us without being able to understand what we say, we must rely for what we learn about Iraq primarily on American officials and reporters who do not know the local language. Consequently, misunderstandings abound in their accounts. Arabic is a difficult language, requiring years of study; coming from a family unlike English, Semitic rather than Indo-European, it is organized in a dissimilar way and its concepts form associations that are not easy for a foreigner to grasp. Moreover, it is an ancient language, embodying about two thousand years of literature in a form intelligible to modern readers primarily because it was frozen in the Quran and in the poems that all school children memorize. So, beyond dictionary meanings of individual words loom literary allusions, associations and memories that are fundamental to modern thought.

In part these associations are rooted in basic meanings. As in Hebrew and other Semitic languages, the root of a word, usually three or four consonants, is elaborated by a set pattern of morphological changes. These changes enable a simple concept to take on quite complex meanings in all of which the basic concept remains. Since English and French, for example, do not have such internal relationships, translation often loses what is significant to the native speaker. This becomes clear when we consider how we would regard a foreign journalist coming to America to report on American politics who could not speak English and knew little or nothing about American society and culture.

With these thoughts on language in mind, consider four words that recur frequent in todays press, martyr, holy war, religious leader, and reactionary.

The word we translate as martyr is based on the root Sh-H-D. (Sh is one letter in Arabic.) The root idea is to witness, ShaHaDa. From this comes the notion of giving evidence. To give evidence, a person swears, ShaHaDa. He may also affirm his belief in the Islamic faith, taSHaHHada by saying There is no God but God. And from this comes the notion of suffering the consequences of having testified or affirmed ones faith, martyrdom, ShaHDa. From this elaborate skein of ideas and emotions comes what is referred to in the press as a suicide bomber, muShtaHiD, one who seeks martyrdom. For the Muslim, this has little or none of the opprobium conveyed by the English words. It is an act, indeed the supreme act, of one who is bearing witness to God of his faith.

The word we translate as holy war, JiHaD derives from the root JHD. The basic meaning is to work hard or strive. So aJHaDa is to overload (a camel) or exhaust (a person). Life can become hard, JuHiDa. One can drive another forward, aJHaDa, or one can drive himself, taJaHaDa, or seek to get to the very bottom of things, istaJHaDa. So mixed together are concepts of ability, power, energy, zeal, and fatigue. A muJtaHiD is a scholar who through long study seeks to get to the bottom of things, a jurisconsult of Islam, while a muJaHiD is a militant. That word was even used in Egypt as a military rank, a sergeant. A related noun, maJHuD, became the word for electric current. And, finally, of course, JaHaDa means to fulfill religious duty, including, if required, fighting for the faith against infidels.

What we term a religious leader is divided in Arabic into two very different concepts. As described above, a muJtaHiD is a scholar who is revered for his profound knowledge. He may be honored as a pious man, but it is his knowledge, acquired by years of study, that sets him apart. Thus, his standing is personal. Very different is another kind of religious leader, an imam. The basic meaning of imam is a person who stands in front. This is the task of a leader of prayer who sets an example for those who assemble with him in reciting and genuflecting. So important was this function in early Islam that the man who performed it became the caliph at the death of the Prophet Muhammad. Later the term was applied by the Shia Muslims to those descendants of the Prophet who were thought to have inherited in some mystical way the spirit of God. Thus, the martyr of Shiism, Husain, a grandson of Muhammad, is revered as the imam the preeminent figure of his faith.

The fourth concept is in many ways the most complex and interesting; it grows out of the Arabic root SLF. Confusingly to foreigners, SuLaF can mean both to be past and to be future, to be the vanguard and the rear guard. How this is possible cuts to the heart of thinking about religious politics. Like the European and American Puritans, Muslim thinkers have sought to purify or return to the fundamental concepts of their forefathers, the aSLaF, ridding their religion of accretions that they feel have perverted it. So the as-SaLaFiyah movement, inspired by a great nineteenth-century Egyptian theologian, has spread from Morocco to Iraq. Its adherents do not think of themselves as reactionary any more than European Puritans did; rather, they see themselves as the vanguard, reformers, progressives. They bring out the pure essence (the same root gives SuLaF, the finest juice of fruit); they enable the produce of religious literature to be reaped by a miSLaFah (a harrow) and they nourish (SaLLaF) the belief of their companions.

The problems of understanding peoples who speak other languages, hold other faiths, and are guided by other customs make simple words both obscure and illuminating. Seeking to know precisely and exactly what people mean in Arabic requires years of study; absent that study, the observer skates on the surface without really perceiving what other people mean. Readers of the press and observers of government action will see many examples of that misinterpretation. Misunderstanding is not just an academic or pedantic issue: it has already cost many lives in Iraq. Understanding Iraq thus begins with words.

Arabic words do not transliterate easily into English. Increasingly, as scholars on Chinese also have done, Arabists have evolved standards. Some merely confuse a person who does not know Arabic. So I keep very familiar words like Mecca, rather than the more correct Makkah. Long ago, the style of tagging the names of dynasties with the letters ad or id was set; so Umayyad, Abbasid, etc. They are too familiar to tamper with. But where the words are names or are not familiar, I use spellings that more correctly catch the Arabic sound and writing: the Iraqi general I spell as Qasim rather than the newspaper version Kassem, and the dictator Saddam Husain rather than Hussein. The sect of Islam is the Shia [Arabic: party (of the Imam Ali)] and its adherents or partisans are Shiis.







    

INTRODUCTION




The first question a reader might ask is Why is Iraq important? Like all simple questions, this one has complex answers. They depend partly on who is asking, when he is asking, and what he has in his mind. I begin with Americans right now.

Since February 2003, the American invasion and occupation of Iraq has cost America more than one thousand lives, five thousand seriously wounded, and roughly $200 billion, and has adversely affected American interests throughout the world. The costs are not over: the total monetary cost may rise to at least half a trillion dollars. More Americans will be killed or wounded. How many is anyones guess. And most observers believe it will take many years to rebuild what America has lost in what President Eisenhower called the decent respect of mankind. While respect is ephemeral, it is not trivial. Nations depend as much or more on what has been aptly termed their soft power as on their economic or military might. The respect, one is tempted to say the love, others have felt toward America has been traditionally one of the countrys most valuable assets. Finally, as the scandal of the torture of prisoners, the flouting of international law, and attacks on American civil liberties have demonstrated, this war, like all violent conflicts, has eroded Americas most prized attribute; a national character that has arisen from belief in liberty, justice, and decency.

Americans by and large thought that a war against Iraq was justified. They were told by their government that Iraq had weapons of mass destruction, was planning an attack on the United States, was actively supporting the terrorists who had attacked the World Trade Center and the Pentagon. When these charges proved to be untrue, the Bush administration insisted that a more significant reason was the foul and tyrannical nature of the Iraqi regime. That charge was true. But it was obviously not unique to Iraq. Several regimes, including some staunchly supported by the American government under both Democratic and Republican administrations, have engaged in horrific abuses of their citizens. Nor, almost everyone now concedes, was this the reason for the American attack.

More probable reasons have been openly discussed both in America and abroad. Included among them is that Iraq is immensely rich in oil and Iraqi oil is the cheapest in the world to produce. Securing the flow of oil from the Middle East on acceptable terms has been a fundamental American government objective for half a century. When the decision-making process of the Bush administration is finally revealed, it is likely that oil will figure prominently. As Undersecretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz proclaimed at the Asia Security Summit in Singapore on June 3, 2003, Iraq was known to be swimming in oil. As the costs of the war have risen, as the announced objectives of American policy have seemed unlikely to be attained, and as statements made by the government have proved false, public opinion polls indicate that many Americans have come to distrust their government. This too must be figured as one of the costs of the conflict.



For Iraqis, the conflict takes on quite a different cast. For them, the costs and the benefits are not purely statistical. Statistics, however, are impressive. In the first phase, the actual invasion and aerial strikes, at least ten thousand Iraqis died and perhaps twice that many were greviously injured; property damage will almost certainly exceeed $200 billion as a result, primarily, of a bombing campaign more intense than any country had ever suffered short of nuclear weapons. Less evident are various other effects of a decade of sanctions and two years of occupation. A generation of children has grown to maturity without the nutrition and medical attention their fathers and mothers had; perhaps half a million have been permanently harmed; patterns of life were aborted or transformed; that abstract but real sense of national honor has been affronted; the mechanisms of law and order, imperfect though they certainly were, have been overturned; and a whole generation has lost crucial years in its development.

What many would assert they have gained is an end to the tyranny of Saddam Husain, although some, having seen examples of barbarity in the treatment of prisoners, now believe that the change is not so complete as they, and we, have proclaimed. Others worry, as I also do, that the current period without a dictator may turn out to have been only an interval between this dictator and the next. Some even believe that Saddam, if let out of prison, could reemerge.

What the many conflicts since the Second World War should have taught us is that warfare is brutalizing. Habits learned during struggle and justified by it are hard to drop even when peace returns. As I shall document, Iraq has suffered from a long history of violence; even in periods of relative peace, it had little experience with constructive civil order, and today, it is engaged in a struggle against the foreign invaders and between those of its citizens who are willing to work with us and those who are not. In this sense also, what is happening in Iraq may be a template for its future or, conceivably, for other countries if the American crusade continues.

Rebuilding Iraq may provide it with better facilities to replace what the bombing destroyed. That many Iraqis do not value the facilities above their independence is shown by the ferocity of their attacks on both the new facilities and on those seeking to build them. No different from other peoples, Iraqis show an evident propensity to place a higher value on independence than on things, even if those things are essential for a better way of life.

That better way of life will ultimately depend on the emergence of some form of representative, mutually tolerant government based on a modicum of respect for the rule of law. Whether they will do so under American occupation or influence is at least questionable. One thing is sure: they will emerge only by internal developments; they cannot be imposed by foreigners. A lesson of the past is crucial here. The Iraqi experience in what I have called British Iraq and Revolutionary Iraq demonstrates that the very concepts of representative government and the rule of law themselves need protection. If they are debased by being ascribed to unrepresentative, illegal, or undemocratic practice, they will again be, as they were then, crippled at birth.



For the world as a whole, the Iraq war has ushered in a major transformation: as Egyptian president Hosni Mubarrak wisely warned, it has created a hundred bin Ladins while ostensibly being fought to destroy the original one. It has made the task of terrorists easier because it has created large numbers of disaffected people in areas where previously there was no terrorism. It has pulled resources away from the struggle against hunger, drug abuse, disease, and protection of the environment toward what is euphemistically called security. And it has diminished respect for law, justice, and freedom. So events in and around Iraq have rippled across the world, from Latin America to Indonesia; from Central Asia to South Africa; from Spain to the Philippines.



The second question a reader might ask is What is Iraq?

Consider first Iraq as a state. Much has been made of the statement that Iraq is artificial. That is true. Most countries either still are or were until recently. Few can be dated for more than a century in something like their present form. Few are homogeneous. Consider China (with fifty-six separate nations), Russia (even after the breakup of the Soviet Union with at least a score), India (with scores in addition to its component states), and Indonesia (with almost a thousand). All existing African states, having been created by European powers to fit their convenience, are artificial. Special cases? No, even such stable, historic states as France and Spain are now being forced to recognize their multinational character.

Iraqis lived for centuries under the Ottoman Empire and for millennia under various other regimes. I will discuss these formative experiences. Briefly, Iraq became a state at the end of the First World War, not by its own actions but as guided by the British government. It was composed of three parts, each formerly a province of the Ottoman Empire, in which lived Indo-European (Kurdish)speaking Sunni and Shia Muslim Kurds in the north, Semitic-speaking (Arabic) Sunni Muslim Arabs in the center, and a combination of Arabic-speaking Sunni Muslim Arabs and Arabic-speaking Shia Muslim Arabs in the south. These peoples have lived together as a nation-state from roughly 1921 to the present. Their relationships have not been harmonious or stable, but, for the most part, they found them more acceptable than available alternatives. They have learned that when outsiders or they themselves emphasize their differences, they often pay a terrible price for failing to find common causes.*



The land of Iraq, like the people, is diverse but unified. The unity arises from two features: the river system of the Tigris and Euphrates and the fact that without them almost all Iraq, except for the north and part of the east, would be desert because it receives fewer than 8 inches, or 20 centimeters, of rainfall (the amount required to sustain agriculture) in an average year.

The total area of the country, as constituted in 1921, is about 172,000 square miles, or 437,065 square kilometers. That is slightly larger than California and not quite two-thirds the size of Texas.

Along the northern and eastern fringes of the country, making up about 5 percent of the total area, are mountains. The Zagros mountains form a band along the Turkish and Iranian frontiers about 250 miles, or 400 kilometers, long and 125 miles, or 200 kilometers, wide. Relatively well watered, the Zagros was the seedbed for the agricultural revolution that made possible the growth of early Iraqi civilization.




IRAQ
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Higher (with one peak reaching nearly 12,000 feet, or 3,607 meters) and cooler than the plain, the rugged hillsides and deep valleys have supported and sheltered the vigorous, warlike, and independent peoples whom we know today as the Kurds. Not all Kurds live in Iraq; they make up about one in ten Iranians, one in nine Syrians and one in five inhabitants of Turkey. Considered as a country, Kurdistan, the land of the Kurds, is larger than Iraq, about 200,000 square miles, or 520,000 square kilometers. That is roughly the size of California and Pennsylvania combined. The extent of Kurdistan, its diversity, its failure to achieve statehood, and its location have been and remain powerful influences on Iraq and, indeed, on the whole Middle East.

In the center of the country is a flat plain that makes up about a quarter of Iraqs total surface, about 47,000 square miles, or 121,500 square kilometers. This area is naturally (that is, before some of it was irrigated) a subtropical desert with extremely hot, rainless summers. About a quarter of its soil is theoretically suitable for agriculture; however, because of intense solar heat, evaporation is rapid, and, because of poor drainage, salting is everywhere a problem and south of Baghdad has been, since history was recorded, a life-or-death struggle. The south, Iraqs sump, was until recently a vast swamp. At the bottom of the south, where the rivers come together, is the outlet to the Persian Gulf.

The life of Iraq depends on the river systems. Only about 12,500 square miles, or 32,375 square kilometersroughly the size of Massachussetts and Connecticut combinedcan be farmed with rainfall; every other bit of agricultural land must be fed from the rivers. The Euphrates rises in Turkey and flows through Syria; less than half of the water rises in Iraq. When it reaches Baghdad, it is about the size of the Arkansas River at Little Rock. The Tigris, most of whose water rises in the Iraqi mountains, is about as large as the Missouri River at Kansas City. These rivers and their tributaries have traditionally made it possible to grow about enough winter wheat and barley, plus some vegetables, rice, and dates, to feed the small population; more recently, Iraq has had to import most of what it consumed. Thus, despite the image of Iraq as the Garden of Eden, it is a poor country.

Poor, that is, on the surface. Beneath the surface are a number of pools of oil that, in the aggregate, are probably the worlds largest. The first field was developed at Kirkuk in the Kurdish north. Other fields were developed in the south after the Second World War. Still undeveloped is a vast sea of oil believed to be under what has recently been nicknamed the Sunni triangle around Baghdad. That one field may equal all of Saudi Arabias fields. Oil has been both the curse and the blessing of Iraq: curse because it has excited the greed of others, and blessing because it has fueled a major program of economic and social development andoccasionallyenriched the people.

When Iraqis had to depend almost entirely on agriculture, they were few. When I first lived there in the 1950s, there were about 5 million Iraqis. The population has multiplied by five over the last half century despite war, sanctions, and repressions, to about 24 million today. About one in three live in Baghdad, Mosul, or Basra, and since about half the total population is today below fifteen years of age, increase, particularly in the cities, will be rapid.

In summary, for better or for worse, Iraq and the Iraqis are and will remain significant to the whole world economy, stability, and peace.



The third question is What is distinctive about Iraq?

That is, what makes Iraq unlike Mexico or France or Russia? This is an essential and recurring question for this essay.
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The answer is to be found in its history. What is particularly distinctive are echoes from the earliest times of themes, attitudes, fears, hopes. Even when they do not know their history, Iraqis are guided by it. We who come from afar must listen closely to these echoes if we wish to understand modern Iraqis. It is for this among other reasons that this book aims to portray the long reach of Iraqi history.

That long reach is actually built into the land of Iraq. While there are fewer grand monuments like the pyramids of Egypt, because Iraqis built in mud brick rather than stone, the mud brick itself became a sort of living history. High above the flat plain of northern Iraq rise a number of mounds that look like long-extinct volcanoes. On top of them, modern towns have been built. The people who go about their daily chores in them are only vaguely aware that under their feet are not volcanoes or hills but hundreds of feet of rubble, a history of their ancestors in dust and stone. As each generation has lived and died, built houses and torn them down, brought in supplies and cast out refuse, their hill has grown. The people today do not know much about those who lived in the towns below their feet, but their lives are shaped by the contours of the hill and, to some unknowable extent, unconsciously, by memories of those who lived there before. In part, this book is an attempt to dig into those hills of memory to understand the foundations of the present.



To get what I believe to be the best view possible, I start at the very beginning. How the early peoples came to Iraq and what they did there to found civilization is the subject of chapter one. In chapter two, I deal with the coming of Islam, its modification of Iraqi society, and the heritage it has left behind. Chapter three takes up the formation of the modern state under British overt and covert rule from 1914 to 1958. In chapter four, Revolutionary Iraq, I show what happened when the monarchy was overthrown, British influence reduced, and authoritarian trends, already inherent, greatly magnified under a sequence of dictators ending with Saddam Husain. Chapter five covers the period of American domination from the Gulf War of 1991 to the partial turn back of government to an American-appointed regime. Finally, in chapter six, I bring together all these trends to set forth my estimates on the future of the country and on its relationship with the rest of the world.



* There are roughly 16 to 20 million Arabs in Iraq, of whom 65 to 80 percent are Shiis and 20 to 30 percent are Sunnis. Kurds number roughly 3.6 to 4.8 million and Turkomans and others roughly 2 million.








    

ONE

ANCIENT IRAQ




Ancestors of inhabitants of todays Iraq began to emerge from the long shadows of prehistory about twelve thousand years ago. We cannot see them clearly, but we have some notion of how they lived. Gathered in groups of fifty or so people, they ranged along the slopes of the mountains that divide modern Iraq and Syria from Turkey. They did not live in permanent villages but sheltered under lean-tos that were covered with the skins of animals. The men hunted wild animals while the women gathered wild grasses from which they extracted the seed and pounded them into digestible bits.

Using crude sickles, faced with flint chips, they scoured the valleys to collect every edible thing, and, driven by hunger, they ate everything they found. Where archaeologists and paleo-botanists have made studies of their campsites, they have found more than a hundred different kinds of seed. Animals and seed were usually plentiful, but each day brought risk. Their besetting fear must have been famine. Although on average their lives were reasonably easy, they lived literally hand to mouth, so a chance break in the weather might send the wild animals on which they depended out of reach or cause wild grasses to wither.As they hunted or gleaned one area bare, whole clans would pick up their few possessions and move to a new location. Often they left caches of seed behind in clay-lined baskets or pits to which they planned to return. It is astonishing, in these circumstances, that they left a rich legacy: they became our first farmers.

No one knows exactly how they began this revolutionary new venture, but the agricultural revolution was probably partly accidental. From time to time, someone, perhaps a child, spilled a basket or dropped a handful of seed. Probably also, at least some of the caches of seed they left in storage pits or clay-lined baskets got rained on. Much, of course, would have just rotted. But, over the long years, some would spout into what modern gardeners call volunteers. Watching this, the tribesmenand particularly the womenwould naturally find it convenient that the volunteers were in or around their camps and water-holes where they were easy to collect.

At various times when and where rainfall was abundant in the hills along the northern reaches of what is now Iraq, some people began to winnow out seeds or sprouts. From the results, we know that what had probably been an accident certainly became a purposeful move. With pointed sticks like the ones they used to dig up tubers (and the men used to spear wild goats), they poked holes in the soft mud beside a waterhole or on the bank of a stream and dropped in a few grains. Probably the seed often failed to come up, but some did. The lucky or those who did it right were more apt to survive periodic famines than their more backward neighbors. Fear of starvation was a great teacher. Paleobotanists believe that within a few generations these adventurousand hungrytribal peoples achieved the first feats of domestication. So evident were the advantages of these experiments that the example spread widely from encampment to encampment. Sometime around 6000 B.C., farming began.

During these years also, the once-bountiful wild game had become harder to find and kill. Some of the little groups scattered along foothills and in the valleys of the Zagrosthe area that because of its relatively bountiful rainfall has become known as the Fertile Crescenthad already begun a process that has been termed management. Much as Laplanders today work with still-wild reindeer, they followed and partly managed herds of goats. Although goats are today reviled as destructive animals spreading ruin in fragile ecosystems, they offered great advantage to these early farmers. From accumulations of bones in their campsites, we know that goat meat was a big part of their diet. They killed enormous numbers, but some of the hunters must have figured out that killing more than they could eat just produced rotting carcasses that attracted dangerous carnivores. Since there was no advantage in killing all the animals, there might be a way to postpone the deaths of at least some of them. Keeping them was relatively easy since goats are extremely adaptable and thrive and breed with little forage. They were a major contribution to survival of those tribesmen who took the trouble, since in addition to meat, goats produce milk, which tribesmen began to drink; fiber for clothing; tallow for light and medicine; bone for tools; sinew for bindings; and dung for fuel.

Herding and then domestication of animals immediately created two new conditions that were of great and lasting influence. For the first time, little settlements had reasonably secure sources of a balanced diet. Fewer people died of hunger, and more lived longer. As populations increased, the initial trends were reinforced. Planting crops made staying put both possible and necessary, but managing or herding animals required some degree of movement. So divisions of labor, which had long been practiced, became more sharply defined. While the women, the elderly, and the very young remained fixed in the village, youngmen went out, sometimes for weeks or months at a time, to hunt or herd animals. This pattern was so stamped by generation after generation of daily experience that, until just a few years ago, it was the common way of life throughout the villages of Iraq.

Then, sometime about 6000 B.C., the mountains, foothills, and plains of Iraq became hotter and drier. Upland areas that had given rise to farming could no longer sustain the increasingly dense concentrations of people. To survive, many migrated to places where there was more water. Animals probably showed them the way in their yearly trek from the highlands in the summer down into the plains in winter. Following them, the hunters probably had already established temporary camps along the great rivers. As little societies grew beyond their resources or fell afoul of unsolvable domestic conflicts, their women and children
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