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War in Iraq, 2003-2011: an exhibit
from the Hagel Archives

Lori Schwartz
Hagel and Technical Services Archivist

UNIVERSITY §JOF
Association of Centers for the Study of Congress NebYaSka

May 2023 Omaha


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Hello. Thanks for being here. My part on this panel is to speak on a recent exhibit I put up about the Iraq War.


The Hagel Archives

UNO Libraries' Archives and Special Collections


Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
I’m the Chuck Hagel and Technical Services Archivist at UNO. I manage the Hagel Archives. Hagel was a U.S. senator in 1997-2009 and SecDef in 2013-2015. Lesser known is that he was deputy administrator at the VA in 1981-82. 

Topics for which the Hagel Collection has dozens of cubic feet include the War on Terror broadly, wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, economic downtown of 2007-2009, and climate change. The abundance of records in these areas is because Hagel was on Foreign Relations, Banking, and Intelligence.


Chuck Hagel
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Hagel is an Army veteran, serving in Vietnam in 1968, that infamous year. He received 2 Purple Hearts, and his brother in the same unit received three. They were both IN IT, but they were in it together at least. There they are on the left atop an APC. 

Hagel has actively supported a lot of veterans’ issues over the years through legislation, non-profit work, public service, and advocacy. This work has involved Agent Orange, the Vietnam Memorial in D.C., and veterans' healthcare, mental health, educational benefits, and employment opportunities. 

His latest effort is chairing the Veterans Justice Commission, which supports veterans from arrest through sentencing and makes recommendations related to prevention and the like. 

The curly haired guy in the picture on the right is a young Hagel breaking ground for the Memorial. Finally, the cartoon in the middle there sums up nicely Hagel’s opinion about the Iraq War. If you can’t see that well, there are Vietnamese city names on a outline of Iraq.
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Let me set the scene for this exhibit. UNO has 15000 students and is part of the NU system with the flagship in Lincoln—i.e., the Cornhuskers, Go Big Red, and all that. UNO is a metropolitan university with high proportions of non-traditional and commuter students. 

It is a top university for veterans, active-duty military, and other military personnel, and has been named as such by many sources including the Military Times and the VA. We have a dedicated and robust office that helps veterans and other personnel navigate their benefits, among many other services.

In case you’re not familiar with the geography of Nebraska, and I don’t know why you wouldn’t be, Omaha is the largest city by far at a million people out of 2 million in Nebraska. Omaha sits on the Missouri River two hours west of here. Offutt AFB and the U.S. Strategic Command or STRATCOM is in an Omaha suburb.

The 2nd Congressional District in Omaha went for Obama in 2008 and Biden in 2020, which gave each of them one of our electoral votes. Along with Maine, we split ours in Nebraska. Our state legislature is a unicameral legislature with only a Senate. The Unicam is officially non-partisan with no affiliations on the ballot…though we all know the score. 

Legislation up for serious consideration this term is no surprise to anyone up on red state trends. They include allowing conceal carry without a permit, which is now signed; banning abortions after six weeks, which failed last week; and banning gender-affirming care for people under 19, which is still up in the air. The Unicam keeps us guessing.

Also up for debate this term is funding for our state universities about which many an administrator has seemed seriously worried this spring. Several public university champions left the Unicam after last term. This all factored into my thoughts as I designed this exhibit. I didn’t want to become a poster child for the left or right. More on that later. 


Exhibit
Program



Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
My department, Archives & Special Collections, has exhibit shelves as the walls on either side of our main entrance as you can see here. All the shelves to the right of the door are reserved year-round for Hagel exhibits. We get decent foot traffic from students with the vending machines, bathrooms, microwaves, and so many study areas nearby. 
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
I put up three Hagel exhibits a year and have 12 shelves to play with. I can get 24 if I make it a two-way exhibit. The shelves are supplemented by a small table and sometimes one or two large flat cases. I don’t have an exhibit budget other than requesting acrylic furniture etc. when the supply budget allows. 

I’m the curator for all the Hagel exhibits; I used to have a student or staff member help in selecting items, editing text, and installation, but no more due to staffing. So, I did this one alone.  

When appropriate, I use that small table you can see in two of the pictures plus the wall and/or the glass to ask a question and have people respond via post-it notes, which adds a chaotic look to the space that I love. We’ll have a few dozen post-it notes at least usually. Instead of an interactive with this exhibit, I gave away Hagel’s 2008 book. We had 260 copies sitting in storage. We are down to 30. Hagel addresses Iraq and veterans in it, so it fit. 
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
In January, I put up an exhibit simply named, The Iraq War, 2003-2011. It will be up through this month. I billed it as commemorating the 20th anniversary of the March 2003 U.S.-led invasion of Iraq, offering visitors a glimpse of major themes and points on the timeline.
 
Other than the 20th anniversary, I wanted to do this topic because we had a huge amount of material on it and most of our students were either not alive or were babies or young children when the war started! So, I felt it was important to teach. I also heard from a few colleagues early on, “wait, it ended in 2011?” Yes, yes it did! I understood the confusion. 


Getting started
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
I have dozens of cubic feet packed with material on the Iraq War and related topics. Given that, and the war’s complexity, the main challenge was what to include. A handful of the questions I asked during the planning phase were:

How in the world do I sum up the Iraq War in 12 shelves?�
How do I sum up the Persian Gulf War in two sentences? 

Do I include an essential event if Hagel’s material doesn’t cover it? We typically keep using outside material to a minimum.
Do I include disturbing images?�
What about Afghanistan and the War on Terror?

Where is the editorial line when describing the reasons for war and the runup to the invasion?

So how did I sum up the War in 12 shelves? I started by making my own timeline. There are many timelines out there, of course, but they’re all different, so I compared ones from non-profit, governmental, and media sources looking for common events and themes. I also couldn’t help but use my own memory, since I was in grad school during that whole period.


What | left out...
and other considerations
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
As I went through these timelines, it became a common thing to say to myself -- “OMG how did I forget about General Petraeus, Blackwater, the Green Zone in Baghdad, etc.?” The former two made it into the exhibit. The Green Zone did not. Other things I definitely hadn’t forgotten, like the “Mission Accomplished” banner, which is in the exhibit in the form of a cropped photo. 

Major topics I ended up including are the runup to the invasion, the search for WMD, the early months of the invasion and the Coalition Provisional Authority which temporarily governed, abuse of Iraqi prisoners at Abu Ghraib Prison, the growing sectarian violence, reconstruction and stabilization efforts, government transitions, major changes in the number of military personnel serving in Iraq, and casualties on all sides.

Given the complexity, space limitations, and availability of documents, there are many significant topics I didn’t include other than maybe a brief mention in a text card. Among these are: details of military movements and operations (the closest I got was a text card about the Battles of Falluja in 2004); involvement of coalition forces for the most part; a full accounting of civilian costs and the refugee crisis; histories of the Islamic State/ISIS and al-Qaeda; and the return of a U.S.-led coalition in 2014 to help push back ISIS at the invitation of the Iraqi government.  

The refugee crisis is one I wanted to include because Hagel had so many documents on it, but it will be for a future smaller exhibit. I also ended up curating a related flat case nearby our main door about the Yazidi genocide perpetrated by ISIS in 2014. It was up in January & February. I used Hagel DOD-related public documents for this. This was also a good opportunity for collaboration with other units on campus because it corresponded to an exhibit about the genocide in an art gallery next door. 

I spent the longest writing the text for the runup to the war. I had to navigate the editorial line when deciding what to include on the TWO SHELVES I’d reserved for this purpose. The whys for this war were complex, and to this day, opinions are debated, and, in some quarters, truthiness still reigns (shoutout to Colbert). Was it a war for oil? Unfinished business from the Persian Gulf War? Was it Saddam’s connection to al-Qaeda and 9-11? The existence of stockpiles of WMD? Saddam’s brutality toward his people? Some of these are false, but others...it’s complicated.






Ultimately, I summarized the Persian Gulf War in two sentences at the beginning and left it at that. I also included a quote from a group of senators who spoke of Iraq as being part of the larger War on Terror and thus connected to 9-11 in that way, which I felt helped illustrate how messy and chaotic things got in 2001-2003 between public opinion and sentiment, media messaging, and claims from the administration. 

I do say in the exhibit that Saddam had nothing to do with 9-11 and al-Qaeda, which some folks out there believe, and I hoped they wouldn’t drop by the exhibit. I doubted I’d change their mind. I said nothing about oil. My main editorial decision here was to highlight WMD and Saddam’s brutality as reasons for the war. WMD and the failure of pre-war intelligence share a shelf with a magazine cover illustrating the horrors of Saddam’s regime. 

If this was a larger exhibit in a dedicated and funded exhibit program, I would probably have put together an advisory group to help me make these decisions but that really wouldn’t have worked in my context. Hagel himself came to visit and see the exhibit last month—he loves visiting the archives—and his reactions gave me confidence in my decisions.  

Speaking of the magazine cover illustrating Saddam’s brutality, that was the one disturbing image I included. I specifically mentioned it in our publicity. It is of Iraqis walking among partially wrapped bodies removed from Saddam Hussein-era mass graves, which is something Iraqis were finally able to investigate soon after the invasion with the help of military personnel. 

I knew that some visitors, veteran students, and international students would rather not see images like that for a variety of reasons. This was driven home for me when I had an extended conversation during the planning phase with a student employee who was also a veteran. 

The 2nd reason I announced this image was to let people know that there weren’t other disturbing or graphic images in the exhibit. I could TALK about the Iraqi prisoner abuse by U.S. military personnel, the gruesome murders and hanging of four contractors off a bridge in Falluja, the beheading of Nicholas Berg, and the widespread sectarian violence—all of which I did talk about--without showing those images, some of which we likely remember well though wish we didn’t. These images are also readily available online. 

As for Afghanistan, I decided it wasn’t right to tell the story of the Iraq War alone. Those wars were entangled in so many ways. I actually tried to make one grand exhibit about both work, but I tossed that aside soon after starting. So, this fall, I’ll install an exhibit on that 20-year war. 

I’ll also use material from our department’s extensive Afghanistan collection of books, photos, maps, and manuscript material. We use this material a fair amount, including almost two years ago to quickly put up an exhibit honoring Afghan women when the Taliban seized Kabul.


The Unexpected
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
To wrap up, I was nervous about how visitors would react. Perhaps they’d be annoyed at what I did or didn’t include. Maybe they’d accuse me of editorializing. Did I pay enough attention to civilian losses and servicemember casualties? Did I characterize the sectarian violence and U.S. responsibility fairly? Etc. 

All of these questions were swirling in my head against worries from administrators about the upcoming biennial budget debate in our Unicam and faculty discussions about the anti-education climate of new state senators. Given term limits, several senators had turned over recently, and I didn’t want to be on the radar of any of them. One, I care about our budget, and two, I really would like to attain associate professor status. 

All of this has been fine so far, though the exhibit will be up for another month. I was asked to be on a morning radio show the week of the 20th anniversary. My thoughts went immediately to the dozens of hours of talk radio I’d listened to in the Hagel collection. When Hagel started to be seen as a rebel among Republicans during the Iraq War for what people saw as his anti-Bush and anti-war stances, morning callers castigated him. Occasionally, I heard a caller remind others about Hagel’s Vietnam service and his care for veterans, but mostly it was traitor this and traitor that. Not a lot of filters on talk radio.

Just living in Omaha since 2015, I’ve heard these comments, as well. In my early years in Omaha, Hagel's opposition to the war as it dragged on was often mentioned to me when I first met someone in university meetings, at church, playing bocce, and elsewhere in the community! Since Pres. Trump, however, and as we get further from the war, I’m much more likely to hear how Hagel always seemed like a reasonable Republican. I digress. 

After a discussion with my university’s media reputation manager, I agreed to the interview but told them I didn’t want to speak to controversies. The person who interviewed me turned out to be a guy who was very young when the War started and was happy to let me drive the interview. Listeners got a lesson in public history work, the archives, and an enthusiastic invitation to look at the Hagel collection online and in person. 

As it turned out, the first person to register a comment/complaint was someone who asked my colleague where the photo was of Iraqi protesters burning an effigy of President Bush. They seemed a bit annoyed but didn’t stick around. A visitor later made a similar comment about wanting the exhibit to have really “stuck it” to the Bush administration. Clearly those visitors disagreed with my decision to not cover the anti-war movement—regardless of perspective—but at least I had tried to ward off complaints with my disclaimer text right next to the title card!

If I curate this exhibit again in 5 years, it will look and read differently as I find better documents and make different decisions. Nevertheless, for this exhibit, I think I succeeded in what I set out to accomplish—to introduce students to the broad strokes of the Iraq War. Thank you.


Thank you!

Lori Schwartz: Ischwartz@unomaha.edu
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Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Claire: And that wraps us up. Thank you! We hope to see you at our live Q&A during the annual meeting, and we hope your conferencing goes well. 
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