
C
hildren and Youth

S. M. Semiranis (Iraq)
“A bit of everything!”

Semiranis is a young, strong woman with great self-confidence, 
calm eyes, and a warm voice—even though her story charts a 
long path of discrimination, brutality, and pain, as well as love 
and the search for peace. We interviewed her in her house in 
Baghdad, and sat in a living room furnished in a mixture of con-
temporary and tradition styles. On the coffee table in front of us 
stood a glass lion, which seemed to be contemplating the words 
of our interview.

<< I am thirty-four years old. I was born in Babylon and I studied Arabic 
at Baghdad University. I have a bachelor’s in Arabic language. Currently, I 
am working in the field of civil society as an external consultant for monitor-
ing and evaluation.

Your familY went through some verY tough times even before the war. Can You share 
Your storY about what happened to Your familY prior to 2003?
My father since I was born was a leader within the Ba’ath Party [the ruling 
party in Iraq during Saddam Hussein’s reign]. He was from the old genera-
tion of the Ba’ath Party, and worked full time. He was a teacher, then he be-
came a school principal, then an educational inspector, and at the same time 
he had a position within the Ba’ath political party. He [also] managed to 
complete his bachelor’s in the field of psychology at Mustansiriya University.

My father was the kind of person who didn’t like hypocrisy or exploita-
tion. I never heard his name mentioned badly, neither from his friends nor 
from his enemies.

In the last period of his life, my father was unhappy with what was going 
on; this was in the late nineties, around the end of embargo period [when 
Iraq was subject to international sanctions for refusing to give up chemical 
and biological weapons], the late period of Saddam’s rule. [Saddam’s] sons 
Uday and Qusay had grown [up] and their violations [of the rights of Iraqi 
citizens] significantly increased, especially after the assassination attempt [on 
Uday]. Uday Saddam Hussein never [let] any girl go peacefully. Uday repre-
sented the awful ghost for any girl who had some beauty.

You were in College at the time?
I was in the College of Education at Baghdad University, and my younger 
sister was with me at the same college but she was studying in a different de-
partment. Uday was older than me, as he was born in sixties and I was born 
in 1978, but he was an “octopus.” We often hid in the restrooms or in empty 
classrooms [from] Uday’s groups, which included a man named Saher. This 
person was well known as a psycho and he was the first assistant for Uday, 
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and he was—sorry, but I will speak frankly—he was the pimp of Uday. Saher 
used to come to the main café of the college and stand at the middle, turn-
ing his head around with cold blood, and the next day any girl he might like 
will be pulled, as no girl can say no to Uday or do anything, even if her father 
had a senior position within the party, because she will be threatened and 
her family will get the consequences; the chosen girl had to give up and obey 
whatever was required from her. So we were hiding, not because we were so 
gorgeous but because of the possibility that any girl who might be liked by 
Saher al-Saher—that was his nickname—could be the target to be pulled. My 
other sister was four years older than me, and she was at the College of Physi-
cal Education, but she also had to hide sometimes, because Uday kept doing 
the same thing from one generation [of students] to another.

This is one of the issues that was growing and that violated the gen-
eral “Saddam political scene” in Iraq. True, he was a dictator, but the issues 
started growing when Uday and Qusay became adults and started using their 
authority. They were vandals, and Qusay was well known as the executioner, 
and he was working within the security sector. I had many friends [who were] 
relatives of Saddam Hussein and from his tribe, and that’s how I knew all 
these details.

So, speaking of my father, he didn’t like these things, as he was from the 
old generation of the Ba’ath Party who founded the fundamentals of this 
party, which, when you read them on paper, were excellent—freedom, social-
ism, and democracy--but in terms of their application, I never saw anything; 
I just heard and read the big slogans and speeches.

My father had concerns about the late period of the embargo and Sad-
dam’s role, especially in terms of the issues related to Uday and Qusay. Also, 
other changes—joining the Ba’ath Party was obligatory for college students, 
and joining the army as well. Our lives became so isolated from the world, 
and we had no clue what was going on in the rest of the world. So with all 
these things my father didn’t like, he started to criticize these issues, to speak 
frankly to some of his colleagues.

If anyone criticized Saddam or his policies, they would be reported and 
punished. Including people within the party. They had their own way to 
punish the people within the party. They were hunting for the party mem-
bers who might underestimate Saddam or his followers. Then it’s clear like 
the sun they will be executed. Saddam had his cold way of scaring. The party 
member [is] suddenly [found] dead of poison and no one knows how that 
happened, or they kill him in a way that looks like he committed suicide. 
That’s what they did with someone from the party I knew. This man was well 
known and he was happy with his family and he had sons and daughters. His 
daughter was a friend of my sister at that time, but I am speaking about after 
he “committed suicide.” Anyone who would say Saddam is unfair would 
be betraying Iraq. Or if anyone said Uday and Qusay dominate or that no 
one controls them, then this person would be called a criminal, traitor, and 
deserves torturing.
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i know this is painful to talk about, but would You be able to share what happened 
to Your father?
In February 2002, we were living in al-Russafa district but were going to 
move to al-Karkh district, as my father was building our new house there. 
My father was working full time for the party, but at the same time he was 
thinking to retire. Part of our old house, where we were still living, was like a 
storehouse for construction materials for the new house.

Since mid-January, we had been hearing strange movements in the 
house, but in February, early spring, we normally have windy weather so that 
was what we thought it might be. The kitchen door had a specific sound 
[when] someone entered, and my father used to make sure that the doors 
were locked well. Once, we heard a strange sound, I went with my sisters and 
checked, but there was nothing. Another time we heard a loud sound, as if 
someone was trying to break in. And these things used to happen after mid-
night. After we locked the house, when the TV was off and the lights were 
off in the living room and everybody was in their rooms, then the strange 
movements started, and it was seriously very scary.

We thought that it might be an animal hiding somewhere in the kitchen. 
It happened twice or three times, and I searched the house with my sisters. 
Once I woke up my father and he took out his gun and tried to search the 
garden but I prevented him.

I remember that on my sister’s birthday, February 5th, and we were out 
for dinner with my father and we realized that there were four young men in 
a taxi chasing us. I [initially] thought they might be chasing our car because 
[there was a] group of girls in [it], but then I realized that my father was trying 
to [lose] them.

He was carrying a pistol, which belonged to the party. My father didn’t 
usually carry his pistol. But during this period, while all these strange move-
ments happened, he would come home with his pistol loaded. While the 
taxi was chasing us, he put the pistol close to the hand brake, because he 
clearly felt that the car was chasing us. Eventually, my father changed his way 
and lost them.

On that day, my brother didn’t come with us, and he didn’t know [where 
we were] since there were no mobile phones at that time, so he decided to 
wait for us in our garden. But he got scared because he felt a sort of strange 
movement among the trees in our garden, so he went to his best friend’s 
house next door and waited for us. He told us what happened when we ar-
rived: “I was scared from the strange sound in the garden.” We started mak-
ing fun of him as a coward and took it as a joke. But my father didn’t take it 
lightly, and searched the garden, but nothing was there.

Six days later, my father returned at 9 p.m., we had our dinner, and 
afterward he had a headache. I went out with my brother and we got him 
medicine. When we came back, the neighborhood was so quiet. After half 
an hour, my parents were in their bedroom, and my younger sister was with 
them as my father was helping her study, while me and my two sisters were 
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in the living room with my brother, and my other brother was in the kitchen. 
Suddenly, we heard the kitchen door open in a scary way, and my brother 
shouts, “Who is there?” I was sitting in the middle of the room on the sofa, 
so all of a sudden I saw. I [had] first thought that my brother-in-law had come 
in and was joking with my brother in the kitchen. No one would normally 
dare to enter a house of a party member who had some weapons—we had two 
machine guns and one pistol.

So they entered. I saw three young men with masks. They entered hold-
ing machine guns. I didn’t know what to think, because we didn’t hear much 
about crimes at that time, as the level of crime was very low. They didn’t 
look like a gang; the way they entered, they looked as if they were army and 
knew their target. They were masked with the Iraqi kofiya, the traditional 
scarf men use to cover the head, colored red and black and white and black. 
At that time the only thing I thought of is, “I have to run to my father,” so 
I blindly ran, crying and screaming and shouting, “Baba, they came in!” He 
was asking, “Who, who?” He just wanted to know who and I was replying, 
“I don’t know.”

I went to my parents’ bedroom. My younger sister was already there; she 
had been discussing her graduation project with my father. I went there and 
told my father they had come in, and he asked me, “Who are they? Where 
did you see them?” My father was shouting, “Let me understand!” In these 
moments, my younger sister hid behind me, my brother jumped to get a 
weapon that was in the middle of the room, and my mother who was sleep-
ing to the other side of the room jumped scarily.

My elder sister was in the living room, and when she saw them she 
jumped and hid behind something. They saw her and assigned someone 
to watch her. Two went to the bedroom and one was standing in the liv-
ing room. So I ran to close the [bedroom] door, pushing, and I told my 
father, “They are coming toward us and have weapons.” While pushing the 
door, my father jumped to help me; he was standing at the bedroom door 
unarmed. I don’t know what he was thinking. Maybe he wanted to talk to 
them. God rest his soul in peace.

So I was pushing the door and the guy was pushing back, but I felt that 
I am stronger than him. One guy with a machine gun tried to enter but he 
couldn’t at first as I was pushing the door. I remember that my sister was 
behind me, my brother was trying to get the weapon, and my mother was 
screaming. Another guy came to help the first guy, and they entered the 
room and faced my father. My father tried talking to them. The last sen-
tences he said were, “What do you want, son? Son, what do you want? Son, 
what do you want? Just tell me. Why, why, son?” That’s what I remember him 
saying to the guy.

We reached a point at which I thought we are going to die], and it wasn’t 
a problem for me if we all died, but I felt their focus was more on my father. 
They started beating my father, who was trying to protect us by standing still 
at the door of the bedroom; the guy hit my father with the magazine of the 
machine gun on his head. I saw my father fall on the floor, and he wasn’t 
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able to see clearly but was waving with his hand, trying to touch anything. I 
was asking him, “Dad stand up,” and started begging them, “Please, we have 
only him. Please leave him. Leave us, please.” I felt that the guy with the ma-
chine gun sort of sympathized.

His heart softened. Not his heart. Who is doing such a thing has no 
heart, but [it was] as if he got scared or something, and hesitated. Anyway, 
I started wrestling with him as he tried to point the machine gun to my fa-
ther’s head, and I pushed it away, then I kept uselessly wrestling. What’s even 
worse, while wrestling with him, I wasn’t paying attention that he was actu-
ally shooting, and the bullets were going toward my mother and my brother. 
My mother jumped aside. By the way, she had some gold jewelry on the 
table, but they didn’t take anything. They didn’t even look around inside 
the house.

The guy pushed me to the wall. My sister was behind me screaming. 
After the guy pushed me, he managed to shoot the right side of my father in 
his kidney, and he was sort of astonished when the other guy came in carry-
ing a pistol and shot my father with two bullets from his other side. All this 
happened only a few centimeters away from me, so I witnessed it all.

The entire incident took only three minutes. They entered at 11:02 pm 
and left at 11:05 p.m., but you felt the time was so long, as if we were wres-
tling for two hours. The group left the house immediately. 

My mother was continuously screaming. I was crying and talking at the 
same time, but not with hysteria like my mother. I wanted to check if anyone 
was still around while pulling my father out of his room to take him to the 
hospital. 

My brother who had been in my parents’ bedroom took the weapon and 
ran and tried to shoot them, but it didn’t fire because the safety catch was on. 
There was a back-up guy hiding in the kitchen who came out. My younger 
sister saw what happened and she told us that the backup guy was pointing 
the machine gun to Ahmed’s head and was walking out backward, then [at 
the] last minute, as he was going out of the kitchen, he shot him above his 
knee and ran away.

My brother didn’t feel his injury at first, so he ran and closed the door, 
because the guy had threatened my brother that if he came out they would 
kill him, and my younger sister begged my brother not to follow them out. So 
my brother closed the door crying; we all were emotionally broken.

My youngest brother, who had been repairing the car tape player, we 
found unconscious in the kitchen. They hit his head with the pistol, and he 
was knocked unconsciousness.

We the daughters were pulling my father [by his] arms to the living room 
when my cousin came in. He and some neighbors carried my father and put 
him in the car. Until then, no one realized that Ahmed was injured, because 
he was actually walking on his feet and that caused him serious problems 
later; he has a physical disability. They carried him, who had become so pale 
from bleeding and wasn’t feeling anything.
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Our neighbors said that they saw the size and color of the car and it had 
group of young men. But unfortunately, during the investigation, they said 
that they had seen nothing.

Anyway, they drove my father to the hospital, but he died when they ar-
rived at the hospital.

did the poliCe investigate the murder of Your father?
Yes, the investigation started at dawn. It started with me because I was the 
main witness and had wrestled with them. I went through the investigation 
vortex for two months. The police visited our home frequently, to show that 
they wanted to find the killers. But they didn’t video tape the crime scene 
or use other tools normally used in an investigation. And after two months, 
no one visited us for any further investigation, And the case was closed after 
only six months, with the killers left unknown.

During the investigation, my brother went through a series of medical 
surgeries. We kept telling him that my father’s status was critical at another 
hospital. But he sort of knew that our father had passed away; he just didn’t 
want to believe it because he was less than seventeen years old! 

what happened to Your familY after saddam’s regime fell?
Briefly, after the regime fell in 2003, we moved for a while to be with my 
uncle’s family, where we felt safer. We heard that after Kuwaitis and Saudis 
were attacking houses in Baghdad, but later we heard that this had only hap-
pened to the houses of Saddam’s followers, not the regular citizens, so we 
came back to Baghdad and our new house.

The situation in 2004 and 2005 was a bit better and sort of normal. The 
official institutions were working regularly and life was semi-normal. There 
were American army vehicles at the main roads, and you could feel that 
the Americans were trying to understand the culture, and was some sort of 
interaction with them; the society didn’t like them but didn’t hate them to 
the extent of bombing them. But the security situation deteriorated after the 
execution of Saddam.

Our house was about 200 to 300 meters away from one of the militia 
centers. On the other side of our house there was al-Qaida and the other side 
a third militia center, only 200 meters away. So two militias and al- Qaida.

When the security deterioration happened, our house became a daily 
crime scene. We used to wake up to the sound of bullets. So my brothers left 
college and I was still working, as I was sort of the only breadwinner for the 
family. And I had to wear a hijab, and sometimes the full Islamic costume, 
so I can leave the house. I was not wearing the hijab originally, but I had to 
from fear, because I was threatened like many other girls during that period.

The house was close to an execution site. My brother used to watch from 
the windows and see how they killed them. They used to handcuff the men 
and put sort of a masked bag on their heads and shoot them. The victims 
mainly were engaged or married; [you could tell by] the rings on their hands. 
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They were executed at our door. There was an intersection close to our house 
with a fountain in the middle, and it had five dead bodies daily. When I 
was going out, I used to see the brains of young men or blood or other body 
parts.

I remember once during the month of Ramadan, we were having our 
iftar [the main meal after fasting] and there was an execution of a young guy, 
and his body was left out till next morning. My mother and I kept crying, as 
well as my brothers, the whole time crying and we could do nothing; we were 
not even able to open the windows.

So we decided to live like other Iraqis and just wait out our destiny. 
These other things were not easy to see, but nothing like seeing my father 
killed in front of our eyes!

One of my brother’s friends, named Mustafa, along with my brothers 
and other friends, decided to protect the block by installing sort of a car en-
trance control with a piece of iron that had a lock; the neighbors were given 
keys. The idea was to stop the executions inside the block. Then my brothers 
and their friends received a threatening letter [that was] found thrown in our 
block with a message saying, “If you don’t stop and stay home then you will 
not see the daylight.”

I remember my brothers were at their college that day to finalize the of-
ficial process of postponement of that academic year. They left the house at 6 
a.m. due to traffic; I was at the bank at my work, and my sister and my cousin 
were with my mother at home. Thank God she wasn’t home alone. I received 
news of the killing of the friend of my brother; the threat had actually been 
implemented. They killed two victims.

the killing happened during the daY?
Around 10 a.m. I think they were not masked. The people even saw the kill-
ers. Mustafa got seven bullets in his head. His head, his face. And the second 
one tried to run away, so they shot him from the back.

So I came back and saw the situation. We knew tomorrow 100 percent 
that they would come back to kill my brothers, so before evening we locked 
the house and we went to al-Russafa to my sister’s house, and we rented a car 
early in the morning and went to Syria.

We stayed in Syria for about one year. Later, I returned with my mother, 
but not to Baghdad. We were still scared of the situation that pushed us to 
leave, and my cousin got kidnapped.

Four months after we went to Syria, my brother-in-law was targeted be-
cause of his name, and they killed many people who had the same name. 
Five months later, we heard that my cousin got kidnapped in Baghdad and 
they asked for a ransom

did You paY the ransom?
We did, after a long negotiation. We had to collect the amount from his 
brothers. It was around $30,000.
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My cousin was completely traumatized and was afraid of going out or 
even traveling back to Syria. He mentioned that [during his fifteen days of 
captivity] he was blindfolded; his arm was broken; they put some drugs in his 
food, because he was mainly dizzy and it was hard for him to focus; and he 
was sleeping a lot. He still has headaches and addiction symptoms.

what motivates You to keep going?
I want to reach a level in life—not a position, but a level—where my message 
can reach people or help them. Maybe someone lost a pet and he lives in sor-
row; we might see it as a trivial issue, but he is in pain because of that. So, 
maybe someone in some country suffering, when hearing my story, might 
benefit and things can be easier for them. And I wish that people, whatever 
pressure is threatening their lives, are at the same time living, working, and 
also trying to be careful not to fall in the abyss. I want my voice to be heard 
by women around the world, especially in persecuted countries.

what is Your future wish for Yourself and Your familY?
I wish safety. >>


