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      A Tug of War for Iraq's Memory
      Disagreement about the fate of Baath Party records has set 2 scholars 
on a collision course

      By JOHN GRAVOIS

      This past November, the director of Iraq's National Library and 
Archive - a slim, intense, clean-shaven Iraqi Kurd named Saad Bashir 
Eskander - made a rare trip across the Atlantic.

      In a two-week tour, Mr. Eskander shuttled from Boston to New York to 
Montréal, meeting with the directors of major libraries and delivering a 
lecture called "Rising From the Ashes."

      At venues like the Metropolitan Museum of Art and Columbia University, 
the soft-spoken former exile recounted how arsonists set fire to the library 
and archive in April 2003 amid the chaos that swept Baghdad after the 
American-led invasion. How the fire claimed 60 percent of the archive's 
collections. How he rebuilt and expanded the library on a shoestring of 
modest donations. How he set up restoration labs, expanded the staff to 425, 
and democratized the administration. And how the readers were coming back, 
day by day.

      Word of Mr. Eskander's achievements had preceded him. At Columbia, he 
was named Archivist of the Year by a philanthropic group called the Scone 
Foundation. And at its annual meeting in Montréal, the Middle East Studies 
Association gave him its academic-freedom award, to a standing ovation.

      But from the look on Mr. Eskander's face as he made his way down the 
center aisle to accept the honor - drawn, tired, downturned - it was clear 
that his mind was elsewhere. He had come to America to agitate for a 
different prize: the return of his nation's archives.

      Nearly five years into the occupation of Iraq, most Iraqi state 
documents from the time of Saddam Hussein remain in American hands. The 
majority are in the custody of the U.S. military, which seized about 100 
million pages of records from offices all over the country during the 2003 
invasion to study later for evidence of weapons of mass destruction. (The 
Iraq Survey Group, the entity that combed those records, found no such 
evidence.)

      But Mr. Eskander also has his sights on an additional several million 
pages of Iraq Baath Party documents held in America by the Iraq Memory 
Foundation, a private organization founded by a professor of Middle East 
studies at Brandeis University named Kanan Makiya. Before the war, Mr. 
Makiya was perhaps the most articulate and urgent chronicler of life in Iraq 
under the Baath regime. He was instrumental in portraying the 2003 invasion 
as an act of rescue, telling President George W. Bush that American troops 
would be "greeted with sweets and flowers." But since the war, he has 
watched his dreams for Iraq give way to bloodletting and chaos.

      Mr. Makiya has made his own calls for the U.S. military to return its 
100 million pages of seized records to Iraqi hands - namely, the Memory 
Foundation's. And despite Mr. Eskander's demand that all documents be 
repatriated, the foundation has just brokered a deal with the Hoover 
Institution, a conservative research group at Stanford University, that will 
keep the foundation's collection of Baath Party records out of the National 
Library and Archives for at least another five years (The Chronicle, January 
21).

      Now Mr. Makiya, the war's democratic visionary, is locked in an 
unlikely battle with Mr. Eskander, a man struggling to build a modern, 
secular institution on the war-torn streets of Iraq. Baghdad is just too 
dangerous for the documents, Mr. Makiya says - and not only that, the 
documents may be too dangerous for Baghdad.

      Presiding Idealist

      From a shelf high in a closet in his home in Cambridge, Mass., Kanan 
Makiya pulls down a large hardcover book with a shabby cellophane-covered 
dust jacket.

      It looks like a schoolgirl's lesson book. The cover bears a repeating 
flower motif in hot pink and white. A few words handwritten in Arabic fill a 
small title field on its face. "Register of Eliminated Villages," Mr. Makiya 
translates aloud, running his fingers over the words.

      The book, Mr. Makiya says, records the Baath Party's destruction of 
399 Kurdish villages in the Eastern sector of Northern Iraq in 1987. He 
acquired the macabre document during a 1991 excursion into Iraqi Kurdistan - 
a trip, he says, that changed the course of his life.

      Two years before, the University of California Press had published a 
book called Republic of Fear by a writer using the pseudonym Samir 
Al-Kalil - an account of Iraqis' brutal, "Kafkaesque" existence under Saddam 
Hussein. At first the book attracted little interest. Then, in August 1990, 
Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait and the U.S. Army mobilized against him. And 
all of a sudden, Republic of Fear became essential reading.

      When the gulf war ended, Mr. Makiya stepped forward as the book's 
author and became a public figure overnight. And when word emerged from 
Northern Iraq that a Kurdish uprising there had left rebels in possession of 
millions of records from captured Baath facilities, the newly anointed 
chronicler decided to go search for them.

      In Kurdistan, Mr. Makiya visited the remains of destroyed villages and 
met with Kurdish leaders, who had indeed seized tons of records. When he 
came back to America, Mr. Makiya was carrying two suitcases full of 
documents - the pink "Register of Eliminated Villages" among them. From that 
moment on, he says, he has been "utterly, totally, completely obsessed" with 
the paper trail of Iraq's Baath Party.

      That obsession led Mr. Makiya to Harvard University, where he set up 
the Iraq Research and Documentation Project, a precursor to the Memory 
Foundation. He spent much of the next decade quietly working with troves of 
records that began making their way over from Iraqi Kurdistan.

      A Return to Prominence

      When the Bush administration placed Iraq back in the spotlight after 
the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, Mr. Makiya rose to prominence 
again. The gentle but fervent professor became the conscience of the war 
effort, a liberal idealist who brought moral ballast to the case for 
deposing Saddam Hussein.

      For years, he had described an Iraqi populace brutalized by constant 
fear. "The special problem of Baathi violence begins with the realization 
that hundreds of thousands of perfectly ordinary people were implicated in 
it," he wrote in the introduction to a 1998 edition of Republic of Fear.

      Yet at times, he professed a baffling optimism that the moment of 
Iraq's liberation from tyranny would yield a golden opportunity for a 
modern, secular democracy in the Arab world. That the memory of collective 
trauma under the Baath - a memory that transcended sectarian lines, in Mr. 
Makiya's view - could be the basis for a new body politic, and not for 
rancor and recrimination.

      The Bush administration, whose vision for post-war Iraq eventually 
proved quite different from Mr. Makiya's, welcomed that optimism. When Vice 
President Dick Cheney famously said "We will be greeted as liberators" on a 
Sunday-morning talk show just before the invasion, he cited personal 
conversations with Mr. Makiya as support for that prediction. And on April 
9, 2003, the day Baghdad fell to coalition forces, Mr. Makiya watched events 
unfold on television in the Oval Office, sitting with President Bush.

      Soon after Baghdad's fall, Mr. Makiya boarded a plane for Iraq. But he 
turned down opportunities to join the new government. While other former 
exiles jockeyed to put their mark on Iraq's future, Mr. Makiya threw himself 
headlong into its past - and into a new search for the documents of the 
fallen regime.

      Public Archives, Private Hands

      Around that same time, Mr. Eskander returned to Iraq from his own 
years in exile and took over as director-general of the National Library and 
Archive. It was November 2003, and he found the institution charred, caked 
with soot, and littered with debris, its archival collections largely 
reduced to a thin gray ash.

      A delegation from the U.S. Library of Congress concluded that the fire 
had been no fluke. It had been a planned attack, they surmised, on the 
library's Baath-era archives - a collection of court-martial records and 
Baath historical documents.

      The only Baath-era records that survived the library fire were part of 
a cache of documents from the Ministry of the Interior, which sat unnoticed 
in several rice sacks in the library basement while the arsonists did their 
work.

      Mr. Eskander believes the fires were set by Iraqis loyal to the old 
regime. If so, it was the last of the Iraq Baath Party's many insults to the 
idea of public information.

      Under Saddam Hussein's rule, the library's collections were heavily 
censored, Mr. Eskander says. Agents of the secret police infiltrated the 
staff to keep tabs on Iraqis' reading habits. So readers stayed away. Mr. 
Eskander says that one Baathist minister of culture's pet name for the 
library was "the cemetery of books."

      Under Saddam, information was something the state demanded, consumed, 
and hoarded from its citizens, but never shared. And now Mr. Eskander fears 
that a similar situation persists by default: The documents of the Baath 
regime still lie out of the public's reach.

      "These documents cover the darkest period of our history," Mr. 
Eskander says. "We need these documents to study the Saddam state, the Baath 
state, and how he and his men controlled all aspects of life in Iraq - and 
how and why they were successful in imposing conformity and staying in power 
for more than three decades."

      "It's our cultural heritage. Even if it's very negative, very 
painful," he says, "it's ours."

      Loyal Supporters

      Early on, Mr. Eskander realized that the definition of "ours" was up 
for grabs, that the growing fragmentation of Iraqi identity posed its own 
new threat to the public sphere. So in late 2003, when sectarian violence 
was just beginning to rise, Mr. Eskander forbade his staff to hang portraits 
of clerics or politicians on the library walls.

      Such displays of leadership have won Mr. Eskander a number of fiercely 
loyal supporters in the United States. One of them is Jeffrey B. Spurr, a 
Middle East and Islamic specialist at Harvard's Fine Arts Library.

      "I can't remember meeting someone I've admired quite as much," says 
Mr. Spurr, who might have once voiced similar sentiments about the author of 
Republic of Fear. Mr. Spurr credits his interest in Iraq to Mr. Makiya, whom 
he befriended a decade ago after reading that book. But their relationship 
grew rocky during the run-up to the Iraq war, which Mr. Spurr opposed, and 
it has fallen apart completely now over the dispute between the Memory 
Foundation and the National Library and Archives.

      "We're no longer friends," Mr. Spurr says.

      Another prominent ally of Mr. Eskander's is Trudy Huskamp Peterson, a 
former acting archivist of the United States and a documentation consultant.

      For Ms. Peterson, the basic issue is simple: State archives are public 
property, and the Iraq Memory Foundation is a private organization. Public 
records can only be passed on to a private entity through an act of the 
Iraqi parliament, she says, and not just with letters from executive 
government officials, which the foundation has procured repeatedly.

      "There's tons of archival literature on this," Ms. Peterson says. 
"There's just no question."

      The one question that some archivists (though not those at the Memory 
Foundation) have raised is this: Are Iraq Baath Party archives really public 
archives?

      Records of American political parties, for instance, are not 
considered public records. But when single-party states have fallen in the 
past, as in the former Communist countries of Eastern Europe, the ruling 
party's archives have usually been treated as state records. (Ms. Peterson 
points to Lithuania, Latvia, and the Ukraine as examples.)

      So was Baathist Iraq such a one-party state? Consider the view of an 
expert: "Party, state, and even civil society" under the Baath became "a 
single, great, formless mass."

      The writer? Kanan Makiya, in Republic of Fear.

      A Dream in Retreat

      While the soot and ash were still thick in the National Library and 
Archive, Mr. Makiya discovered the Iraq Memory Foundation's largest trove of 
documents in a series of basement rooms underneath the Baath Party's Baghdad 
regional headquarters - about seven million pages' worth.

      The Memory Foundation took the documents to the former home of Mr. 
Makiya's parents in Baghdad, a large Modernist residence that happened to 
fall inside the Green Zone. (Mr. Makiya says the foundation had the 
Coalition Provisional Authority's blessing for the document transfer.) 
There, he and his colleagues set about the long process of scanning and 
digitizing the files.

      The Memory Foundation's hope was to set up a memorial documentation 
center in Baghdad, modeled after Berlin's archive of Stasi files from the 
former East Germany. They envisioned a place where Iraqis could look up 
their own files, or those of their disappeared loved ones, and come to terms 
with the past.

      The Memory Foundation had picked out a chillingly resonant site for 
the center: A Baghdad parade ground dominated by a monumental arch in the 
shape of two crossed swords held aloft, 140 feet high, by giant fists - 
modeled after those of Saddam.

      But, Mr. Makiya says, "many dreams didn't work out."

      By mid-2004, Baghdad had begun tearing itself apart with a fury that 
has continued until recent months. And ever since, Mr. Makiya has watched 
his hopes for Iraq fade.

      "The violence that we see today between communities - even in its 
forms, its shapes, its physiognomy - resembles the violence of the past," 
Mr. Makiya says. "It's a war over what it means to be an Iraqi."

      And memory has become a weapon in that war. Like the U.S. military, 
Iraqi political factions also scooped up Baath-era records from state 
offices across Iraq. Such records have at times become death sentences for 
people implicated in them.

      Rather than yoke the body politic together, the Baath documents have 
merely become a resource to determine "who did what to whom, and why, and 
who suffered more than anyone else," Mr. Makiya says. "At such a moment, a 
project like ours risks becoming as much a part of the problem as part of 
the solution."

      Negotiations With Harvard

      In February 2005, the Memory Foundation reached an agreement with the 
U.S. military to have the Baath Party documents shipped to the United 
States. Government contractors here could complete the digitizing process 
much more quickly, the foundation concluded, and Baghdad was too volatile.

      Hassan Mneimneh, executive director of the foundation, says that in 
order to reach the deal, the Memory Foundation argued that the documents 
could be of intelligence value to the military - that the Iraq Baath Party 
structure depicted in them might correspond to the structure of the 
insurgency. As part of the deal, the U.S. government kept a digital copy of 
the records.

      The digitization process wrapped up in September 2005. With the 
documents stored in a U.S. naval facility in West Virginia, Mr. Makiya and 
Mr. Mneimneh went in search of a new home for them.

      They came close to reaching a deal with Harvard to house a digital 
copy of the collection, but months of negotiations fell through because the 
issues surrounding the documents - their provenance, the sensitivity of 
their contents - were so complicated.

      Sidney Verba was director of the Harvard University Library at the 
time. He says it was both a "relief" and a "great regret" when Harvard 
pulled out of the negotiations.

      But Mr. Spurr, a party to the negotiations, says he was personally 
"aghast" when he learned the Memory Foundation had removed the documents 
from Iraq.

      His fury was only heightened when, last month, the foundation made a 
deal with the Hoover Institution to house the documents there for at least 
five years.

      To carry out the deal, the Memory Foundation says it secured letters 
giving permission for the documents' transfer from the Iraqi prime 
minister's office and from the deputy prime minister himself - a man named 
Barham Salih, a former Kurdish rebel who had long ago given Mr. Makiya the 
flower-bedecked "Register of Eliminated Villages."

      Mr. Makiya is aware of the political overtones of housing the 
documents at Hoover. But his priority is to preserve them - and for now, in 
his mind, that means keeping them out of Iraq.

      "For five years I don't have to worry about the documents," Mr. Makiya 
says. "They're not going to rot. They're not going to fall to pieces. 
They're going to a very respectable institution that has agreed to return 
them. What more can you ask for?"

      Going Nowhere

      For all their sharp differences over the control and present location 
of the documents, Mr. Makiya and Mr. Eskander share a remarkably similar 
vision for the Baath records' role in Iraq.

      Both men regard the documents as the collective modern memory of the 
Iraqi public, which might one day play a constitutive rather than 
destructive role.

      They both lament the abuse of records by politicians, especially in 
the 2005 elections - when Shiite Muslim newspapers simply printed documents 
that outed rival candidates' histories with the Baath regime.

      Both men also believe it is absolutely essential for Parliament to 
pass legislation that will protect the custodians of Baath documents from 
political pressure - and protect the privacy of those named in them.

      They differ sharply, however, over the proper timing of the files' 
return. Mr. Makiya wants to see archival legislation enacted before he sends 
back any documents. Mr. Eskander wants all documents repatriated first, so 
that a government archival committee can then decide how to legislate their 
use.

      But the two men have never actually spoken with each other. Mr. 
Eskander says he has attempted, through intermediaries, to contact the Iraq 
Memory Foundation and been rebuffed. Mr. Makiya says that is a 
misunderstanding, and that he is open to discussions with Mr. Eskander.

      "It is a battle being raised against the wrong enemy," says Mr. 
Mneimneh, the Memory Foundation's executive director. "The enemy is the 
ignorance that leads to documents' being destroyed, or the malice that leads 
to documents' being misused. These are your enemies, not an organization 
that is taking its custodianship seriously."

      Mr. Makiya and Mr. Mneimneh express bafflement at Mr. Eskander's 
crusade to get the documents from them - bafflement that comes across as 
hopelessly condescending to the national archivist.

      Mr. Eskander, in turn, has come to see the Memory Foundation as an 
outgrowth of Mr. Makiya's grandiose personal designs on history. During a 
choppy recent phone interview from Baghdad, where he must be careful not to 
be heard speaking English in public, Mr. Eskander called the Brandeis 
professor "a spoiled child of the State Department."

      Many of Mr. Eskander's supporters, like Mr. Spurr and Ms. Peterson, 
see a poignant irony in the battle. Perhaps more than any other institution 
in Baghdad, they say, Mr. Eskander's National Library and Archive has come 
closest to realizing Mr. Makiya's dream of a humane, secular, modern, open 
Iraq.

      Yet Mr. Makiya - who has so often been painted as the war effort's 
presiding idealist - has become a pragmatist. "I hope that's all true, that 
the place is this wonderful utopia that they're all talking about," he says. 
"But I also know that it is not powerful. It's just an island."

      The National Library and Archive lies in a Baghdad neighborhood wedged 
between rival Sunni and Shia strongholds, and stray bullets occasionally 
shatter its windows. Mr. Eskander's boss, Iraq's minister of culture, is a 
loyal member of the Sadr party, the country's leading radical Shiite group - 
one that has shown itself willing to use documents for political ends. Mr. 
Eskander has struggled to protect his mission of secularization and 
modernization.

      Yet he has accomplished all that he has against those odds.

      Mr. Makiya predicts the island will fall under siege if it becomes a 
repository for Baath documents. But Mr. Spurr and Mr. Eskander believe it is 
important to take that chance.

      "Are you going to fail to support the one institution that's trying to 
do the right thing?" asks Mr. Spurr. "If you don't support anything and 
everything that's going right in Iraq, nothing will go right."
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