
Measuring  the Other
Physical anthropologist Henry
Field led an expedition to southern Iraq
in 1934 for an anthropometric study of
the Marsh Arabs, or Ma’dan. Although
the large bulk of material he brought
back—photographs of men in profile;
record books of measurements of faces,
noses, and ears; hair samples—is in the
Field Museum in Chicago, he gave 120 snapshots of the
marsh dwellers going about their lives to Harvard’s
Peabody Museum of Archaeology and Ethnology. People
fish with spears, hunt wild boar (four feet high at the
shoulder), build canoes, and shape houses of reeds like
those of the Sumerians, the earliest non-mud architec-
ture known. Field Photography, The Marsh Arabs of Iraq, 1934,
at the museum through February, features 34 of these images,
with explanatory notes by exhibition curator Omar al-
Dewachi, an Iraqi who came to Harvard to study anthropology
in August 2001. 

“Growing up in Baghdad,” said al-Dewachi in welcoming re-
marks at the opening of the exhibition on October 20, “I was
never aware that the cultural slur ‘Ma’dan’ actually meant the
Marsh Arabs. The word was loaded with meanings: unclean,
socially inferior, and ignorant.” To al-Dewachi, “The Ma’dan as
a cultural figure had always been my Other.” 

He went on to earn an M.D. degree at Baghdad University
and a master’s in public health at American University of
Beirut before coming to Harvard. His medical education fur-
ther taught him that “the marshland of southern Iraq was a re-
gion plagued by endemic diseases and public-health problems.”

But once in the United States, said al-Dewachi, he soon re-
alized that “the West had a di≠erent cultural location for the
Marsh Arabs, mainly through the archaeological connection

with the Sumerian civilization, their self-maintained eco-
system, and fascinating lifestyle.” And they had become “yet
another story of the devastations of the Saddam Hussein
regime.”

As al-Dewachi explains in notes for the exhibition, Field’s
science “was primarily concerned with the classification of
races and identification of potential criminals according to
various physical, especially facial, characteristics.” 

“Arriving as an Iraqi citizen in the United States to start my
Ph.D. one month before the events of 9/11, I became gradually
part of the institutionalization of surveillance,” al-Dewachi
observed at the exhibition opening. Through reporting to the
immigration o∞ce, “detailed interviewing, fingerprinting, and
being photographed, I came to realize how the science of the
1930s still haunts us to this day. As I tried to deal with the
di∞culties of being in the United States at these times, the
representation of the Marsh Arabs of Iraq has become a way
for me to mediate the reality of my Otherness.”

been reflooded. The result has been not living marsh but dead
pond, with half the salinity of the sea. The present situation
overall suggests to Richardson that 15 percent to 30 percent of
the former marshes could be restored—and more if more water
were available. His most important ecological message is that
whatever water does come to the marshes must flow.

There is nothing new about using water as a weapon
of war. The Sumerians, Babylonians, and Assyrians did it.
The Dutch did it. Others too. “The Mesopotamian wet-

lands are the oldest manipulated landscape on the face of the
earth,” said Robert France. “The word ‘natural’ applied to them
is a complete oxymoron.” To be able to farm, the Sumerians were

obliged to learn how to divert water out of the rivers onto their
crops, and thus they also learned to manipulate rivers to starve
neighboring city-states or flood cities they wished to drown. 

In fairness to Saddam, one must acknowledge, also, that he
was not the first to think of draining these marshes. “He was
using detailed engineering plans laid out by the Brits in the 1950s
but never acted upon,” said France. The British apparently felt
the marshes were a home to disease, a public-health hazard. 

“We disturbed many kinds of wader; some rose singly with shrill 
cries, others in dense flocks that wheeled and turned above the sheets
of water and the bleached sedge,” wrote explorer Wilfred Thesiger 
in his 1964 book, The Marsh Arabs. “I recognized curlews and 
whimbrel, redshank, godwit, ruffs, avocet, stilts and various kinds 
of plover. There were duck, too, that took off long before we could 
get within range, and herons and ibises and egrets and spoonbills.
Once, in the far distance, we saw a flock of cranes.” Nik Wheeler 
captured these pelicans in a 1976 visit.

Above, right: The 85-year-old, six-
foot-tall, 300-pound tribal leader
Sheikh Falih al-Saihud posed for
Field’s camera with an eight-gauge
shotgun given to him by the British.
At left, women of the sheikh’s family,
who wore no veils unless they hap-
pened to go to a town.
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