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            “Impossible Victory is Haider al-Abadi’s engaging, highly personal memoir, taking in his childhood in Baghdad, his opposition to Saddam Hussein and his years in exile in the UK. But the heart of the book is his time as Prime Minister of Iraq during the fight against Daesh. It is a remarkable inside story of the war from the perspective of the Iraqi Commander-in-Chief. Fascinating, very readable, and recommended.”

            Jeremy Bowen, BBC Middle East editor

            “Impossible Victory is the definitive memoir of Iraq’s effort to save its people and many other would-be victims from the most destructive terrorist organisation in history. But it is also a compelling story of a life lived well despite the trauma and tumult that has stricken Iraq over the past half-century. It is clear that the author, former Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi, was the right leader at the right time. This book should be read by anyone interested in the recent history of Iraq and the Middle East, as well as anyone who wants to learn how to lead in extremis.”

            Lieutenant General H. R. McMaster, former US national security advisor and author of Battlegrounds: The Fight to Defend the Free World

            “I remember meeting Mr al-Abadi as French minister of defence, when he was Prime Minister of Iraq. His determination to fight terrorism was striking, and so was his vision during some of Iraq’s darkest hours. As the French minister for Europe and foreign affairs, I am now proud to stand shoulder to shoulder with the Iraqi people and our allies around the world in favour of justice and the fight against terrorism. France will always be a steady partner in this battle. This book, which reflects on Mr al-Abadi’s time as Prime Minister of Iraq, casts a historical light on a decisive era. It will be valuable for anyone wishing to have a deeper perspective on how things happened in Iraq in the fight against Daesh.”

            Jean-Yves Le Drian, French minister for Europe and foreign affairs
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        To those who sacrificed their lives, those who were injured and to all who fought heroically for a greater purpose to protect our values and innocent Iraqis. To the families who lost loved ones; the parents, the wives, the children of the combatants who gave their support and made this victory possible.
      

            
        To those who worked with me and all who took part in any way in the success of this campaign.
      

            
        To my parents, who taught me the value of morals and decency.
      

            
        And to my family, who stood alongside me during the most difficult moments.
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         In the name of Allah, the Most Gracious, the Most Merciful

         
             

         

         And why should ye not fight in the cause of Allah and of those who, being weak, are ill-treated (and oppressed) – Men, women and children, whose cry is: ‘Our Lord! Rescue us from this town, whose people are oppressors; and raise for us from thee one who will protect; and raise for us from thee one who will help!’

         
             

         

         The Holy Quran, Chapter 4: The Women, Verse 75
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             FOREWORD

            IRAQ’S ACCIDENTAL CHURCHILL

         

         The rapid advance of the Islamic State, or Daesh, the disparaging term Iraqis prefer to use for the group, resulted in millions of Iraqis coming under the organisation’s control. The atrocities that followed are well documented. Some non-Muslims were offered the choice to convert or die. They were the lucky ones; many were killed in cold blood. Others, like the Yezidi people of northern Iraq, were described as devil-worshippers and murdered, displaced or, if they were women, girls and sometimes young boys, trafficked and used as sexual slaves. Daesh’s actions against the Yezidis have been defined by the United Nations as genocide. Open markets took place in towns controlled by Daesh in which women and children were sold.

         Some Christians could pay a tax and promise to observe the Daesh rules, surviving but fearing constantly for their lives. Many were not given that chance. Thousands of civilians were murdered in ritual judicial executions for sometimes minor infringements. Because people of other faiths were considered less than human, their organs could be harvested and sold. Civilians were used as xiihuman shields and military positions were placed in hospitals, schools and densely populated areas. The list of depravity and the barbarity goes on.

         Daesh, or Islamic State, or IS, or ISIS, is a strange amalgam of Sunni religious fanatics, young men seeking status, students trained in the west, rich Saudi and other Gulf Arab youths looking for power, and the last stand of the old Ba’athist regime and its partners in organised crime. At their height they had a core of hardened fighters, cadres of willing martyrs, dangerously ideologically motivated and skilfully able to use a small number of fighters to control huge swathes of territory using their primary tactic of fear. What spurred Daesh on to ever more shocking acts of violence?

         It is not one thing; it is not only warped faith, or money, or love of power on its own. It is a complex mix of all of these wrapped in the most dangerous vehicle of violence in the world: young men without a sense of place, value or identity. The toxic combination of ideology, violence, money and sex that life in Daesh offered gave them an identity, a place in the world and, with the veneer of Islam, even the fake promise of a place in heaven.

         What do Daesh want? A caliphate rooted in the ancient history of Islam? Perhaps. But if they were offered such a thing, would they opt to live peacefully in it and opt out of savagery? I see no real evidence of this in the Management of Savagery, Daesh’s handbook. What I see is a blueprint for how a generation of young men who cannot find their place in the world can use violence to seize it. It is a description of a philosophy, a state of mind. But this is not new. This philosophy has been with us in its modern form since the middle of the twentieth century, created and adopted by those who xiiichoose to opt out of the world as it is because they cannot see their place in it, instead seeking to remake it in their own violent image. Before, it was the twin totalitarian secular religions of Nazism and Communism. Now it is groups like Daesh.

         It will be with us in this form for a generation before it warps into something new, adapting to the world around it. It will not go away and it cannot be defeated, only changed in form. The closest the world has come to its defeat is in Iraq, and even then, that defeat was not complete: Daesh lives on, and if chaos returns to Iraq in the world after the Taliban takeover of Afghanistan, then Daesh will rise again. Indeed, there are troubling signs at the time of writing that there has been an uptick in Daesh attacks, including in Baghdad. Will history repeat itself?

         At the beginning of June 2014, 70 per cent of Anbar province was seized by Daesh, including the cities of Fallujah and Al-Qa’im, and half of the provincial capital of Ramadi came under its control. It was a profound shock to the Iraqi political system, but worse was to come. Daesh moved rapidly to seize control of Mosul and most of the surrounding province of Nineveh. The city of Tikrit also fell to Daesh forces shortly after the fall of Mosul. They took control of the central bank in Mosul, providing them with a windfall of over $400 million dollars. Iraqi army units fled in the face of their advance, providing them significant amounts of US-supplied equipment.

         On 12 June 2014, Daesh carried out the mass execution of 1,700 Iraqi Air Force cadets. By the end of the month, they had seized two border crossings between Iraq and Syria, which gave them the ability to move troops and weapons between the two countries. On 29 June, Daesh’s leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi officially proclaimed xivthe Caliphate and changed the name of the organisation to the Islamic State. Finally, the world began to pay attention.

         In August, Daesh launched an offensive that captured the city of Sinjar, but US airstrikes coupled with advances from Kurdish and Iraqi special forces culminated in the saving of Mosul Dam. In mid-October the Caliphate reached its high-water mark when Daesh captured the city of Hit. It would take until December 2017 to reverse these gains. Most Iraqis believed that if the government was to win against Daesh, then it would have to fight like the Syrian government has been fighting, because Daesh were no normal enemy force. The fact that Iraq did not fight that way and still won the war is down to one man: Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi.

         This book is that Commander-in-Chief’s own account of the campaign to liberate Iraq from Daesh without resorting to the terror tactics used by the Syrian regime. There were some terrible mistakes made, but terror was never the policy of this liberation, as his extraordinary story will show. Rather, it was truth, unity, belief and organisation that underpinned one of the most remarkable counter-insurgency victories of our age.

         In September 2014, the moderate, western-educated former minister of communications, Haider al-Abadi, seemed to the kingmakers of Iraqi politics the least bad option to be Prime Minister in the darkest hour the Iraqi state had faced since the fall of Saddam Hussein. His successor, Nouri al-Maliki, had taken the country to the brink of collapse, creating the circumstances for Daesh – whose previous iterations had been powerful in the period of sectarian violence in 2003 and again in the dark days of 2006–07 – to make a terrifying comeback. Maliki had alienated the Sunni tribes and lost xvthe confidence of the people. In an attempt at clinging to power, he put tanks on the streets of Baghdad to try to stop anyone else taking over.

         Some of those who backed Haider al-Abadi did so opportunistically. They thought his consensus-based style and slow deliberation would make him pliable. They played politics while their country burned. Iraq was in a disastrous situation and at least he would not make it worse – and if things did get worse, he could be blamed. They underestimated him. On taking office, he was quickly given an important weapon. His appointment and the war effort against Daesh were blessed by the most important Shia cleric, Grand Ayatollah Sayyid Ali al-Sistani. This laid the first brick in the wall of moral and political authority that Abadi would need to build if he was to succeed. He quietly set about his task.

         Three years later, the sovereignty of his country was restored, the Daesh Caliphate was thrown back into history and he was a national hero. Then, like Churchill in the British general election in 1945, he immediately lost the premiership as voters turned their back on the war winner. Iraq, the Middle East and the wider world owe him an immense debt of gratitude. It is vital that we study how he achieved this victory, because Daesh will come again, perhaps in a new form or perhaps in the old form rejuvenated by the west’s indifference to the fate of the Middle East and Afghanistan.

         Abadi became Iraq’s Churchill by accident, but fate might also have played a role, because his part in the victory over Daesh was central and comprehensive. Is the great leader made by the circumstances they face or are they able to deal with those circumstances because they are great? There have been few military campaigns of xvirecent times that have better illustrated the need for the integration of communications and force, and few leaders who have better understood that integration than Haider al-Abadi. This compact, intense memoir is like the man himself. Built like a rugby prop, but with a warm smile and nowadays often a full laugh. His memories, as this book reveals, have their dark rooms, and the weight of those who died in this conflict presses down on him at times.

         When I first suggested this book to him in his office in Baghdad at the end of 2018, we were sitting, together with my colleague Ghassan Jawad, in a different world. I believed then that this book was important and that the lessons of the victory over Daesh in Iraq needed to be learned. Writing it might also allow him to let some light into the dark rooms of his memory. But more than this, a book like this published in English could help to change the image of Iraq and of the Iraqi people in the minds of westerners.

         Sitting with him again in Baghdad in October 2021 with the book complete, we reflected on how this story of leadership, of strategy and of the possibilities that unity of purpose and clarity of command can bring has become more important and more urgent than ever. As I write these words, Iraqis are responding to the confusion left behind by a problematic general election; the Taliban has formed its government in Afghanistan; Lebanon – a model Abadi fears Iraq might be heading towards – is near complete collapse. Moreover, the humanitarian catastrophes created by war in Syria and Yemen barely register in our western news cycles but continue to take thousands of lives.

         Abadi is the only leader in the world to have taken on and comprehensively defeated a Daesh insurgency. In positive terms xviihe describes how he did this in the passages of this book. What he does not say so much about are the negative roads he did not take – this was not a campaign of ethnic cleansing, mass murder, torture, saturation bombing or genocide, as we have seen in other conflicts. Mistakes were made which had a terrible human cost, but the intention throughout was to minimise civilian casualties, to win the people back to the idea of Iraq and to vanquish a barbaric enemy without resorting to the barbarians’ means. This element of the story is key to a better understanding of the people of Iraq, summed up in Chapter 9: Iraq will surprise you. In defeating Daesh, Iraq surprised the world.

         As Abadi asks himself in these pages:

         
            How could a regular army – let alone one beset with the corruption, disunity and capacity problems that ours was – compete against a force united by deadly ideology and only strengthened by human sacrifice? In the autumn of 2014, the responsibility for answering that question fell to me, as I assumed the role of Commander-in-Chief of a military which was imploding under unprecedented pressures. But if I had any doubts about our capabilities, I certainly couldn’t show it now.

         

         This was the foundation of his approach, and it surprised many. He had the iron will that Churchill brought to the struggle against the Nazis. It was coupled with a quiet and determined optimism about the ability of the Iraqi people to come together against a common enemy.

         Abadi analyses his own view of what made this victory possible xviiiin these pages. He identifies a number of key factors, which he arrived at logically and systematically – like the excellent engineer that he was before politics got in the way. He was not trained in the art of war but in the science of looking at a problem and finding the solution. In his pre-political career, he applied this to rapid transit systems. Then, he applied it to winning a war. He writes with deceptive simplicity and echoes Franklin D. Roosevelt’s famous dictum that the only thing we have to fear is fear itself.

         ‘First,’ he writes, ‘you must stop the fear.’ He goes on: ‘Military power alone was not the reason for Daesh’s initial success – they had limited numbers of troops and did not possess advanced weaponry. But what they did have was fear, and this was enough to divide our communities and expose the fragility of our army at the time.’

         But then he takes a surprising turn for an Iraqi politician and a wartime leader. He looks within and begins with himself: ‘A leader must overcome his own fear; he must take the initiative in order to show his comrades that the enemy can only scare those who are already scared.’ As you will see in these pages, he did this over and over again by visiting troops on the frontlines, but also by making sure they knew the world was with them:

         
            When soldiers know they are being watched and supported by an invisible force in the sky, they feel stronger and more prepared in their minds. If our men knew there was an international coalition including global superpowers in the skies above them, they would feel as if the world was with them. They would feel protected and would know they weren’t alone.

         

         xixBut not to the extent that they think someone else is going to do the fighting for them. They could ask for help, but this had to be an Iraqi victory if it was going to be different to the war in Syria. This is the second key element Abadi identifies: he had to instil in the people and in his own forces the unshakeable conviction that victory was achievable and, most importantly, that it was achievable by them. He sums this up in a passage which could have come from a treatise on the art of war:

         
            This is the role of a leader: to combine aspirations and capabilities, organising them to develop a roadmap that points you towards a distinct goal. You must be organised. You must define a small goal, achieve it, and then move systematically on to the next one, leaving a track record behind you that shows those you’re leading that they can trust you to do what you say you will do.

         

         The final element is one that the leaders who preceded him had lost: trust. Trust was the glue that needed to be inserted into the system to keep the machine of the Iraqi war effort together. They did not just have to trust him as the leader, although this was vital; they also had to trust in each other and their respective capabilities. This was a recurrent problem with the different forces that were being deployed – army, air force, the Counter Terrorism Command (Iraq’s Special Forces equivalent), popular mobilisation units (volunteer fighters inspired by Sistani’s blessing of the fightback), local police, intelligence agencies. All had a part to play, but they needed to trust in each other’s ability to perform their role.xx

         And Abadi in turn had to trust others, something that was not always easy in the intense heat of Iraqi politics, which continued unabated for the duration of the war. There was no government of national unity, but there was good cooperation with the Kurds against a common enemy. He had to be able to trust others to do their jobs because, as he writes:

         
            I was only one small piece of the puzzle. Everybody had a role to play – politicians, the security forces, the religious establishment, civil society, local communities. I had to trust people to do their jobs, to make their own decisions, to lead their own teams and communities. This was not always easy. I was constantly aware that people’s lives were at stake, that we were dealing with human beings, not just numbers, headlines or statistics. And the harsh reality is that you can’t always trust everyone – people have their own agendas and sometimes these are contrary to yours.

         

         In the west, Iraq is often referred to as a conflict zone, a failed or perhaps failing state. Driving around Baghdad during the Daesh insurgency, it was not hard to see what that might look like. On one occasion driving into the capital with a former UK Special Forces officer, we pulled up to a checkpoint. He looked at the endless queues of SUVs and taxis. The chaos, the sheer physical challenge of doing anything because of the levels of security needed to prevent suicide bombers. Almost to himself, he said, ‘What did we do to this country?’

         At the height of the Daesh insurgency, Iraq looked like a failed state. To an extent of course it was. But although the state might xxihave failed, the Iraqi people have not. As they showed in the war against Daesh, they are not an electricity supply that can be turned on and off, even if their own electricity supply routinely fails. They are a force that, when unified, can defeat the enemy both within and from outside. Today in Iraq there is law. In most places there is order, but even in 2014 the space that had been vacated by the state’s failure had been filled by Iraqis. How they did this is a mystery, I suspect even to themselves. It is a central truth that Abadi grasped and which he turned to the advantage of the war effort. Iraqis still believed in their country and they believed it was worth fighting for, because amidst all the violence and in the face of all the terrible oppression, they had never stopped making that state and society run. It was as if what they needed was a leader who would say: I will be damned if these people are going to take our state, our home, our faith and our values from us.

         And it is this that should give us some hope. According to the writer Vesna Goldsworthy, in Yugoslavia only 10 per cent claimed their identity to be Yugoslav. In Iraq, outside of the Kurdish regions, most people grew up feeling Iraqi. (This book contains Abadi’s own moving account of growing up in Iraq and in exile in the UK.) But Iraq is both a geographical expression created by the west through the infamous Sykes–Picot agreement and a state of mind created by Saddam Hussein’s nationalism and, later, through a much more divisive pseudo-religious project. The collective idea of a cosmopolitan state still exists in Iraq.

         Many of the clerics closely associated with Iran are fighting to moderate the Shia militias so that Iran is not seen to have taken over the south of the country. The Sadrists, a significant political xxiiforce, are determinedly independent of both the US and Iran. Many others at senior levels on both sides of the confessional divide still feel an affinity with the idea of Iraq. The terrible truth is that in the same way that the idea of Yugoslavia proved to be just that, an idea, so the idea of Iraq was withering before our eyes until Abadi came to power. If it had disappeared, if the centre had not held and counter-attacked, then the violence we have seen in Iraq and Syria so far would have been just a prelude to an even deeper and wider sectarian war, sustained by the even greater movement of people across an entire region.

         Abadi knew there was still a small space in the Iraqi imagination that was shaped like the country of Iraq. That this small space still existed was a miracle. His ability to tap into it was the key to the defeat of Daesh.

         This book contains a stark and clear warning. Iraq held the line against Daesh and saved the world from regional and possibly global bloodshed. If Daesh is rising again, then Iraq will once more be on the frontline. The question is: will they find another accidental Churchill when the hour comes, or will they turn once more to the leader who has already forged the unity that brought victory? The world needs to take careful notice of what happens in Iraq. Iraq was the crucible in which the first manifestation of a nation state defeating a Daesh insurgency took place. There are clear lessons to be learned. Iraq won the war against Daesh and they fought the critical battles, but they had a coalition behind them in the common purpose of defeating a death cult. The west has largely left the field and the regional powers are more interested in fighting each other xxiiiby proxy than in protecting the integrity of Iraq. When the next assault comes, the Iraqis will be on their own and the world must pray that the lessons of the Abadi administration were learned well enough to work again, with or without his leadership.

         
             

         

         Brian Brivati 

         Baghdad and London, November 2021  xxiv

      

   


   
      
         
xxv
            INTRODUCTION

         

         My story starts with an action-movie cliché. The last opening credit is just fading out, and an explosion rips across the screen. Pan out to an apocalyptic scene in a film-set Baghdad – minarets and fighter planes and tanks and blood and dust – and just as it reaches its terrifying crescendo, the main character gasps awake in his darkened room. It was all a dream…

         This is how it was on the morning of 12 June 1966 when I awoke. The day on which the story of my life started, and the day which consigned me to the fate of opening this memoir of war with the most implausible of true stories.

         It is not often that one remembers a dream, not least after five decades of a life where the drama of reality has more than eclipsed that dream for vividness, emotion and – admittedly – fear. And this is not the metaphorical ‘dream’ of a politician or orator. This is the dream of a fourteen-year-old boy which, due to the remarkable circumstances that followed, is still etched in the memory of his 69-year-old self today.

         As I was asleep that night in 1966, I dreamed that my home city of Baghdad was under attack. Fighter planes bombed and strafed the prominent buildings which featured starkly in my youthful mind xxvi– the Presidential Palace, the fancy gardens with the swimming pools, the imposing government buildings. Tanks screeched and machine guns clattered and soldiers in green barked orders and fired their rifles. I woke, presumably a little shaken – almost certainly not with a gasp and dripping in sweat like the movies – but nonetheless eager to share the drama with my brothers and sisters. I charged down the stairs of my family home in Karrada, a middle-class district of Baghdad located on a small peninsula around which the river Tigris flows in a deep curve, cutting through the heart of the city. My mother listened from the kitchen where she was preparing breakfast as I regaled my siblings with tales of fighter jets and gunfire.

         Later that day, my father and I drove through our neighbourhood in his green Volkswagen. All was peaceful as we crossed the 14 July Bridge and headed in the direction of the Presidential Palace, located on the edge of the river in what is now Baghdad’s ‘Green Zone’. In residence at that time was President Abdul Rahman Arif, the third President of the Iraqi Republic, which had been established after a revolution had overthrown the British-installed Hashemite monarchy in 1958. His palace really was in a green zone: there were wide open spaces, parks, even a public swimming pool. No soldiers guarded the area, which was not particularly exclusive and certainly not dangerous. It was open to the public and was a popular spot for family outings and friendly football matches. I played there myself as a child with my friends; we formed a team and with youthful bravado called ourselves ‘The Bullets’ due to our dazzling speed.

         My father and I parked up and headed for the swimming pool. A short while later, as I was reaching the top of the highest board to xxviidive into the water, we heard a strange sound overhead. It sounded like a car backfiring but it was coming from the sky. For a moment, the sound receded and everyone looked around at one another in silence, confused. Then it started again, this time accompanied by a soft whooshing and then a deafening roar. Fighter jets appeared in the sky, swooping low over the gardens, dropping bombs and shooting at the palace. ‘Haider,’ my father shouted, ‘come down now, we have to get out of here!’ I descended the steps of the diving board as quickly as I could and joined my father, who had climbed out of the pool.

         We ran for cover, sheltering in my father’s car and then driving home as quickly as we could, still in our wet swimming costumes. Most people stayed behind and were stuck there for hours. Some lost their cars when the tanks arrived, destroying the vehicles in their path. My father drove home via the back streets from the Presidential Palace, trying to avoid the main roads and intersections as much as possible. We approached the Al-Muqatil roundabout, the crossing between the road to the Presidential Palace and the 14 July Bridge, and found ourselves facing a tank head on. When they saw my father’s car, they started shooting in our direction. The noise of the automatic machine gun was deafening. To this day the action of that tank crew bemuses me. In a simpler time before anyone’s sadistic mind had stretched as far as filling a car with explosives and using suicide as a weapon, it is remarkable to think that the gunner of that armoured behemoth found Father’s green Volkswagen sufficiently threatening to have at it with his machine gun. My father ducked down, trying to drive with his head and body below xxviiiwindow level. He aimed the car down the bridge, gritted his teeth, and hit the gas pedal. Once we got halfway across, the tank stopped shooting. We were safe.

         I was a young teenager, jolted away from a day out with my family by gunfire and fighter planes, violence and conspiracy, political agendas and conflicting ambitions. It was the first time I had ever experienced armed conflict close up. I could not know at the time that it certainly wouldn’t be the last. Nor could I know that what now terrified me would eventually become part of my daily life. Something I would have to learn to live with, a fear I would force myself to overcome. Later, the excitement of this day was declared to have been a failed attempt at a coup d’état led by Arif Abd ar-Razzaq. Abd ar-Razzaq had been Prime Minister for eleven days a year earlier, but fled to Egypt after the failure of his first coup attempt against the previous President, Abdul Salam Arif. He became known as ‘The Man of Coups’ in Iraq, having participated in five attempts in just eight years. From that day on, whenever a major, unexpected event took place in Iraq, my father, brothers and sisters would ask me if I’d already seen it coming in my dreams.

         This book is the product of a different dream – a dream I have for the future of my country. In it, I tell the story of how Iraq overcame one of the darkest, cruellest chapters in its recent history. One which, if things had turned out differently, could have been the beginning of an even darker age for the Middle East and the wider world. It is a story of a country on the brink of collapse, a people reaching the limits of their capacity to bear violence, pain and despair. A story of how Iraq, and Iraqis, came face to face with a brutal and nihilistic force that the whole world feared. How we fought it, xxixand, in spite of everything that divided us, in spite of the cynical expectations of the watching world, we won. Just a few years ago, the terrorist organisation known as Daesh posed a very real, existential threat not only to Iraq, but to some of the most economically and militarily powerful countries in the region and beyond. Even governments with all the resources in the world at their disposal were afraid. Had Daesh continued their advances unabated, had Iraqis not come together to stand in their way, the Middle East – and the world – would probably look very different today.

         This book is the testament of how we did it. It’s my story, but it is also Iraq’s story. Though I tell it from my unique vantage point as Prime Minister and Commander-in-Chief of the military, with every privilege and responsibility that entails, it is really the story of my people. I am not telling it to boast about what we achieved or to suggest that our troubles are over, but to show what is possible, to show the world what Iraqis are capable of. By writing about the lessons of leadership that I learned and telling our story of triumph over adversity, I hope this book will present a roadmap for how we can continue to move forward and create a better future for our people. For the children who have only known war; for the young men who risked their lives and lost their friends on the frontlines; for the mothers whose husbands and sons were martyred; for the exiles who never felt like they could come home; for the university students who long for a country that values them and invests in their potential.

         Iraq has overcome colonialism, dictatorship, occupation, insurgency, sectarianism and terrorism. In defeating Daesh, the most brutal and ambitious terrorist organisation in recent history, we xxxachieved what the whole world thought was impossible. We bore an enormous cost and the world is a safer place because of it. For the first time in decades, the world looked at Iraq differently. Iraqis looked at Iraq differently. For a brief moment, we were united and it felt like anything was possible.

         The enemy Iraq faces today may look different than it did in 2014, but the threat to divide and weaken the country remains. I wrote this book because of the dream I have for my homeland. To show what Iraq is capable of when we move past our differences and unite as fellow citizens. I wrote it because I believe we can, and we must, do it again.
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            CHAPTER 1

            A DIFFERENT IRAQ

         

         I was born in 1952 in Baghdad. Another age; a different Iraq. Like me, my city has lived many lives. She has witnessed glorious victories and survived unimaginable horrors. She has been home to glittering palaces and bustling streets of bookstalls and coffee shops. She has seen peace, progress, modernity and intellectualism. Yet, like me, she is best known today for the most violent and destructive period in her lifetime.

         For many Iraqis the decade from 1948 to 1958 is looked upon as a golden age of peace and prosperity. Iraq emerged from the aftermath of World War II with vigour, the timeless bedrock of an ancient civilisation acquiring a fresh veneer of confident modernity. Of course, the nostalgia of exile can tint the past with a flattering glare. The so-called objectivity of history can judge me on this, but I would comfortably posit that the decade in which I was born was certainly better than the madness that came after.

         My suburban upbringing resonated with this 1950s idyll. I was fortunate enough to be born into the professional class to a family of doctors, an occupation where public-mindedness is a necessary function of the trade. For us and people like us, Baghdad during these years was a civilised and affluent city. It was also safe, despite 4the political turbulence and multiple coups that took place during my childhood and teenage years. Children played raucously in the streets, women walked alone at night without fear, neighbours and friends sat outside at cafés, chatting or playing games until the early hours of the morning without a care in the world. Even senior politicians had few or no personal security concerns – a concept which seems alien today, when armed bodyguards are as much a necessary part of a politician’s wardrobe as his shirt and tie.

         When I was around six years old, I remember seeing the first Prime Minister and leader of the republic, Abd al-Karim al-Qassim, in the flesh while he was visiting Karrada. Looking back on it, his bodyguards were conspicuous by their paucity, and his car was gapingly exposed by today’s standards, disappearing as it did beneath the mass of adoring citizens, their hands and faces reaching in through the windows to embrace and kiss him. And this carefree existence did not stop at the Prime Minister.

         A few years later I was playing football with some friends on the pitch outside the Presidential Palace when we noticed that the gates were wide open. We ran over to stand on the pavement opposite, wondering what was happening and angling for a look inside the regal-looking front gates. A single car emerged. Inside it were just two men – the driver and, in the backseat, President Abdul Rahman Arif. The President of Iraq waved at us as he passed, disappearing down the road with no security presence in view. We waved back, laughing and peering into the car until it sped out of sight and we returned to the more important matter of our game. Such was the safe and sunny Baghdad of my childhood.

         Those sunny years were not to last. As I passed into adolescence 5and emerged from the innocence of childhood, a hitherto unfamiliar chill began to descend over Baghdad. The sweaty chill of fear. The miasma of suspicion. Disappearances, killings, paranoia. The sun set over Iraq as the Ba’ath Party ascended, and Saddam Hussein emerged to seal our sky in darkness.

         The gun-barrel politics of Iraq in the late 1960s and early 1970s slowly destroyed the transactional concept of security which every Iraqi had hitherto taken for granted – the concept of live and let live. In 1968, the Ba’ath Party seized power, after several attempts to assassinate leaders and overthrow the government. From that time on, political opponents had their freedom curtailed and throughout the 1970s political suppression increased. It took Saddam a few years to assert complete control, but in 1979 he was able to declare himself President and accelerate moves against those who opposed him.

         Pictures of his moustached face began to appear everywhere, and Iraqis stopped speaking about politics in public, always afraid that someone might be listening. Regime critics disappeared in the dark of the night, showing up dead or not at all. Saddam’s family, tribe and inner circle meanwhile began to accumulate wealth and power at lightning speed at the expense of the rest of the country. Within a decade, he had transformed the very nature of politics: Iraq had become a mafia state with Saddam as its godfather.

         As a teenager, I had begun to recognise the power of the media in shaping our perception of events by listening to BBC Arabic coverage of the Vietnam War. I noticed how media narratives differed depending on their geographical location and political agenda. I remember the first time I saw the iconic image of the desperate 6nine-year-old girl running from her village which had been destroyed in a napalm attack. It had a huge impact on me, lodging difficult questions in my mind that I would find myself asking again decades later: Why do people go to war when it only leads to catastrophe? Is it really about saving people, defeating the enemy, or is it only to serve the ego of leaders who will never personally feel the full effects of the devastation? The US was a superpower wielding enormous military strength in Vietnam, for example. But although America won every military battle, ultimately it lost the war. I came to realise that all the military might in the world means nothing if you cannot win over the people. We are seeing the fallout of that same fateful paradigm in Afghanistan today.

         Brimming with youthful optimism and ideas of peace and social justice, I became frustrated seeing how my parents, who were once so open and free, became suspicious of even their neighbours and friends. Just a year after I had taken my first steps into political activism, joining the opposition party Hizb al-Dawa, I watched as Sadd-am’s grip strengthened and a blanket of fear fell over my country.

         I graduated from the Central High School of Baghdad in 1970. Al-Idadiyah al-Markaziyah, to give it its Arabic name, was the oldest and most famous school in Iraq. It was founded in 1918 and its alumni included the founder of the Iraqi Republic, Abdul al-Karim al-Qassim, along with two former Presidents – Abdul Rahman Arif and Abdul Salam Arif – and former Prime Minister Naji Talib. By this point, I had grown from the cantankerous middle child of my footballing days into a serious, bookish and politically astute teenager. Rather than follow my father into medicine, I pursued my own path in engineering and in 1975 I completed my 7degree in electrical engineering from the University of Baghdad (later named the University of Technology). The next step of my journey took me overseas to the UK, first to the University of Manchester and then to London.

         Unaware was I, when I stepped off the plane at Heathrow on 2 March 1976, that I would not go home again for twenty-seven years. It was my first time in a western country – I had never even left my family home for more than a few days. I was filled with nervous anticipation like any new university student, assuming I would be back in Baghdad in a few months telling my friends all about my experience. Although I was dressed for the cold English weather (my mother had insisted I pack plenty of warm clothes), the crisp winter chill was a shock to my system. I descended the steps onto the tarmac, somewhat confused when my fellow passengers and I were then shuffled onto a bus which transported us for miles through the mini-city that is Heathrow airport. When I disembarked, I handed the driver a crisp, new one-pound note. He took the money, looking at me as if I was from Mars. Confused, I stepped off the bus and continued on to passport control. It was months before I realised that the shuttle bus was part of the airport service. Nothing in Iraq was free back then, unless you were a friend of Saddam.

         I arrived in Manchester the following day and was met by quintessential northern weather. This dark, wet city, it seemed, had not got the memo that spring was on the way. People often expressed surprise that I had only been in the UK for a short time, as my English was very good and I could communicate well. Still, it took me months before I could understand the northern dialects. There was a Mancunian porter in our department who spoke in such a 8thick accent that I never quite understood what he was saying. I was relieved when my supervisor, who was Scottish, told me that he couldn’t either.

         It was the first time I had needed to cook for myself and my mother and sister would send me Iraqi recipes by mail. Slowly, I learned to cook meat, vegetables and rice dishes, following their recipes to the last letter. There were very few Arabs in Manchester at the time and hardly any shops or restaurants selling Middle Eastern food. The closest thing I found was a corner shop owned by a Cypriot who used to import things like olives and dried meats. The shop was chaos – boxes, bags and cans of food were stacked high all over the place and there was no semblance of order to anything. But the shopkeeper knew exactly where to find everything. It was a stark contrast from the orderly aisles of the English supermarkets, but it reminded me of home.

         I had initially travelled to Manchester to complete my master’s degree, but after a successful first year my professor persuaded me to convert my thesis into a doctorate. He was working at the time on an exciting project to build an enormous new stadium in Saudi Arabia – part of the Saudis’ preparations for their ultimately unsuccessful bid to host the Olympic Games. The stadium was to be 250 metres high, and one of the biggest challenges the engineering team faced was building a system of lifts that could transport people very quickly up and down. This project became the focus of my doctorate and thus began my fascination with rapid transit systems – perhaps an unlikely interest for a future Prime Minister, but one which would drive the next decades of my non-political career.

         My political life had in fact started when I joined the Dawa Party 9in 1967 at the age of fifteen. Most of my friends who were my age had little interest in politics, so I often found myself in the company of men in their early twenties. They seemed incredibly old and mature to me. I was inspired by their opposition to Saddam’s extremism and flattered that they saw potential in me. I was initially taken aback when they asked me to join the party because I had never really thought about people in terms of their political affiliation. Before, I just saw them as young men. After joining the party, I began to see them as an organisation, as leaders. They gave me a sense of responsibility, inspiring me to think more deeply about political and social issues in my country and beyond.

         In the UK I became involved with the Iraqi opposition community, but knowing that being outside Iraq did not protect me from the reach of the regime, I tried to be discreet about my political activity. They had eyes everywhere. Occasionally I would telephone my family back home, but I had to be careful to disguise my voice. I assumed that my family’s phone calls were being listened to and worried it could cause problems for them if the regime found out they had been speaking to me.

         Every year or so, I had to visit the Iraqi embassy in London to obtain the necessary government approval to continue with my PhD. The embassy terrified Iraqis. We’d all heard stories of the assassinations of opposition activists and Iraqis overseas who had fallen out of favour. Some were loaded into crates while paying a routine visit to the embassy and returned to Iraq, where they would disappear for good. In 1978, Ayad Allawi – a prominent Iraqi exile who later returned and became Prime Minister – was attacked by a mysterious individual who broke into his London home and burst 10into his bedroom wielding an axe. The perpetrator turned out to be a member of the Iraqi secret police. Miraculously, Allawi survived, but he spent months in hospital recovering from his injuries. Accountability meant nothing to the secret police, whose diplomatic immunity protected them from punishment. The attack against Allawi sent a chilling ripple through the opposition community in London. It didn’t matter how far away we went, they were always watching.

         On one particular embassy visit, I nervously approached the desk of the official responsible for granting the approvals. Busy with paperwork, he shot a somewhat disinterested glance up at me, his dark hair slicked back and a thick, heavy moustache lining his top lip. ‘As-salaam aleikum,’ I said, clearing my throat and standing up tall in an attempt to hide my anxiety. ‘Wa aleikum as-salaam,’ he responded gruffly, without looking at me. When I told him I was there to renew my approval to study, he sent me to another floor to fetch my dossier so that he could stamp it. Back then the regime kept a dossier on every Iraqi student in the UK, monitoring and recording our activities to make sure we were staying on the right side of the regime.

         I retrieved my file and headed back upstairs, but while I was alone in the stairwell, I was able to sneak a glance at the documents inside. My stomach dropped when I saw the piece of paper that had been added to the front of my file. It was a letter from the Iraqi intelligence service, stating that I, along with four or five other students, was a member of the opposition. The letter instructed the embassy not to renew my approval to study and, if possible, to return me to Iraq immediately. Cautiously, I looked around me, listening for 11the sound of footsteps in the stairwell above and below me. When I was sure I was alone, I swiftly removed the letter, careful not to leave a trace, folding it in my pocket and walking back to the desk of the official. He frowned at me for a moment, his eyes piercing mine as if he knew what I had done and he was searching for a trace of a missing document. It was probably only five seconds, but it felt like five minutes. Finally, he looked away and proceeded to lazily stamp my file, dropping it on a growing pile on one side of his desk without a second look. ‘Khalas,’ he said, ‘who’s next?’ I left the embassy, my breath shallow and my sweat turning cold as the winter air hit my skin. It wasn’t until I reached my house that I let out a long, deep sigh of relief.

         That experience jolted me. For weeks afterwards I looked over my shoulder everywhere I went and I listened intently every time I used the phone for a sign that it had been tapped. I thought I’d been careful. My interactions with the opposition had been discreet and I rarely gave out my personal information. But the regime had spies everywhere, particularly among the student community. The Ba’ath Party would grant scholarships to students from poor backgrounds to study overseas, giving them a golden opportunity to lift themselves and their families out of poverty. They were buying their loyalty, calculating that they could count on these students to report classmates who were engaged in anything they deemed disloyal – and they were right. I met one such student, a 24-year-old Iraqi who was completing his PhD in the same department as me. He was from Diwaniya, a poor governorate south of Baghdad, and he told me that his father served tea for a living. ‘My family would never have been able to afford for me to study abroad if the Ba’ath hadn’t 12sent me,’ he said. ‘So not only would I serve them, I would bury their enemies’ families alive if they asked me to.’

         I’d kept the regime off my case that day in the embassy, but only temporarily. Shortly after, they withdrew my permission to study abroad and in 1980 they refused to renew my passport because of my political activity, saying that I had been conspiring against my country. I was officially stranded. If I went back to the embassy to try to convince them, they would confiscate my passport and perhaps even force me back to Iraq, where I would likely be imprisoned or executed. Like many other exiles, I became stateless. I continued my studies without the permission of the Iraqi government and eventually had to get a travel document from the British government in lieu of my passport, which confirmed my statelessness. My father would smuggle money into the UK for me with Iraqis who were travelling there in order for me to continue to pay for my education.

         I wanted to complete my studies and return home, but the regime had other plans for my future and the futures of my family. My father, Jawad al-Abadi, was a career doctor. He had worked his way up to the position of director of the Baghdad Neurosurgery Hospital and later became inspector general of the Iraqi Ministry of Health. As Saddam’s noose had grown ever tighter around the necks of the people of Iraq, my father was forced to retire in 1979 when his name was included on a list of forty-seven doctors who were not members of the Ba’ath Party.

         In 1980 I finished my thesis and the regime began to target my brothers. They came for Ali first. When we were kids, Ali was always the brave one. Ali was a confident and outgoing child who was never afraid. Now, as a 29-year-old university professor, his 13bravery would be challenged beyond anything we could have imagined during our childhood. The regime arrested him for being a member of the Dawa Party, torturing and murdering him in one of their prisons. Then they came for Qaswer, and did the same to him. Finally, in 1982, they came for my youngest brother Ghalib, who was arrested during his second year of medical school in Mosul, just twenty years old, and imprisoned for ten years. My family carries with it the scars of these years, as do so many other families in Iraq. Our greatest pain was not knowing their fate. We didn’t learn of their deaths until after the fall of Saddam when the Ba’ath Party security dossiers were released.

         My mother and father both came to London in 1992 for medical treatment. They stayed with me for some time, deliberating about whether or not they should return to Iraq. It was a huge decision for them. Iraq was their home, but my father was worried about what would happen when he arrived back in the country. The security forces would probably detain him and question him about my activities in the UK. He was now in his seventies and he had doubts about whether he could physically and psychologically withstand the interrogation.

         My mother’s relationship with Iraq was complicated. She was born in Beirut and moved to Baghdad when she married my father. Iraq had given her children. But it had also taken three of them away. Many years had passed since my first brother was taken by the security forces and my mother had lived in constant fear every day since. She was afraid to leave the house. Friends and relatives eventually stopped visiting her, afraid to be associated with our family in case they invited attention from the vicious, oppressive security 14forces that had taken my brothers. No one knew who would be next. Every now and then someone from the security services would come and knock on the door of my parents’ home, reminding them that they were watching. That they could take another one of us away anytime they wanted. After much debate, my parents decided it was safest for them to stay in the UK.

         My father never quite got used to life in Britain. He hated the rainy winters, sometimes escaping to France, where he had lived for a few years as a young medical student. He longed to be back in Iraq, sipping tea and discussing history and politics in the cafés of Mutanabbi Street, the intellectual centre of Baghdad. ‘You see these red-brick buildings,’ he said to me once, stoically, sipping on a cup of strong, black Iraqi tea, ‘they’re stained with the blood of the people of the colonies.’

         DAWA

         As angry as my own statelessness made me, it felt like a small price to pay when I thought of my brothers and close friends, languishing in Ba’athist prisons back home. During those years, I became increasingly convinced that the best thing I could do for my country, for my family, was to dedicate myself to opposition politics.

         After finishing my PhD, I took a job with an engineering firm in London and began to put my doctoral research into practice, working with teams at the forefront of developing innovative rapid transit systems. During my engineering career I worked as a researcher, a consultant on transportation issues and eventually the director general of a design and technological firm. In 1998 I even received a 15grant for technological innovation from the UK government’s Department of Trade and Industry, and in 2001 I registered a patent for my work.

         One of the most enjoyable projects I worked on was at the BBC’s Bush House. The company I was leading had won a competitive tender to replace their outdated lift system, beating out the giants in the industry. We designed a new, digital system (which was cutting edge in the early 1980s before computerisation had become mainstream) that would tell the user, accurate to the second, exactly how long it would take them to scale the floors of the building and reach their office or studio.

         My professional life before 2003 shaped some of my approaches to the challenges I would face in the future. Mass transit needs coordination, planning and organisation. Engineering changes the way you think, forcing you to examine and understand systems. I taught my brain to operate systematically. I would record the decisions I made in tables like databases so that I could refer back to them to understand exactly what had led me to certain outcomes. This is the basis of artificial intelligence. By the late 1980s, I had trained my brain to work like an algorithm. I no longer needed to write everything down, making decisions quickly by analysing all of the possible outcomes with an ‘if x, then y’ approach in my mind. This would prove a valuable skill for politics – and of course, decades later and unbeknownst to me at the time, for war.

         In 1982 I got married and went on to have three children, each of them a few years apart. When they were young, I told them stories of Iraq. I spoke to them in Iraqi Arabic at home and sang them the same Iraqi nursery rhymes that my parents had once sung to me, in 16what felt like another lifetime. As my children grew, I developed a heightened, albeit uncomfortable, awareness of just how painful the previous years must have been for my parents, seeing their children in danger both up close and from afar, not knowing their fate. How many Iraqi parents have known the feeling of terror and the trauma my parents must have experienced every time they heard the phone ring or a knock at the door. Pangs of guilt surfaced every time I let myself think about how my activism affected my mother and father. My one consolation was the hope that my resistance might grant my own children the freedom from persecution that we never had.

         Over time, I also had to learn how to split myself between my work, my activism and my family, all of which demanded different things of me, my time and my energy. I was deeply committed to my country, so it often felt draining and depressing to hear the latest news from Iraq. Listening from afar to stories of deprivation, war, sanctions and oppression, I felt at once helpless and inspired to fight back. Though I loved my work, I often struggled to see the same value in it as I did in my opposition politics. It was my way of contributing to my country from afar and it gave me a sense of purpose.

         Most importantly to me at that time, I had three young children waiting for me at home who cared less about exile politics than they did about having a dad who could play with them when they came home from school. I learned to shut off my various other responsibilities and focus only on the present moment. In my head, I visualised my work and my political activity as shop fronts, which I would pull the shutters down on at the end of each day. This allowed me to concentrate on my family, to enjoy my time with them and to rest 17without my mind whirring with images of rapid transit systems or political demonstrations.

         Eventually, I reduced my working hours to two days a week, which was all I needed to cover my living expenses and allowed me to dedicate more time and energy to exile politics. In 1977, I had become the leader of the Dawa organisation in the UK and, in 1979, a member of the wider party’s executive leadership. Within the organisation, I became known by the nickname Abu Yasser – I chose it myself in homage to an uncle of the same name whom I had loved dearly as a child. Through my work with the party, I got to know many Iraqis who would become key political figures in the post-2003 republic.

         In Iraq, we would never have had the opportunity to meet with other members of the opposition beyond our immediate circles. The intense gaze of the intelligence and security services made it impossible to trust anyone you didn’t know. But in London, we had the freedom and the privilege to meet others outside our usual networks. We met with Arabs and Kurds, Sunnis and Shias – even former Ba’athists who had fallen out of favour with the regime. In the beginning, everyone was on their guard, scarred by their past experiences of surveillance and oppression. But over time our confidence grew and, with it, our trust of one another.

         We would meet up from time to time in restaurants and at each other’s homes, sometimes in cafés in London. We reminisced about life and family in Iraq, discussing the latest political developments taking place back home over qahwa and falafel. In the 1990s, the closest we could get to Iraqi food in London restaurants was either 18Lebanese or Persian. There weren’t many Iraqis in the UK back then aside from our small community of exiles. Of course, all that changed just a few years later when the war began. Though we came from an array of different backgrounds and did not agree with each other on everything, we were united by our desire to see our country liberated from the grips of Saddam. We established an opposition network that was cross-party and spanned entire continents.

         As an opposition party of exiles scattered across the world, I’m not sure Dawa really knew what our political aims were. Of course, we wanted to challenge the Ba’athist regime and advocate for those suffering under Saddam Hussein. But how could we expect to do this when we couldn’t even enter our country, let alone challenge the political system from within? Of course, we were united in our exile, but we had to acknowledge that our situations differed significantly to those of our fellow Iraqis back home.

         The very fundamentals on which the Dawa organisation in the UK was built were completely different to those which inspired the party’s creation years earlier in Iraq. In the beginning in Iraq, the aims of the party had been political. For us in exile, it was more than that. In the UK, Iraqis like me felt all alone in a foreign country, thousands of kilometres from home. The culture was different. So was the weather, the language, the food. Everything. Working in the party kept us connected to our roots and our cause. It helped us maintain a sense of our Iraqiness by providing a community of people with a shared national identity and a common nostalgia for our homeland. Outside, and sometimes in spite of our politics, we drank chai and listened to Iraqi songs while our children played 19together. We broke fast during Ramadan, celebrated Eid, attended each other’s weddings. An individual cannot maintain his or her culture alone when living so far away from home. You need a community, a family, a tribe. That is what the party was for us.

         As difficult as it was to play a meaningful political role outside our country, the Dawa organisation in the UK helped keep our cause alive. It gave us a sense of purpose, making us feel that we were contributing to something valuable that would ultimately benefit our homeland. None of us wanted to spend the rest of our lives barred from entering our own country. The organisation and the meetings, activities, demonstrations and media coverage that came with it made us feel that we hadn’t given up hope. This hope translated to our communities back in Iraq. Iraqis in London would tell their families and friends back home about what we were doing, giving some a sense that change was possible, a sense that they hadn’t been forgotten.

         The years of the Iran–Iraq War in the 1980s were a particularly memorable period of learning for me. They gave me my first true introduction to the realism underpinning geopolitics. The Islamic revolution that took place in Iran in 1979 sparked a powerful desire for change across the Middle East, and that posed a grave threat to authoritarian regimes like the Ba’ath in Iraq. This, coupled with a series of territorial disputes between Iraq and Iran during the preceding years, was enough for Saddam to justify an invasion. He had been looking for an opportunity to show his strength and put those who might challenge him back in their box, both domestically and overseas. For him, going to war with the Islamic Republic 20ticked all the right boxes. So in September 1980, he sent Iraqi forces across the border and began what became an existential conflict spanning eight years of bloody battles and loss of life for both sides.

         Safe in my London home, I knew I was lucky to have been spared the fate of many Iraqis forced into this brutal and needless fighting. Again, I found myself asking why leaders go to war, analysing the decisions of the powerful and lamenting the cost for ordinary, innocent people. But there was something about this conflict that gave me, and many other Iraqis opposed to the Ba’ath regime, a sense of hope. Hope that Saddam would meet his match, that his brutal regime would come to an end. Suddenly there was light at the end of the tunnel.

         Unfortunately for us – and somewhat ironically given the determination for his removal that came later in the west – few among the international community shared that hope. The great powers threw their support behind Saddam as a counterweight to the rising influence of the new regime in Iran. The western powers were supporting him not because they particularly liked him, but because of the risk that the anti-western, revolutionary fever emanating out of Iran could sweep across the Middle East, toppling the monarchies and regimes that constituted their closest allies in the region. Meanwhile, the Communist bloc feared the impact that the religious fervour of the revolution could have on their own Muslim communities and those of their neighbours. Saddam, and his secular rhetoric and forceful stance against the Iranian revolution, suddenly became a useful ally for western and eastern governments alike. They were committed to keeping him in power. 21

         The Dawa organisation in London was particularly active during this time, attending demonstrations and conducting its own outreach activities with politicians and NGOs in an attempt to pressure the UK to stop supporting Saddam. It was a challenge and a learning curve for us, because the whole system was against us. Even those demonstrating against the Iraqi regime in London were not necessarily doing so in support of Iraqis, but in opposition to their governments and the politics of the time.

         I remember vividly a demonstration in London that was attended by a large number of people, including many non-Iraqis. They were supposed to be protesting against the west’s support for Saddam, but there was no consistent message or vision present in their slogans, placards and chants. Some were shouting ‘Down with Russia!’, while others chanted ‘Down with the US!’ A taxi driver, observing the protests from across the road, laughed to himself and shouted, ‘Down with everyone!’ It felt like most of the world was against us. Even those who claimed to support us weren’t really dedicated to our cause – it just happened to fit with their political outlook at the time.

         Human rights organisations seemed to be staying quiet on the subject of the brutality of the Ba’ath regime. I remember visiting the headquarters of Amnesty International during the war to discuss the situation in Iraq. They assured us that they were actively investigating Saddam’s crimes. We looked through the shelves of their recently published work, filtering through an array of leaflets and reports about the crimes of the Iranian regime, looking for something on Iraq. We were expecting at the very least to see literature 22condemning the Anfal, Saddam’s attempted genocide of the Kurds. He had conducted systemic military and chemical attacks on Kurdish areas, murdering over 180,000 people. There was nothing.

         I suppose this should not have come as a surprise, given that the dominant political and media narratives at the time were decidedly anti-Iran and gave little airtime to Saddam’s atrocities. In the 1980s when Saddam was a useful ally of the UK, Iraq’s human rights record was of little interest in London. Of course, his systematic annihilation of the Shia and the Kurds received plenty of airtime years later in the run-up to 2003.

         This taught me another important lesson for the future: at the end of the day, we are all inevitably influenced by the world around us – our worldviews are shaped by our experiences, and we cannot expect others to see the world as we do. I channelled my disappointment and frustration into action. I began to pay attention to what drives people’s decisions to support certain causes and not others. I learned the hard way that if I wanted people to listen to my message, I would have to make it visible and put it on their radar myself. These lessons would prove invaluable when, decades later as Prime Minister, I faced the daunting task of convincing the world of the dangers posed by the so-called Islamic State, or, to use the Arabic acronym, Daesh. Once again, I would be facing an uphill battle, but my years of opposition politics prepared me well.

         DON’T GO BACK TO IRAQ

         I am fortunate to have lived and experienced more than one culture in my life. During my twenty-six years in the UK, I experienced 23different customs, traditions, languages and ways of interacting with others than I was used to having grown up in Baghdad, a Shia Muslim son of a middle-class Iraqi Arab doctor. When I first moved to Manchester I experienced culture shock, as so many people do when their identities are challenged by new ways of being. Everything I knew was called into question, from how I spoke and what I ate to the ways I worshipped and related to those around me.

         Accustomed to rigid social hierarchies, it confused me that my teachers and professors were, in many ways, my equals. We did not need to stand up when they entered the room and we often ate our meals side by side. Used to a slower pace of life centred around family and community, the fast pace and individualistic culture of British city life felt alien to me to begin with. Back in the 1980s, there were fewer Arabs in the UK than there are today; it was rare for me to hear my native language spoken on the street and there were few restaurants serving the meals that had given me comfort growing up.

         But after years of immersion in British culture it became second nature to me. Baked beans on toast and roast chicken became almost as comforting to me as masgouf (grilled fish) or quzi (slow-roasted stuffed lamb). I began to see everything around me with new eyes. My perspective was broadened by my exposure to so many different cultures and people from a colourful array of backgrounds. I learned more about the world by being out in it, by hearing the worldviews of those with completely different experiences to mine. And I learned, first and foremost, that people are people, regardless of their culture, religion, ethnicity, politics or backgrounds.

         Emotions are expressed differently across cultures, but underneath 24those expressions, the feelings and basic instincts are the same. A funeral is a sombre, reserved affair in the UK. People express their grief quietly, keeping their emotions to themselves and their closest friends and family. In Iraq, funerals are big, loud, expressive affairs. People wear their sorrow on their sleeve, shouting and crying and raising their hands and faces to the sky. But the British mourner is no less grief-stricken than his Iraqi counterpart. Our underlying feelings, emotions and human experiences are the same across cultures, borders and backgrounds.

         I was never particularly fascinated by the west. I liked London, but I wanted to go home. I missed everything about Baghdad. Even the air, which was dryer and less humid than the air in the UK. In the middle of Old Baghdad there is a clock tower called the Qushla which was built by the Ottomans. Every time I saw Big Ben it would remind me of the Qushla, transporting me back home. For a moment, in my mind, I was drinking tea and playing backgammon on the streets of my city. Then I would take a breath of the cold English air and remember where I was.

         The Iraqis of my generation living in the UK hadn’t left because we disliked our country, nor were we economic migrants seeking financial or professional benefits overseas. Most of the Iraqis I knew in London had been students like me – young people brimming with ideas, ambition and potential. We wanted to get our degrees and return home to our families, to our country. The years passed and we progressed in our careers, got married, started families, watched our children grow. But Iraq was always in our hearts.

         Iraq, however, was no longer ours. It had become the country 25of Saddam. In 2001 I visited Saudi Arabia to take part in the Hajj pilgrimage. It always felt strange being back in the Middle East. On the one hand I felt so close to home – the heat was familiar; the air was the same as Baghdad’s. But at the same time, I felt a sense of heightened fear and insecurity. I knew it was easier for the regime to find me and take me away while I was on their doorstep. During the earlier years, when I still had my Iraqi passport, I was terrified I would lose it and be left stateless, unable to get back to the UK and likely also to be unable to claim asylum in the country where I was. On this trip to Saudi Arabia, for example, I met a group of Iraqi pilgrims on the road from Medina to Mecca who had travelled there from Baghdad. There was a younger man escorting them, who I assumed to be a security officer. He was not dressed like the other pilgrims, who were behaving very cautiously around him and seemed unwilling to speak openly in his presence. I had a conversation with him and was shocked when he said to me, ‘Don’t go back to Iraq.’ When I asked why, he replied, ‘Your country doesn’t want you, so you shouldn’t want it.’

         This was the first time I had ever heard an Iraqi speak about his country this way. The Iraqis I knew, both in the UK and those I had grown up with in Baghdad, had loved their country and had always spoken about it with pride and joy. But many people – even those who had remained in their homeland – had started to feel as if they didn’t belong there. Saddam and his henchmen owned the country now. Even when you received a benefit from the state – whether it be your education, a job or some kind of handout – it was always made clear that you had received it as a result of Saddam’s generosity, as if 26it were a gift. He had given it to you and he could take it away. Many people felt that they no longer belonged to Iraq, and Iraq no longer belonged to them.

         As a child, I had visited other parts of the country with my father when he travelled to treat patients. I remember a visit to Tikrit, which was lightly populated then and made up of scattered mud houses and huts. But in 2005 I was flying in a helicopter from Tal Afar to Baghdad when I looked down, suddenly confused. It appeared as if we were flying over a city in Europe, with wide boulevards and huge, modern houses. ‘Where are we?’ I asked the pilot. It was Al-Awja, the village on the Tigris a few kilometres south of Tikrit where Saddam was born and members of his extended family and inner circle had lived. Throughout his years in power he spent lavishly on his friends, family and support base at the expense of the rest of the country, which was left deprived, backward and crumbling. This was Saddam’s Iraq. But still, deep down, I wanted to go home.

         At the end of 2002, Zalmay Khalilzad, an Afghan-American diplomat and representative of President George W. Bush, visited London and requested meetings with Iraqi opposition figures. Khalilzad would become one of the key drivers of American policy on Afghanistan, known for his cosy relationships with Afghan politicians and, most recently, for the role he played in negotiating a deal with the Taliban. The Dawa Party did not have direct contact with any American officials at the time, so the meeting was arranged through the British Foreign Office. They reached out to us, informing us that a representative of the Bush administration wanted to 27meet with us to discuss the future of Iraq. We discussed it within the party and decided we would go and hear what he had to say.

         Khalilzad had recently been appointed to the position of ‘Ambassador at Large for Free Iraqis’ by Bush and was given the task of coordinating the preparations for the post-Saddam Hussein era. Representing the Dawa Party, I went to meet him with a colleague at the Dorchester Hotel, unsure of what to expect. We sat around a large table in one of the hotel’s conference rooms, listening as Khalilzad discussed the future of our country as matter-of-factly as if he had been talking about the weather.

         ‘You have a window of opportunity,’ he told me, ‘but that window won’t be open for long.’ He told us that Saddam would be gone by the following year and that he wanted us to join an opposition movement under the umbrella of the United States to topple his regime. We discussed it at length within the organisation. The conversations were heated and it took a while to find a consensus. ‘We may never have an opportunity like this again,’ some argued, while others countered, ‘It’s a trick, we can’t trust the Americans!’

         Eventually, we came to an agreement. As much as we detested Saddam and the Ba’ath regime, we could see that the Americans were heading for war. We didn’t know what that war would look like, nor did we know exactly what the Americans were hoping to achieve aside from removing Saddam. What we did know was that any war would inevitably cause destruction in our country and civilians would ultimately pay the price. The next day, I spoke to Khalilzad again. I told him we were grateful for any efforts to remove Saddam, but we could not sign up to support another 28nation’s war effort without knowing what the terms would be and what the consequences would be for Iraq. ‘We can’t support a war,’ I said, ‘but if and when the Ba’ath are gone, we’ll be there ready and waiting to help rebuild the country.’

         We were sceptical at first of Bush’s plans – we didn’t know if he was serious. Some among the Iraqi opposition thought the supposed thirst for regime change was all just a game, a conspiracy to bring us under US control. After years of bearing witness to western foreign policy in the Middle East, we knew that the Americans could change their minds at any moment if the cost of the campaign was deemed too high.

         Ten years earlier, Saddam had led the Iraqi army in an invasion of Kuwait in an attempt to reassert his authority after the devastating failure of the war with Iran. He had also hoped to exploit Kuwaiti oil reserves in order to bolster the Iraqi economy, which had been decimated by corruption, mismanagement and the huge cost of the previous war effort. The invasion was a disaster for Saddam, and the army was pushed back into Iraq by a coalition led by the US. In the wake of the Iraqi retreat, the US had encouraged Iraqis opposed to Saddam – including Shia communities in the south and Kurds in the north – to revolt against the regime, promising to support their efforts to topple it. Once the uprisings were underway, the support they expected from the west never came. Saddam responded with brute force, massacring tens of thousands of innocent Iraqis. We had been betrayed.

         But despite our caution, by the beginning of 2003 the possibility of invasion was gaining momentum and our confidence was growing. The 9/11 attacks had changed the global political landscape and, 29with it, the foreign policy calculus of the western nations who had previously let us down had shifted. America was hungry for war. We did not know what the future would hold for our country, but this was the closest we had come to believing in our hearts that Saddam’s time was running out.30
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