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History of Iraq and its Society:
Between Hanna Batatu and Ali al-Wardi
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Abstract: The writings of Hanna Batatu and Ali al-Wardi have profoundly
shaped our understanding of the society and history of modern Iraq. Batatu’s
and al-Wardi’s distinct methodologies have significant implications on our
understanding of the history and politics of present day Iraq. Writing in the late
1970s at the height of Ba’thist power, Batatu’s history of the Iraqi Communist
Party and its liquidation by the Ba’thists, exhibited a faith in the ability of
popular mobilization to forge a change in society. Ali al-Wardi had no such faith.
He saw the politics of the 1920 rebellion, claimed by nationalist historiography
as the birth of modern Iraqi nationhood, as mired in allegiances to sect and tribe.

Al-Wardi’s ethnographic approach led him to assert that the cultural personality
of Iraqis precluded the assimilation of non-communal forms of sociability.

Keywords: Class, Sect, Tribe, Modernity, National Narratives.
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(1) Hanna Batatu, The Old Social Classes and Revolutionary Movements in Iraq (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1978).
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Remembrance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013); Joseph Sassoon, Saddam Hussein's Bath Pary: Inside
an Authoritarian Regime (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012).
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Barbara Walker, «(Still) searching for a Soviet Society: Personalized political ties and economic ties in recent Soviet
historiography,» Comparative Studies in Society and History, vol. 43, no. 3 (2001), pp. 631-642.
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Partha Chaterjee, The Politics of the Governed, Reflections on Popular Politics in Most of the World (New York:

Columbia University Press, 2004); for the US see Wendy Brown, Regulationg Aversion, Tolerance in the Age of Identity
and Empire (Princeton: Princeton Univesrity Press, 2006).
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