
As we have grown up and we are given more responsibilities to fill, we often think back to our childhood and wish we could just children forever.  We had fewer responsibilities to worry about because our parents took care of them.  We were full of energy and used that energy playing sports and other made up games with our friends.  We had choices in what we ate, who we hung out with, and what to do each day.  Life was good.  

Unfortunately, life for children has not been that way for many children in other parts of the world.  It is sometimes hard for us to realize how good life really was until we look at the lives of children in other parts of the world whom had a different experience.  


Iraqi children are among those whose story has been a sad one.  During the reign of Saddam Hussein and the Ba’ath Party these children have been under a watchful eye and are told what they are to believe in.  For nearly forty years these children have been faced with many horrific and tragic situations that most of us will never know in America.  

The Ba’ath Party was originally a party designed to reform Iraq into a somewhat more modern state.  The goals of the party were focused around secularism, socialism, and the creation of a pan-Arab state.  The party gained power for the first time in 1963.  During this time, Saddam Hussein was studying in Egypt after he fled to in 1959 after he made a failed attempt to assassinate King Faisal II.  Upon the Ba’ath Party success in ’63, Saddam moved back to Iraq to take part in the revolution.  He took a job as an interrogator with the Ba’ath party, a job that was nearly synonymous with torturer.  His strengths at the job quickly moved him up the latter within the party.  

While still in this job, Saddam was arrested and thrown in jail by some military officers who were not fond of the Ba’ath Regime.  In 1966, after being jailed for two years, Saddam managed to escape the prison where he was held.  After escaping from jail, Saddam started his personal aspirations to take power.  He set up an internal security group called Jihaz Haneen.  The goal of this organization was to watch for opposition building within the party.  In 1968, General Ahmad Hassan al-Bakr seized power of the Ba’ath Party.  President Bakr appointed Saddam as the Deputy Chairman of the Revolutionary Command Council, also in charge of internal security.  For the next ten years, Saddam will hold this position and build up the internal security of the Ba’ath Party.  He appoints family members to other positions throughout the department.  He also builds a huge spy network that will span across most of Iraq and will haunt the Iraqis in nearly all aspect of daily life.  

In 1978, Iraq and Syria are talking of joining together in a federation.  Should this merge happen, Saddam would lose his number two seat in the Iraqi government to President Assad of Syria.  With the potential of that happening, Saddam insisted that President Bakr resign from office which would put Saddam as the president.  In 1979, Saddam got his wishes.  Along with the removal of Bakr, Saddam also had twenty other high ranking officials arrested and soon after killed along with over four hundred military officers.  With this move, Saddam was left without any real opposition.  

Since the Ba’ath Party originally came to power in 1963, the only goal that was accomplished was secularism.  The socialist agenda was never sought after as the only ones who would receives much money was those loyal to the Ba’ath Party and would prove it time and again.  With the collapse of the Iraqi/Syrian federation and the extreme opposition to Egypt, the pan-Arab movement in Iraq would also crumble.  

Secularism was however achieved to a large extent.  Saddam who was raised Sunni Muslim was more or less only labeled as so.  Though he claimed to be religious, he did little that would prove his faith.  He did however have his bloodline traced back to the descendants of the Prophet Mohammed and have a Quran written out entirely with his blood.  

The school system however was an area that changed in the secular movement.  Many college students throughout Iraq were supporters of secularism within schools.  The population of Iraq is largely Shiite and Sunni Muslim with small parts of the population containing other religions.  The diversity of the religious population was a good reason to rid the schools of religious pursuits.  Daily prayers and religious studies were no longer given within schools.


Instead of religion, the curriculum was replaced with Ba’ath Party ideals.  Every morning the students would have to recite the accomplishments of the revolution in which the Ba’ath Party brought.  The students had to memorize these accomplishments in order to recite them.  These accomplishments were also placed just inside the door of every classroom as well so it would be among the first things that the children saw when they went into the room.

To further indoctrinate the minds of the Iraqi children, the students would be tested on speeches that were given by either Saddam Hussein or any other high ranking Ba’ath Party member.  Television stations in Iraq were controlled by the government.  It was just another way to let the population know who was in charge.  All the channels that were broadcast were Iraqi channels; none of the channels came from any international source.  The news that was broadcast was reflective of what the Ba’ath Party wanted the population to know, and that was only how to better serve the Ba’ath Party.

Students of these Iraqi schools would receive new text books during the earlier years of the Ba’ath reign and again when Saddam seized power.  The books were filled with new material and propaganda which all led to the conclusion that the Ba’ath Party and then Saddam were the best things that happened to Iraq.  To further the control over literature, book stores now under close watch of the regime.  Books and Magazines were screened prior to being placed on the shelves for purchase.  Many books would become censored or banned from sale throughout Iraq.  Magazines would also be censored or banned and often times have pages physically removed from them.  The only other literature where students or citizens could attain information was the Iraqi newspaper.  Sure enough this would be controlled by the Regime as well.  Under Saddam’s rule, the paper would be headed by one of his son’s to ensure that it was in the right hands.


With all of the propaganda floating around it seems that parents would be sure to notice the influence of the regime over what their children were learning, and they did.  Unfortunately, they felt that there was little that they could do to change things.  The internal security network that was originally created by Saddam in the 60’s was now in full effect.  The system was so intricate that one could have no idea who was working with the party and who was just protecting themselves.  Family members could not even be trusted anymore in a society where family has strong ties.  One could only assume that the immediate family was still intact and either with the party or secretly opposed to it.  

Children would sometimes come to school to be called out of class and interrogated without parental consent or knowledge.  Members of the Ba’ath Party’s secret police would come in and ask students questions to find out if their parents and family was loyal to the regime or not.  For the younger children this was an especially useful technique as it was hard for parents to explain to their children what to tell to these interrogators.  The younger the child, the more intimidating an interrogator could seem to be.  In fact, these interrogators were very intimidating.  These were the same men who would brutally torture people not loyal to the Ba’ath Regime.  For the older Iraqi kids, they knew this and their worst fear was that they would get caught in their lies by contradicting what they had already said.  

Outside of the school place family life was similarly pressed to hide disloyalties to the Iraqi Government.  Neighborhoods soon became under the eye of the Ba’ath Party.  Circles were formed in the majority of neighborhoods in Iraq.  These circles were made up of Ba’ath Party members with the highest ranking member as the head of the circle.  The circles were used to inform the members of what was happening in the neighborhood relevant to the regime.  All members were required to attend the meetings though some of the circle heads could be paid off to ignore the absence.  


For the children and the families that lived in these neighborhoods who were only loyal to the Ba’ath Regime in the open, it made life rough.  They were constantly under the watch of the members who would report them for any sign of opposition to the government for their own well being.

There were advantages to reporting your neighbors, co-workers, or anyone else one might see that could be opposed to the party.  The more merit one received in the within the party, the more he or she could get paid for their loyalty to the regime.  If one was caught not reporting someone for their questionable activities then he or she may come under scrutiny for being in opposition to the government.  

It would become apparent when one of the members had reached higher levels of trust within the party because they would be rewarded with a pay increase and sometimes even gifts, such as new cars.  Most cars in Iraq were not in good condition because the Ba’ath Regime wanted to limit the mobility of the Iraqi citizens.  Many families had cars prior to when the party came to power but it was even hard to keep the cars running as parts were hard to come by.  Many children had to walk to school as there was no public transportation for them to use and it was not necessary to waste the car usage on that.  The use of the cars was normally reserved for the parents’ trip to work if it was far away, or to make important trips.  Long trips in the car were difficult as many of them did not have air conditioning.  Even an hour long trip could be dangerous in the heat of the day.

Families who were somewhat well off could afford to have live in maids stay with them to help tend to the daily chores at home.  As some found out though, these maids were sometimes hired by the government to spy on the family.  These types of spies were often highly effective as they would become very close to the family, including the children whom they would tend to often.  


Some families were able to send a child to college should their grades in school be good enough to allow them to do so.  The grades were only partially based on the students’ performance.  Often times the students were given extra points if their parents were loyal to the Ba’ath Regime or the student had completed a two month course in military training over a summer.  Students lucky enough to attend college were not lucky enough to pick their course of study.  They were assigned a program based on their scores on standardized testing at the end of basic schooling.  The highest ranking students would be chosen to be doctors and scientists.  Their education in the subjects during the late ’90’s was less than substantial as U.S. sanctions had taken a toll on the money that was being invested in educational tools and updated procedures.  When U.S. sanctions went into effect Saddam allowed the sanctions to hurt the citizens before it hurt the government.  As he put the blame on the U.S. then the citizens would compel more hatred to the western world.  Saddam chose this course also because he was not willing to give back to the citizens who had given up their freedoms to him and his tyrannical regime.  
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