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ABSTRACT. This paper examines beliefs about the past across ethnic groups in con- 
flict ridden Northern Iraq, and the extent to which such beliefs are associated with 
interethnic trust and political trust. Using individual-level survey data (N=1,440) 
collected in 2010 and 2011 in the cities of Erbil and Kirkuk, our quantitative analyses 
show that beliefs about the past are strongly structured by ethnicity, but that the 
ethnic composition of friendship networks is an important moderating factor. We 
tended to find stronger group-specific uniformities in beliefs in the more violent and 
polarized Kirkuk, where group boundaries are more pronounced both in a cultural 
and a structural sense. Our results also indicate that beliefs about the past play a 
significant role in interethnic trust as beliefs about the past connected to particular 
ethnic groups are often associated with trust in these groups. Beliefs about the past 
are also shown to be associated with trust in political institutions. 
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Introduction  
 
Different groups in a society often have opposing interpretations of history, 
which can create conflict, in particular when they are associated with claims 
about the legitimate distribution of rights, resources, and status, or when out- 
groups are blamed for negative events. There is an abundance of examples 
showing how majority groups suppress minorities’ collective memories, and 
a significant part of identity politics is about claiming recognition of group-
specific interpretations of historical events that run counter to the hegemonic 
version of history. For this reason, beliefs about the past are important for 
the study of cohesion versus conflict. 

The concept of collective memory describes the process of how groups 
remember together (Halbwachs 1992; see Olick and Robbins 1998 for a 
discussion about definitions). In its broadest definition, collective memory in- 
cludes commemorations such as public celebrations and rituals, the production 
of knowledge about history (through, e.g., school curricula and mass media), 
the canonization of literature and other cultural artifacts, and informal memory 
work going on in personal networks. It is generally argued that collective 
memories operate as a unifying force in human societies (Durkheim 1995), 
creating solidarity and cohesion within groups. In this paper, we focus on a 
smaller subset of collective memory: beliefs about past events and how such 
beliefs are structured by ethnicity and social network compositions. As other 
beliefs, beliefs about the past are a strong and immediate precondition for 
action (Rydgren 2007; 2009), and as such they may be highly consequential 
for intergroup relations.  

The case in question involves the two cities Erbil and Kirkuk in Northern 
Iraq. In this context, ethnicity is the most salient group classification. Party 
politics and civil society are organized along ethnic lines (e.g., Wimmer 2002; 
Rydgren & Sofi 2011). Ethnic group belonging is an important determinant 
of the allocation of risks and resources. Historically, different groups have 
held the upper hand in the area during different periods. The four major ethnic 
groups in the area are the Kurds, Arabs, Turkmens, and Assyrians, and each 
has had a Golden Age of their own that only rarely overlaps with that of the 
others.  

In both cities under study here, interethnic relations have been highly 
conflict-ridden and, in Kirkuk in particular, often violent since the fall of the 
Baath regime in 2003. Previous studies have revealed that interethnic trust and 
outgroup tolerance are relatively low in both cities, and especially so in the 
more violent and polarized Kirkuk (Rydgren et al. 2013). As will be further 
discussed below, beliefs about the past may be important for understanding 
trust and tolerance, especially in heterogeneous settings (e.g., Rothstein 2000; 
Rydgren 2007). Trust is usually based on perceived trustworthiness (e.g., 
Hardin 2002), which is often assessed through the lens of memories of, or 
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beliefs about, individual or collective behavior in the past. To the extent that 
ingroups hold negative beliefs about outgroups, blaming them for negative 
events in the past, intergroup trust may be difficult to achieve. As a con- 
sequence, ethnic reconciliation may be more difficult to attain since ethnic 
conflict in such situations is more likely to be recapitulated and to persist 
over generations. 

Relying on individual-level survey data collected in 2010 and 2011 in Erbil 
and Kirkuk, we will map differences and similarities in attitudes toward his- 
torical events in order to further our understanding of social cohesion in the 
Northern Iraqi society. In the first half of the paper we will briefly outline why 
we expect to find group-specific uniformities in beliefs about the past, why 
ethnicity is a relevant group classification to consider in our area of study, 
and why we may expect larger differences in the interpretation of history 
across groups in a more violent and polarized context. We then discuss why 
beliefs about the past may be important for understanding interethnic trust in 
a multiethnic society. Based on the theoretical section, we formulate five 
hypotheses, which are tested in the second half of the paper, in which we 
discuss data and methods and present and discuss the results.  

 
Collective Memory and Beliefs about the Past 
 
Research on collective memory has since Maurice Halbwachs (1980; 1992), 
a student of Durkheim, been based on a few basic presumptions: (1) that 
memory is always “socially framed since groups determine what is ‘mem- 
orable’ and how it will be remembered” (Halbwachs 1992: 182), indicating 
(2) that there are systematic differences between groups in how they recall 
the past; (3) that it is the beliefs, interests, and aspirations of the present that 
shape content and form a groups’ collective memories (Halbwachs 1992; see 
also, e.g., Coser 1992; Devine-Wright 2003); and (4) that collective memo- 
ries are of fundamental importance for the cohesion and collective identity of 
groups (see, e.g., Saito 2006: 353).  

For the purpose of this paper, it is important to emphasize that persons as 
well as groups have a tendency to modify memories and beliefs about the 
past in ways that increase their own self-esteem. At a group level there is also 
pressure to remember and interpret past events in such a way “as to show 
[the group’s] continuity, … distinctiveness, efficacy, and cohesion” (Roe & 
Cairn 2003: 66). Often this is done by glorifying the group’s past, in order to 
increase the sense of “ethnic honor” (Weber 1978: 390) that members derive 
from membership in exclusive ethnic groups; both by selecting events that 
emphasize positive accomplishments in the past and by embellishing them 
(Baumeister & Hastings 1997: 283). Yet, when other groups do the same, 
conflict over how the past should be remembered is likely to flare up.   
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Before we turn to our empirical case, we will briefly discuss (1) under 
what conditions we may expect strong group-specific uniformities in beliefs 
about the past and (2) the ways in which beliefs about the past affect the 
likelihood for intergroup trust and trust in political institutions. 
 
Group-specific Uniformities in Beliefs about the Past 
 
Group-specific uniformities in memories and beliefs about the past across 
groups is likely to be affected by culture, social networks, and the salience of 
social category belonging. Each of these factors varies depending on context, 
and group-specific uniformities in memories and beliefs about the past also 
hinge on the extent to which they overlap or constitute cross-cutting dimen- 
sions.  

Cultures provide collective memory sites that instruct people’s beliefs 
about the past by indicating which events are worth remembering and how 
they should be interpreted and viewed. For families, for instance, the family 
photo album and amateur video archive constitute important collective mem- 
ory sites, as do family traditions, anniversaries, etc. (see Zerubavel 1996: 293). 
For larger groups (including ethnic groups), commemorations, literature, art, 
museums, and archives, play the same role. To commemorate a particular 
event is to constitute it as “an objective fact of the world,” to mark it out as a 
true historical event – as a significant event (Schwartz et al. 1986: 148). Com- 
memoration also serves a legitimizing function by signaling to people that it 
is legitimate to remember and express this memory in certain fashions. The 
educational system and the mass media, television in particular, also instruct 
people’s beliefs about the past in patterned ways (Irwin-Zarecka 1994: 155). 
We may thus assume that we will find stronger group-specific uniformities 
in memories and beliefs about the past in settings in which ethnic groups, for 
example, have separate schools and ethnic-specific mass media.  

There has been an almost single-minded focus on culture in the sociol- 
ogical literature on collective memory. To be sure, culture is an important 
factor in creating intersubjective uniformities in memories and other beliefs 
about the past, but it is far from the only one. We argue that the extent to 
which groups share similar memories and beliefs about the past is also 
contingent on the configuration of social networks and the salience of social 
categories. We may observe belief congruence – including memory congru- 
ence – in social networks, because people in a social network tend to share 
the same information, because of peer effects (i.e., that people influence one 
another), and because of homophily (i.e., that people who share similar 
beliefs are more likely to form relationships with one another) (see, e.g., 
Bar-Tal 1990; Burt 2005; Huckfeldt & Sprague 1995; Zuckerman 1996). 
Social networks tend to be ethnically homogeneous (e.g., McPherson et al. 
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2001), and, in general, homogeneous social networks reinforce group-specific 
uniformities in collective memories and beliefs about the past. However, in 
ethnically heterogeneous social networks, beliefs about the past are likely to 
be less structured by ethnicity. When a large proportion of an individual’s 
friends are from a specific ethnic outgroup, we might even expect their mem- 
ories and beliefs about the past to be more similar to the typical memories 
within that group than to the typical ingroup memories.  

Social category belonging is important primarily because it is a vector for 
social identity and because it influences the ways in which information is 
validated. Because people’s social identities largely derive from their social 
category membership, people tend to view such membership positively to 
enhance their self-esteem (Tajfel 1981). The extent to which social category 
belonging promotes intersubjective uniformities in beliefs about the past 
depends on two main factors: first, the extent to which social category mem- 
bers belong to crosscutting social categories or overlapping social categories 
(cf. Simmel 1955). When two people are similar across one or two social 
categories but dissimilar across several others, the intersubjectivity will pre- 
sumably be rather limited and weak, whereas it will be strong and extensive 
when two people are similar across a large variety of social categories (cf. 
Bar-Tal 1990). As will be discussed below, there are reasons to assume 
relatively few crosscutting social categories in Northern Iraq, the partial 
exception being religion: civil society is strongly structured along ethnic lines 
in Northern Iraq, and neighborhood segregation and labor market segmen- 
tation are relatively extensive, particularly in Kirkuk (see Rydgren & Sofi 
2011). Second, the extent to which social category belonging promotes inter- 
subjective beliefs about the past depends on how salient the social category 
is for the people involved. Salient social categories are likely to yield 
stronger identity and therefore stronger and more extensive intersubjectivity. 
Social categories that have crystallized “around markers that have systematic 
implications for people’s welfare” (Hechter 2000: 98), or are at least believed 
to have such implications, can be assumed to be of higher salience than other 
social categories, as are social categories that are difficult to wish away – 
mostly ascribed rather than achieved social categories, that is, social 
categories one was born into such as ethnic or racial belonging.  

 
Trust and Beliefs about the Past  
 
As discussed above, beliefs about the past are an important factor binding 
ethnic groups together by facilitating internal cohesion and demarcating ethnic 
group boundaries. Large differences between groups in an area may under- 
mine the overall cohesiveness of a multiethnic society. As will be discussed, 



 133 

previous research has argued that beliefs about the past may also influence 
social trust and interethnic social trust.  

As has been demonstrated in previous research, people usually trust co-
ethnics more than they trust ethnic outsiders. In this paper, social trust will 
be defined as “trust in unknown people, that is, people about whom we do 
not have any information about their trustworthiness” (Herreros 2004: 13). 
Social trust is strongly influenced by social category belonging (cat) and social 
network (net), and can be assumed to be particularly strong within catnets 
(i.e., homogenous networks). To put it in other terms, social trust tends to be 
considerably stronger within groups than across groups. There is a tendency 
for people to view unknown others with whom they share social category 
belonging as more trustworthy than unknown others belonging to outgroups. 
In other words, shared category belonging is a basis for social, depersonalized 
trust (Brewer 1979; Kramer 1999; Macy & Skvoretz 1998; Yuki et al. 2005). 
People also tend to trust unknown others if they know or believe that they are 
indirectly linked in a social network through mutual friendship or acquain- 
tances (Coleman 1990; Yuki et al. 2005). The reason is that trust is based on 
predictions about the future based on a person’s actions in the past (Hardin 
2002), and people tend to have better information about the past actions of 
those with whom they are interrelated in a social network. The likelihood is 
thus lower that a person will trust ethnic outgroups than co-ethnics (e.g., 
Fearon & Laitin 1996), but the probability of this is contingent on how de- 
coupled ethnic groups are (that is, if there are many or few network contacts 
crossing ethnic boundaries) and how salient ethnic categorization is. 

We expect beliefs about the past to be of importance for social trust,  
interethnic trust in particular. Beliefs about how a particular outgroup acted 
in the past, as a collectivity, may be mobilized as a proxy, influencing the 
assessment of trustworthiness of the outgroup in the present (see, e.g., 
Rydgren 2007; Rothstein 2000). Hence, an important implication is that 
when one or several ethnic groups dominate political institutions, locally or 
nationally, beliefs about the past may also influence political trust. 

Several factors that may potentially decrease interethnic trust and lower 
the chance of ethnic reconciliation may interfere with this process (see 
Rydgren 2007). For one thing, there is the problem of selection bias. For 
historical events with which to compare the present, people tend to select 
events that are easily available to memory (Khong 1992: 35; cf. Tversky and 
Kahneman 1982). Previous studies have shown that vivid information is 
better remembered and is more accessible than pallid information (Nisbett & 
Ross 1980: 44–45). Events that are unique and unexpected and that provoke 
emotional reactions are more easily remembered than other events, in partic- 
ular morally negative events (Hastie & Dawes 2001: 88). This is important 
for understanding interethnic social trust and the possibility to ethnic recon- 
ciliation in conflict areas, since periods of ethnic conflict are more vivid and 
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hence more likely to be remembered and to enter into the assessment of how 
to predict the behavior of outgroups in the present than are periods of peace. 
This holds particularly true for traumatic events, which often conjure up 
vivid and intrusive memories (Roe & Cairns 2003: 178). Second, as a result 
of people’s (and groups’) innate tendency to view their ingroup membership 
positively, they tend to select beliefs that deny ingroup responsibility for 
negative events – often by attributing blame to the outgroup – while taking 
credit for positive events (e.g., Bar-Tal 2000: 78). Hence, groups have an 
innate tendency to select events that overestimate the occurrence of previous 
conflict with the outgroup(s), and to interpret (remember) these events in a 
way that puts blame on the outgroup(s). Needless to say, this may make the 
emergence of mutual interethnic social trust more difficult and may be a 
factor that works against ethnic reconciliation in conflict areas. 

 
Polarization 
 
Past and recent history provides several examples of ethnic groups becoming 
increasingly decoupled from one another during violent conflicts. As noted 
already by Coleman (1956: 12), as “controversy develops, associations 
flourish within each group, but whither between persons on opposing sides. 
People break off long-standing relationships, stop speaking to former friends 
who have been drawn to the opposition, but proliferate their associations with 
fellow-partisans.” In other words, “homophily becomes more important to 
tie activation during times of crisis or trouble” (McPherson et al. 2001: 436). 
Two key mechanisms are pressure from the ingroup on its members to show 
group loyalty and the risk of being the victim of collective liability by the 
actions of outgroup members. Hence, in polarized situations, cross-cutting 
ties may be difficult to sustain because fewer individuals will bridge the gap 
separating the groups. Even at an early stage of violent conflict, ethnicity is 
likely to have increasingly acute implications for people’s welfare, which 
means that it is likely to become more salient vis-à-vis other social categori- 
zations. As a result, social relations are likely to become increasingly 
ethnicized, which is likely to further escalate the conflict. In polarized situ- 
ations ethnicity is of higher salience and there are fewer network ties cross- 
ing ethnic boundaries. For that reason we believe that trust and tolerance will 
be more tightly linked to beliefs about the past in polarized settings. Polari- 
zation also creates a larger information asymmetry between ingroup and 
outgroup, making it more difficult to assess the trustworthiness of outgroups. 
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Study Context 
 
Our study is situated in Northern Iraq, in the cities of Erbil and Kirkuk. This 
region has a long history of complex ethnic relations, and we expect strong 
group-specific uniformities in memories and beliefs about the past across 
ethnic groups. Ethnic groups have separate schools (and school curricula) 
and widely distributed ethnicity-specific mass media, even though the ethnic 
separation of mass media and the educational system are more pronounced 
in Kirkuk than in Erbil (Sofi 2009).  

The two cities Erbil and Kirkuk, however, also differ significantly with 
respect to the level of ethnic polarization. During the years since the fall of 
the Baath regime, political institutions have worked less effectively in Kirkuk 
than in Erbil, and ethnic relations have been considerably more violent. More 
than 1,850 people were killed in Kirkuk (population about 850,000) between 
2004 and 2008, and more than 6,000 persons were injured in various terrorist 
actions during the same time period. Many of these attacks were explicitly 
aimed at ethnic outgroups. In only one year (2005) there were more than 5,000 
bombings in Kirkuk, and many of these were explicitly aimed at ethnic 
outgroups. Moreover, between 2004 and 2008, almost 500 persons were 
kidnapped, and 149 demonstrations took place (data collected from Kirkuk 
police force and the Provincial Joint Coordination Centre, PJCC). Not all of 
these violent acts were ethnically motivated, but the people concerned often 
interpreted them as interethnic hostility (Sofi 2009). Although the situation 
improved slightly after 2008, ethnic relations were still violent: between 2009 
and November 2012, 199 people were killed in terrorist actions in Kirkuk, 
over 1000 bombings took place, there were 215 kidnappings, and 264 demon- 
strations, most of them having ethnic motifs (data collected from the Kirkuk 
Provincial Joint Coordination Centre, PJCC 2012-11-6). 

By contrast, in Erbil (population about 1.5 million) between 2004 and 
2008, only about 350 people were killed, about half of them in various ter- 
rorist attacks (data collected from the Erbil police force; see also Sofi 2009: 
Ch. 4). Bombings, missile attacks, and the like were rare in Erbil compared 
to Kirkuk during the first years after the fall of the Baath regime, as were 
ethnic demonstrations. Between 2009 and 2012 there were almost no terrorist 
actions in Erbil, and very little crime related to interethnic tension (interview 
with the chairman of the Interior and Security Committee in the Iraqi 
Kurdistan parliament, 2012-10-10).1  

Hence, Kirkuk and Erbil constitute two very different cases. Although both 
cities are witness to violent conflict between ethnic groups, the situation is 
much graver in Kirkuk. Because of this, we would expect that ethnicity is 
more salient in Kirkuk, and that ethnic groups display more closure there, 
that is, that they are less integrated at the interpersonal level (see Rydgren et 
al. 2013). All together this suggests that beliefs about the past will differ 
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more markedly across ethnic groups in Kirkuk than in Erbil and that beliefs 
about the past will be more strongly associated with interethnic trust. It should 
also be emphasized that Erbil and Kirkuk differ substantially in demographic 
composition. In Erbil, Kurds are the dominant majority, with approximately 
85% of the population, and there are several minorities (approximately 5% 
Turkmens, 5% Assyrians, and 5% Arabs and other minorities). In Kirkuk, on 
the other hand, none of the ethnic groups comprise an absolute majority: the 
Kurds are the largest group in Kirkuk, accounting for approximately 40–45% 
of the population; Arabs are the second largest group with approximately 
30–35% of the population; Turkmens account for 20–25%, and 1–2% are 
Assyrians. 

To sum up, therefore, there are good reasons to believe that ethnic 
categorization is generally of high salience in Northern Iraq, but especially 
so in Kirkuk, which means that we would expect to find ethnically structured 
beliefs about the past in this context.  

 
Hypotheses 
 
Based on the discussion above, we have formulated two sets of hypotheses 
(five in total) that will be tested in the coming sections. The first set contains 
hypotheses related to the question of whether memories and other beliefs 
about the past differ systematically among the four ethnic groups residing in 
Erbil and Kirkuk. 
 

H1a. There are mean differences in beliefs about the past across groups. 
H1b. Ethnic groups explain a substantial part of variation in beliefs about 
the past. 
H2. Due to the higher level of intergroup tension and violence in Kirkuk, 
mean differences are more marked and explained variance of ethnic groups 
is higher there. 
H3. Individuals with a high proportion of outgroup friends will have beliefs 
more similar to those of the specific outgroup.  
 

The second set contains hypotheses that relate to the question of whether 
beliefs about the past are linked to interethnic social trust. 
 

H4. Beliefs about the past are associated with interethnic social trust.  
H5. For events that are related to Kurds and Arabs (which dominate 
political institutions locally or nationally), there is an association between 
contested beliefs about the past and political trust.  
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Data and Methods 
 
To study beliefs about the past and their role in interethnic trust, we used a 
survey design aimed specifically at measuring beliefs about the past. As 
Schwartz and Schuman (2005: 183) noted, “Collective memory scholarship 
stands at a turning point. Will the field continue to move in its present 
direction, emphasizing only ‘sites’ of memory and their cultural meanings, 
or will it break free to a new level of inquiry, one that includes individuals’ 
beliefs about the past?” With this study we hope to contribute to the 
relatively small literature on collective memories/beliefs about the past that 
builds on individual-level data. More specifically, our questionnaire was 
inspired by Howard Schuman’s (1991) study of collective memories in the 
Detroit area. Our context of study, Northern Iraq, lacks credible population 
registers and much infrastructure that we take for granted in Western 
societies, on which modern survey methods are based. The only viable 
means to do survey research in such a context is to use a systematic (yet non-
random) sample, and to distribute questionnaires in person. We developed a 
paper-and-pen questionnaire adapted to the circumstances, which means that 
simplicity and parsimony were an absolute necessity. The modus of the data 
collecting process is not uncomplicated and will be further discussed below, 
but before that we proceed with a description of the questionnaire.  
 
Measuring beliefs 
Beliefs about the past were measured by presenting respondents with a list of 
pre-specified events. We asked about how important they judged the event 
or person to be (ranging from not at all important to very important), and 
whether they viewed the event or person as negative or positive. For the list, 
we selected events that marked important turning points in Iraq’s history, 
and in particular events for which meaning and significance are likely to be 
contested. In total, we queried for 20 events (and 20 historical persons, which 
we will analyze elsewhere). We also asked open-ended questions about the 
three most pivotal events in Northern Iraq (and in the world) over the past 
100 years, which we can use as a reliability test of our list of events. By 
simple comparison, we found that our choice of events/persons captured most 
events nominated in the open questions. This is reassuring since open-ended 
and closed-ended questions about important events tend to produce different 
response patterns (Schuman & Scott 1987). Importantly, the open-ended 
questions preceded the closed-ended questions, and so we can expect that 
priming effects are small (but of course, since the questionnaire is a paper-
and-pen questionnaire, respondents were able to jump between sections at 
their own discretion). We can thus rule out the risk that we missed events 
that really matter. The events can briefly be described as follows:  
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The dissolution of the Assyrian Empire. The Assyrian Empire was centered 
in Mesopotamia, at the Tigris, in what today is Northern Iraq. It was estab- 
lished approximately 2000 BCE and ended in 612 BCE. In Assyrian mythol- 
ogy, this period symbolizes the “golden past,” and the fall of the Assyrian 
Empire constitutes a negative turning point in the history of Assyrians (Yana 
2008; Minahan 2002: 205–210).  

The Muslim invasion: The Islamization of Mesopotamia started in the 7th 
century CE. In 656, the Muslim Arabs took control of the Sassanid Empire, 
and in 762, Caliph Abu Jafar Al-Mansur moved the caliphate to the newly 
founded city of Baghdad. Baghdad remained the center of the Muslim Arab 
world until the city was destroyed by the Mongols in 1258. (Polk 2005: Ch. 2).  

The dissolution of the Ottoman Empire: In 1534, the Ottomans took 
control of Baghdad, and Turks ruled the area until the end of the First World 
War, when Great Britain gained control over what is today Iraq, which 
marked the end of the Ottoman Empire. For Turkmens, the Ottoman Empire 
represents the “golden past,” where they had a privileged position.  

The formation of Iraq: Iraq was formed in 1921 out of the two old Ottoman 
vilayets (provinces) of Basra and Baghdad. The Mosul vilayet (i.e., the part 
of Northern Iraq we are studying in this paper) was incorporated in 1926. Iraq 
was under British mandate until 1932, after which it was declared sovereign 
but remained in an alliance with the British until 1958. The formation of Iraq 
is a critical event. Turkmens lost the privileged position they had during the 
Ottoman Empire, and Kurds lost the relative autonomy they had through their 
emirates during Ottoman rule (cf. Ciment 1996: 39). Also, the incorporation 
of the Mosul vilayet is a source of ethnic conflict between different ethnic 
groups, particularly between Kurds and Arabs, which remains unresolved to 
the present day. Christian Assyrians and Chaldeans, who had been exposed 
to persecution under Ottoman rule, were relatively positive in their view of 
the formation of Iraq (see, e.g., McDowall 1997: 146; Atarodi 2003; Marr: 
2004: 34–36). Arabs, however, clearly gained the most from the formation of 
Iraq.  

The fall of the Monarchy: The Iraqi Monarchy was overthrown in a 
military coup in 1958, in which King Faisal II was killed. Iraq became a 
republic under the rule of Abd al-Karim Quasim, an Iraqi nationalist (Ciment 
1996: 77; Marr 2004: 81–86). Although Arabs tended to be favored in public 
life under the Monarchy, non-Arab groups were represented in Iraq’s various 
authorities and political institutions. Non-Arab groups might therefore roman- 
ticize the Monarchy period and to see its fall as a negative turning point 
(Samanchi 1999: 155, 164; McDowall 1997).  

The conflict between the Communist Party and the Turkmens in Kirkuk, 
1959: In July 1959 the Iraqi Communist Party, allied with Abd al-Karim 
Quasim, targeted Turkmens in Kirkuk. In Kirkuk, Kurds dominated the 
Communist Party, giving the conflict an ethnic charge. Some ten thousands 
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of Turkmens died in the conflict, which was called “massacre” by Turkmens 
and an “event” by Kurds (Samanchi 1999: 165–173; McDowall 1997: 299, 
305, 329–330; Marr 2004: 91–94, Makiya 1998: 237–238). The conflict in 
1959 has become a symbol of the victimization of Turkmens in Northern 
Iraq and is still a source of suspicion for Turkmens in relation to Kurds 
(Güclü 2007: 77; Samanchi 1999; Özoglu 2004).  

The Baath Party comes to power: In 1968 the (pan-)Arab nationalist Baath 
Party gained power in Iraq through a military coup. Non-Arabic groups and 
Kurds in particular experienced shrinking degrees of autonomy (Marr 2004: 
134–139; Ciment 1996: 59–63). After Saddam Hussein came to power in 
1979, (Sunni) Arab nationalism intensified (Marr 2004: Ch. 8).  

The Iraqi-Kurdish autonomy agreement in 1970–1974: Between 1961 and 
1970 Kurds, under the leadership of Mustafa Barzini, waged guerilla war 
against the Iraqi state with the purpose of establishing an independent Kurdish 
state. The outcome of the first Kurdish-Iraqi war was the autonomy agreement 
in 1970, as a result of which an autonomous region consisting of three 
provinces in Northern Iraq with a Kurdish majority was to be formed within 
four years (Middle East Watch 1993: 44, 77–78; McDowall 1997: 329–340; 
Marr 2004: 154–158). The peace plan failed, however, on the contested status 
of Kirkuk – which the Kurds saw as the capital city in the autonomous 
region, but which the Baath regime wanted to keep outside of the autonomous 
region altogether – and on the fact that the Baath regime intensified imple- 
mentation of the Arabization process described below (Marr 2004: 155; see 
even Manafy 2005: 87–89). The breakdown of the autonomy agreement in 
1974 led to the second Kurdish–Iraqi war, ending in 1975 with total capitu- 
lation of the Kurdish side, which forced the KDP into exile in Iran (Polk 
2005: 121–122; McDowall 1997: 337; Marr 2004: 157; Manafy 2005: 91–92).  

The Arabization process: The Arabization process started in the 1930s but 
intensified dramatically in the 1980s and 1990s during Saddam Hussein’s 
rule. The purpose of this policy was to establish an Arab majority population 
in the strategic, oil-rich areas around Kirkuk. Non-Arab peoples were forced 
to leave their homes, and Arabs took their place (Muhammad 2003: 27; 
Statistics Iraq 1957, 1977). In total, from 1963 and throughout the 1990s, more 
than 200,000 Kurds, Turkmens and Assyrians were forced to leave Kirkuk 
(Human Rights Watch 1993; 2004; Muhammad 2003: 38–48).  

The Anfal campaign: The Arabization process reached its peak in the so-
called Anfal campaign in 1987 and 1988, when tens of thousands of mostly 
Kurds, Turkmens, and Assyrians/Chaldeans were killed, and many more were 
forced to move (Makiya 1993: Ch. 5; cf. Gurr & Harff 1994: 28–30). Anfal 
is commemorated annually with public ceremonies (Sofi 2009).  

The First Gulf War in 1991: After the Iraq-Iran war (1980–1988), Iraq was 
deeply encumbered with debt, and invaded Kuwait in 1990. The motive was 
not only to get access to its rich neighbor’s resources, but also a nationalist 
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wish to reincorporate Kuwait, which had been separated from the Basra 
vilayet in 1921 by the British authorities. After diplomatic negotiations failed, 
an international coalition of troops, led by the US, freed Kuwait from Iraqi 
forces in 1991.  

The popular uprising (Intifada) in 1991: In the aftermath of the First Gulf 
War, which weakened the Baath regime, Shiite Arabs in the south of Iraq and 
Kurds in Northern Iraq (organized by the two major parties Patriotic Union 
of Kurdistan [PUK] and Kurdistan Democratic Party [KDP]) rebelled against 
the Iraqi government. Although successful at the start, the rebellion was beaten 
back by the Iraqi army, forcing more than a million people to flee, many of 
them to Iran and Turkey (Rudd 2004: 29–31; Marr 2004: 241–259). To protect 
the refugees, the UN created a no-fly zone and “safe haven” in Northern Iraq 
(UNSCR 688, 5 April 1991; Middle East Watch 1993: 24, 28; McDowall 
1997: 373–376; Makiya 1998: xxi–xxii; see also Rudd 2004).  

The formation of autonomous political institutions in Kurdistan: The pro- 
tection offered by the UN gave the residents in the no fly zone some auton- 
omy from the Bagdad government. A regional parliament and government 
dominated by Kurds were created in 1992, located in Erbil. Kirkuk was ex- 
cluded from the no fly zone, and the question whether it should be included 
or not in Kurdistan has been highly contested (Anderson & Stansfield 2009; 
Natali 2005: 163–168). For Arabs it marked the beginning of a process by 
which they turned from a majority group nationally into a minority group 
regionally.  

Civil war between the PUK and KDP, 1994–1996: Conflict between the 
two major Kurdish parties, the PUK and KDP, escalated into open violence 
in 1994. The PUK was building alliance with Iran, leading the KDP to ask 
for help from Saddam Hussein and the Iraqi Army, which intervened with 
troops (Ciment 1996: 5; McDowall 1997).  

Strategic agreement between the KDP and PUK: In 1998 the KDP and 
PUK signed the US-mediated Washington Agreement. The parties agreed to 
share power and to allow neither foreign involvement (Iran, PKK) nor Iraqi 
troops into the region. However, it took several years until the two parties 
could cooperate relatively peacefully (Human Rights Watch 2004: 36; Sofi 
2009: 21; Makiya 1998: xvi, xvii; Marr 2004: 280). Nonetheless, the Wash- 
ington Agreement marks the end of open conflict, and is also associated with 
the lifting of the embargo (the Oil-for-Food Program), which improved the 
standard of living in the area (UNSCR 986, 14.04.1995; Marr 2004: 281–283).  

The fall of Saddam Hussein: The US-led invasion of Iraq started on March 
20, 2003, and three weeks later Baghdad fell. Saddam Hussein fled but was 
found eight months later. In December 2006 he was found guilty of crimes 
against the humanity and was sentenced to death. Saddam was executed a 
few weeks later (Polk 2005: 169–172; Philips 2005: 133). Some groups lost 
their privileged position as a result of this event, Sunni Arabs in particular. 
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Variable definitions and coding 
Table 1 summarizes key items in our data; it includes the definition of 
variables and, when applicable, the wordings of the survey questions they 
are based on. The events were coded both to variables measuring attitude 
toward the event (on a five step scale -2 to 2; from negative to positive) and 
importance of the event (on a similar five step scale -2 to 2; from unimpor- 
tant to important). Neutral is coded as zero in both these measures.  

We measured ethnic network closure based on straightforward questions 
about the number of friends belonging to ethnic outgroups. From this infor- 
mation, we calculated the proportion of outgroup friends separately for each 
of the four ethnic groups of Kurds, Arabs, Assyrians-Chaldeans and Turk- 
mens. Ethnic trust is measured as whether the respondent trusted each of the 
four ethnic groups present in the local context. We measured political trust 
using multiple items about variety of political and legal institutions, regionally 
and nationally, as displayed in Table 1. The items are highly correlated, and 
for that reason we computed additive indexes, which displayed high reliability 
(Cronbach’s α >.8).  

The survey design also includes standard socioeconomic control variables. 
Respondents were queried for their occupation in an open-ended question, 
which was later coded to social class with approximation of the Erikson–
Goldthorpe–Portocarero social class scheme (EGP, see Erikson and Gold- 
thorpe 1992). Education was reported in a closed-ended question with four 
categories. Individuals with missing information on education and social 
class have been given dedicated missing categories and are included in the 
analyses. We also query for gender and age, and ethnic categories relevant to 
Erbil and Kirkuk, as discussed above. To control for age is important as 
individuals are most susceptible to exposure in adolescence and early adult- 
hood, what Schuman & Scott (1989) call generational imprinting. 
 
Data Collection 
The data were collected in Erbil and Kirkuk between September 2010 and 
June 2011 as a part of ten months of fieldwork in the region. The data col- 
lection was led by the second author, who was born in Northern Iraq (from 
where he emigrated in the early 1990s at the age of 25) and who is fluent in 
both Arabic and Kurdish and has a working knowledge of other local lan- 
guages and dialects. In addition to the second author, six other persons were 
involved in the data collection (two Kurds and one Turkmen in Erbil, and two 
Kurds and one Arab in Kirkuk). All of them had knowledge of both Arabic 
and Kurdish. The questionnaire included 82 questions and took approximately 
30 minutes to finish. We distributed the questionnaire both in Arabic and 
Kurdish. The respondents filled out the questionnaires themselves. The inter- 
viewer waited in the background and collected questionnaires upon leaving.  
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As noted above, it was impossible to identify and use a strictly random- 
ized sample as reliable population registers do not exist. For this reason we 
chose to use a combination of strategic and systematic sampling by distrib- 
uting the questionnaires at people’s homes. The total sample consists of 
1,440 completed questionnaires. Of the total sample, 704 were collected in 
Erbil and 736 in Kirkuk. Since we do not have a sampling frame, we cannot 
estimate response rates, which consist of not-at-home non-responses and 
refusals. We only have an indication of the size of the latter factor. We 
distributed 1,650 questionnaires, and 1,440 of them were returned, which is 
indicative of a low refusal rate. It is also reassuring that the refusal rate did 
not differ dramatically across cities: in Erbil 704 of 800 questionnaires were 
returned, and in Kirkuk it was 736 out of 850.  

The selection of distribution venues for the questionnaires was based on 
knowledge acquired during this and previous fieldworks, and we followed 
the strategy laid out in Rydgren et al. 2013 in order to achieve as high an 
overall representativeness as possible with regard to ethnicity and socio- 
economic status. More specifically, in Erbil we divided the city into five 
districts: north (Shorsh, Sefin, and Kani), south (Azadi, Zanyari, Rasti, and 
Rizgary), east (Setaqan, Mamostayan, Runaki, and Badawe), west (Newroz, 
Tureq, and Nishtiman), and the central part (Tairawe and Bazar). None of 
these districts are strongly ethnically skewed, in comparison to the com- 
position of ethnic groups in the city in large – which is true for almost all 
districts in Erbil – but were selected to cover both richer and poorer neigh- 
borhoods, as well as central and suburban districts. In addition, we included 
Ankawe, which is dominated by Assyrians/Chaldeans (officially Ankawe is 
a separate municipality, but it has become integrated as a city district of 
Erbil). The questionnaires were distributed in these districts by knocking on 
people’s doors. Most people live in privately owned townhouses or small 
houses, and apartment blocks are uncommon. The selection of streets or 
blocks, and within them the selection of houses, was systematic, for example 
every 2nd, 3rd, or every 4th street/block/house depending on the size of the 
neighborhood. Systematic sampling is a good way to proxy randomness in 
settings without a sampling frame, the only caveat being whether the decision 
rule correlates with some underlying characteristic of the population (which 
we have no reason to suspect in this case).  

In Kirkuk, city districts dominated by one particular group are more 
common: the northern parts of the city tend to be dominated by Kurds and 
the southern parts by Arabs, whereas the central parts are more mixed (but 
occasionally with neighborhoods dominated by Turkmens, Kurds, or Assyr- 
ians/Chaldeans). To cover these differences, we distributed questionnaires in 
all of these areas: north (Rehimawe, Azadi, and Hemam Eli Beg), south 
(Hey al-wasity, Hey al-qadisiye, Al-urubeh, and Dour al-Amn), and central 
(Shorije, Imam Qasm, Begler, Almas, Arafa, Domiz, and Al-Tisein). In so 
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doing, we also covered both richer and poorer neighborhoods as well as 
central and suburban areas. As in Erbil, questionnaires were distributed by 
knocking on people’s doors (in Kirkuk as well, most people live in privately 
owned townhouses or small houses). 
 
Methods 
We assess the degree of group-specific uniformities in beliefs about the past 
across ethnic groups by comparing means in attitudes, but also by the intra- 
class correlation (ICC) of ethnic variation in beliefs. This is a decomposition 
of the variance in memories within and between ethnic groups, formally: 

22

2

individualethnicity

ethnicityICC





 . If the variance is largely within groups, there are small 

group-specific uniformities. If variance is largely between groups, ethnic 
groups strongly structure beliefs about the past and there are large group-
specific uniformities.  

We also use regression models to control for confoundedness, to test for 
network effects on mean attitudes, and to analyze how networks and beliefs 
about the past are associated with ethnic and political trust. Attitudes are 
measured with a 5-step Likert scale, and ethnic trust with a 4-category ordinal 
scale, and so we use ordinal logit regression and present average marginal 
effects on the highest ranked outcome (most positive attitude or most trust- 
ing category). We have conducted Brant tests of the parallel slopes assump- 
tions, and we find minor violations here and there, meaning that coefficient 
strength varies with levels of the variable, and these violations are concen- 
trated either at higher or lower levels (available from authors on request). 
However, we find virtually no strong violations (i.e., shifts in effects, effects 
only present for some levels, or results that would change our conclusions). 
Political trust is measured as an index of several underlying items scaled 0–
10 (see Table 1), and we therefore use OLS regression (under the equidis- 
tance assumption, but we also test for varying effects over its distribution). 
We will present indications of statistical significance, but since we do not 
have a random sample, these are only indicative. 

We should also note that the cross-sectional data cannot be used to assess 
causality. The results below should be understood as statistical associations 
rather than effects.2 From our theoretical vantage point, however, causality is 
less important for this study. For example, it makes sense to think about the 
relationship between contested beliefs about the past and (dis)trust in terms 
of vicious or beneficial circles that may reinforce one another. If outgroup-
negative beliefs about the past are nested in low interethnic trust, for example, 
ethnic reconciliation may be more difficult to arrive at, since ethnic conflict 
or tension in such situations is more likely to become reinforced and persist 
over generations. 
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Results 
 
Group-specific uniformities in beliefs about the past 
Table 2 shows average attitudes across ethnic groups in a scale from negative 
to positive (-2 to +2) for our 20 historical events as well as the ICC (which 
measures the strengths of group-specific patterns). Table 3 shows the corres- 
ponding table, but for the respondents’ judged importance of the event. The 
raw data is also displayed in supplementary Table S1. When we describe the 
results in the following text, these are the sources for our claims, but we will 
avoid referencing for readability concerns.  

As expected, Assyrians view the dissolution of the Assyrian Empire much 
more negatively than do the other groups: 67% of Assyrians view it as a 
negative event, compared to between 15 and 17% of the other three groups. 
They also tend to remember it as a more important event. Arabs and Turk- 
mens are most positive about the Muslim invasion, whereas Assyrians tend 
to have a negative view. However, Assyrians also see this as a less important 
event than do the three other groups. Turkmens are considerably more 
negative on average toward the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire, even 
though they are not more likely than other groups to remember this as a 
particularly important event.  

Arabs view the formation of Iraq much more positively than do the other 
groups, with Kurds being least positive (but still more positive than negative). 
Arabs also remember the formation of Iraq as a more important event than 
do the other groups. When it comes to the fall of the Monarchy, there are 
very small differences across the four groups. All groups are also internally 
divided: for Turkmens and Assyrians, there are approximately as many who 
remember this as a positive event as there are who remember it as a negative 
one. For Kurds, more are positive than negative, but for Arabs it is the 
opposite. All groups remember it as a relatively important event.  

All four groups remember the conflict between the Communist Party and 
the Turkmens in Kirkuk as a negative event, although Turkmens and Assyr- 
ians tend to remember it as more negative than the others. Turkmens also 
view it as a more important event. All four groups remember the Baath Party 
coming to power as a negative event, especially the Kurds and Assyrians. 
Arabs as a group are significantly less negative compared to the others, but 
still more negative than positive. More specifically, 19% of Arabs remember 
this as a positive event, whereas 58% view it as a negative one. There is a 
tendency for Shiite Arabs to be more negative than Sunni Arabs, but as 
further divisions make very small group sizes, this is uncertain. For Arabs in 
general, this event is also significantly more important compared to other 
groups.  

The Iraqi–Kurdish autonomy agreement in 1970–1974 is an event with 
small differences in attitudes across the four groups. Surprisingly, there is a 
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tendency on the part of Assyrians to remember it as a more positive event 
than do the other three groups (even compared to Kurds). It is also generally 
viewed as an important event. The Arabization process is viewed as an 
extremely negative event by Kurds and Assyrians. Arabs were the least 
negative, but are still dominantly negative: only 11% of Arabs viewed this as 
a positive event. The Arabization process, which culminated in the Anfal 
Campaign, is also remembered as a negative event, and here, too, Kurds and 
Assyrians report considerably more negative attitudes. As for Arabization, 
only a minority of Arabs and Turkmens remember this as a positive event. 
However, neither the Arabization process nor the Anfal campaign is viewed 
as among the more important events. 

The First Gulf War in 1991 is an important, negative event with small 
differences across groups. A more polarizing event is the popular uprising 
(Intifada) in 1991. Kurds in particular, but also Assyrians, view this as 
strongly positive. Arabs, but also Turkmens were divided on this issue. 34% 
of Arabs remember it as a positive event, whereas 26% remember it as a 
negative event. Kurds were more inclined to remember it as an important 
event; for Kurds this was seen as the most important event on the list. 

The formation of autonomous political institutions in Kurdistan is viewed 
by most as a positive event. As expected, Kurds and Assyrians viewed it 
most positively. Only 10% of Arabs and 14% of Turkmens viewed this event 
negatively. The civil war between the PUK and KDP, 1994–1996 is 
remembered as a negative event, something that is particularly strong among 
Assyrians and Kurds. Somewhat surprisingly, these two groups remember 
the civil war as a less important event, compared to Arabs and Turkmens. 
The strategic agreement between the KDP and PUK is associated with 
positive attitudes. There are small differences across the four groups, and the 
agreement is also deemed to be quite important.  

Finally, the fall of Saddam Hussein is associated with polarized attitudes. 
Kurds in particular, but also Assyrians, remember this as a strongly positive 
event, whereas Arabs in particular but also Turkmens are less positive and 
much more internally divided. Even though 42% of Arabs remember the fall 
of Saddam Hussein as a positive event, as many as 35% remember it as a 
negative one, which indicates that there were groups within the Arab com- 
munity that lost privilege when his regime was toppled. When we look at 
Shiite and Sunni Muslims separately, we find that Shiites are more positive, 
and that Sunni Muslims are very heterogeneous in their attitudes toward the 
fall of Saddam (not shown). It is also interesting that among Arabs and 
Turkmens, it is more common to view the fall of Saddam Hussein as a very 
negative event than as a somewhat negative event, which further strengthens 
the impression that this is a highly polarized memory. 

In sum, given that the 20 events carry inherent ethnic meanings, the ethnic 
pattern in attitudes that individuals display make sense. Few events come out 
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unexpectedly. We can see a tendency for clustering in attitudes with Assyrians 
and Kurds on the one hand, and Turkmen and Arabs on the other holding 
similar beliefs about the past. This is mainly the case for events related to the 
Arab majority and Baath party politics (for example the Muslim invasion, the 
Arabization Process, the Anfal Campaign, the fall of Saddam Hussein), but 
also for events related to Kurdish politics (e.g., the formation of autonomous 
political institutions in Kurdistan and the  civil war between the PUK and 
KDP, 1994–1996). There are also events where the Turkmen and Assyrian 
minority hold similar views (e.g., the conflict between the Communist Party 
and the Turkmens in Kirkuk). 

We also find substantial polarization in attitudes (as measured by the ICC), 
while the degree of polarization regarding the stated importance of events is 
generally low. There is thus less ethnic group disagreement on which events 
are important; the disagreement lies mostly in whether the event was good or 
bad. Table A3 ranks the events by ethnic polarization. We see that two events 
score 0.2 or higher, and 12 events score 0.1 or higher on the ICC measure. 
The three most polarized events lay in the distant past and are connected to 
core identities of specific groups (the Ottoman Empire, the Assyrian Empire, 
the Islamic invasion). Among the more recent events with high ICC, we 
found the strongest group-specific uniformities for the Intifada, the fall of 
Saddam Hussein, the Arabization process, and the civil war. To return to our 
hypothesized relations, we thus find support for Hypothesis H1.  
 Tables 2 and 3 also present the intraclass correlations separately for Erbil 
and Kirkuk, which demonstrates important differences between the cities. For 
attitudes, we find considerably higher ICC scores for Kirkuk than for Erbil 
when considering relatively recent events. The Baath Party coming to power 
(0.05 in Erbil vs. 0.19 in Kirkuk), the Arabization process (0.08 vs. 0.17), 
the formation of political institutions in Kurdistan (0.05 vs. 0.29), and the 
fall of Saddam Hussein in 2003 (0.04 vs. 0.24) are examples of memories 
that are relatively uncontested in Erbil but highly contested in Kirkuk. 
However, for two of the very distant events, the dissolution of the Assyrian 
Empire and the Islamic invasion in the 600s, we find considerably stronger 
ICC scores for Erbil than for Kirkuk.3 

Moreover, when we look at Table 3, we find, with few exceptions, 
considerably stronger ethnic-specific differences in Kirkuk in the importance 
ascribed to specific historic events as well. This was certainly the case for 
events such as the Baath Party coming to power (0.02 in Erbil vs. 0.12 in 
Kirkuk), the Intifada (0.11 vs. 0.21), the formation of political institutions in 
Kurdistan (0.02 vs. 0.25), and the fall of Saddam Hussein (0.03 vs. 0.19). 
Therefore, we contend that Hypothesis H2 is also supported: overall, beliefs 
about the past are more polarized along ethnic lines in Kirkuk than in Erbil. 
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    Table 1 Variable definitions 
 

Variable Definition 
Beliefs about the Past The respondent is asked to state attitudes and importance of a list of pre-specified events and historical 

persons.a 
  Attitude toward event #a Very positive (2), pretty positive (1), neither positive nor negative (0), pretty negative (-1), very negative (-2) 
  Importance of event #a Very important (2), pretty important (1), neither important nor unimportant (0),  rather unimportant (-1), 

Totally unimportant (-2) 
Social Relations 
  Proportion outgroup friends Percentage of friends not belonging to one's own ethnic group, based on own ethnic group and the following 

items:  
- How many friends do you have, approximately? 
- How many [Kurdish/Arab/Assyrian-Chaldean/Turkmen] friends do you have, approximately? 

  Proportion outgroup [ethnic] friends Percentage of friends not belonging to one’s own ethnic group – separated by ethnicity of outgroup friends. 
Trust and ethnic relations  
  Trust in Kurds/Arabs/Assyrian- 
  Chaldéans/Turkmen 

In general, can you trust [ethnic group]? 
0 “No, not at all,” 1 “No, not always,” 2 “Yes, partly” 3 “Yes, entirely” 

  Trust in National Political  
  Institutions 

Additive scale (α=.82) of the following statements:  How much confidence do you have in the ... Iraqi 
Parliament, Iraqi government, and How satisfied are you with the way democracy works in Iraq? 
Response scale is from 0 to 10. 

  Trust in Regional Political  
  Institutions 

Additive scale (α=.89) of the following statements:  How much confidence do you have in the ... Kurdistan’s 
Parliament, Kurdistan’s regional government, Provincial Office in Erbil/Kirkuk, County Council in 
Erbil/Kirkuk, legal system in Erbil/Kirkuk, police in Erbil/Kirkuk, politicians in Erbil/Kirkuk and How 
satisfied are you with the way democracy works in ... Erbil/Kirkuk, Kurdistan 
Response scale is from 0 to 10. 

Background variables  
  City Kirkuk=1 and Erbil=0 
  Ethnic group  Kurds (reference), Arabs, Assyrians/Chaldeans, Turkmens  
  Age  In years  
  Gender  Female=1, Male=0 (reference) 
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  Education No education, Elementary education (reference), Secondary education, and Post-secondary education, 
Education is missing 

  Social class Higher-grade professionals, administrators, and officials 
Lower-grade professionals, administrators, and officials 
Self-employed 
Qualified workers (reference) 
Unqualified workers 
Students 
Pensioners 
Unemployed 
Social class is missing 

  Religiosity How religious are you?   
Very religious (3), pretty religious (2), not very religious (1), not at all religious (0) 

  Religion What religion do you practice? Christian, Islam (Sunni) Islam (Shiite), Other  
– used only as dummy for Shiite due to collinearity with ethnicity. 

   Note: See Table A1 for descriptive statistics. a see Table A2 for complete listing 
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    Table 2  Stated Attitude to Given Historical Events by Ethnicity and City 
 

Mean attitudes (scale: negative –2 to positive +2) 

Ethnic group Context ICC (ethnicity) by context 

 Kurds Arab Turkmens 
Assyrians/ 
Chaldeans Erbil Kirkuk All Erbil Kirkuk 

Dissolution of the Assyrian Empire 0.20 0.06 0.19 -0.99 0.04 0.07 0.19 0.26 0.12 
Islamic invasion in 600s 0.89 1.44 1.36 -0.49 0.57 1.12 0.24 0.29 0.14 
Dissolution of the Ottoman Empire 0.66 0.34 -0.73 0.89 0.42 0.53 0.20 0.15 0.27 
Formation of Iraq 0.36 1.39 0.84 0.89 0.42 0.74 0.10 0.06 0.12 
Fall of monarchy  0.22 -0.13 0.04 0.01 0.16 0.12 0.01 0.02 0.01 
Communist Party-Turkmen conflict in Kirkuk -0.44 -0.28 -0.90 -0.94 -0.47 -0.61 0.06 0.06 0.07 
Baath Party came to power -1.53 -0.58 -1.05 -1.41 -1.42 -1.31 0.13 0.05 0.19 
Saddam Hussein came to power -1.53 -0.65 -0.99 -1.57 -1.46 -1.30 0.12 0.06 0.14 
Autonomy agreement 0.67 0.61 0.53 1.27 0.73 0.69 0.05 0.11 0.01 
Arabization process -1.54 -0.58 -1.10 -1.55 -1.51 -1.28 0.14 0.08 0.17 
Anfal campaign 1987–1988 -1.61 -0.79 -1.17 -1.73 -1.58 -1.40 0.12 0.06 0.13 
Gulf War 1990 -0.44 -0.72 -0.64 -0.62 -0.50 -0.52 0.01 0.03 0.01 
Popular rebellion (Intifada) 1.31 0.12 0.43 1.18 1.34 0.81 0.18 0.06 0.25 
Formation of Kurdistan parliament and government 1.39 0.63 0.68 1.47 1.32 1.16 0.13 0.05 0.29 
Civil War 1994–1996 -1.51 -0.60 -0.92 -1.64 -1.55 -1.18 0.14 0.11 0.15 
Strategic agreement between KDP/PUK 1998 0.88 0.42 0.33 1.06 0.65 0.91 0.06 0.05 0.18 
Saddam Hussein's fall 2003 1.36 0.15 0.48 1.05 1.22 0.98 0.16 0.04 0.24 

 

2 ethnicity Note: ICC refers to the fraction of variance in attitudes 
due to ethnicity: ICC  = 

(2 individual + 2 ethnicity) 
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    Table 3 Stated Importance to Given Historical Events by Ethnicity and City 
 

Mean attitudes (scale: unimportant –2 to important +2) 
Ethnic group Context ICC (ethnicity) by context 

 Kurds Arab Turkmens 
Assyrians/ 
Chaldeans Erbil Kirkuk All Erbil Kirkuk 

Dissolution of the Assyrian Empire 0.52 0.78 0.51 0.86 0.74 0.43 0.02 0.04 0.01 
Islamic invasion in 600s 1.38 1.62 1.51 0.64 1.22 1.44 0.09 0.06 0.13 
Dissolution of the Ottoman Empire 1.16 0.81 0.74 0.58 1.07 0.96 0.06 0.10 0.04 
Formation of Iraq 1.11 1.66 1.45 1.21 1.21 1.23 0.04 0.01 0.10 
Fall of monarchy  0.96 1.00 1.11 0.76 1.11 0.82 0.01 0.01 0.02 
Communist Party–Turkmen conflict in Kirkuk 0.17 0.47 0.77 0.12 0.18 0.36 0.05 0.02 0.08 
Baath Party came to power -0.05 0.95 0.44 0.05 0.13 0.12 0.06 0.02 0.12 
Saddam Hussein came to power -0.07 0.89 0.35 -0.26 0.07 0.04 0.06 0.03 0.10 
Autonomy agreement 1.10 0.95 1.04 1.30 1.21 0.99 0.01 0.04 0.01 
Arabization process 0.08 0.52 0.54 -0.22 0.16 0.14 0.03 0.04 0.04 
Anfal campaign 1987–1988 0.21 0.79 0.69 -0.09 0.26 0.34 0.04 0.03 0.06 
Gulf War 1990 0.61 1.00 0.92 0.39 0.70 0.63 0.02 0.01 0.06 
Popular rebellion (Intifada) 1.71 1.07 1.07 1.26 1.67 1.37 0.15 0.11 0.21 
Formation of Kurdistan parliament and 
government 1.68 1.09 1.33 1.37 1.64 1.44 0.08 0.02 0.25 
Civil war 1994–1996 -0.11 0.53 0.49 -0.16 0.02 0.03 0.04 0.03 0.07 
Strategic agreement between KDP/PUK 1998 1.23 0.68 1.04 0.89 1.04 1.18 0.04 0.01 0.13 
Saddam Hussein’s fall 2003 1.66 1.10 1.00 1.16 1.53 1.40 0.10 0.03 0.19 

 

2 ethnicity Note: ICC refers to the fraction of variance in attitudes 
due to ethnicity: ICC  = 

(2 individual + 2 ethnicity) 
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  Table 4 Ordinal Logistic Regression of Attitudes to Selected Collective Memories on Ethnicity and Social Relations  
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Araba 0.131* -0.143** 0.043 0.351*** 0.090*** -0.415*** -0.415*** -0.418*** 
Turkmena 0.164*** -0.452*** 0.038 0.154** 0.054*** -0.425*** -0.308*** -0.306*** 
Chaldean-Syriac-Assyriana -0.356*** 0.028 -0.247*** 0.135** 0.005 -0.103* -0.115** -0.168*** 
Shiite Muslim 0.038 -0.077 0.003 -0.043 0.001 -0.025 0.044 0.022 
Arab × Born outside Erbil/Kirkuk 0.07 -0.078 -0.063 0.023 -0.007 0.036 -0.056 0.102 
Kirkuk (ref = Erbil) 0.112*** 0.095*** -0.022 0.076** -0.002 -0.016 -0.141*** -0.005 
Born outside Erbil/Kirkuk 0.004 0.119*** -0.050* 0.042 -0.008 -0.021 0.064 0.026 
Religiosity (0, 3) 0.078*** -0.015 0.008 0.023 0.001 0.032* -0.002 0.006 
Social Relations         
  Proportion outgroup Kurdish  
  friends -0.042 0.170* -0.128** 0.034 -0.034 0.417*** 0.117 0.132 
  Proportion outgroup Arabic  
  friends 0.023 -0.081 0.079 0.369*** 0.061** -0.062 -0.351*** -0.069 
  Proportion outgroup Turkmen  
  friends -0.038 -0.185 -0.001 -0.042 -0.012 -0.032 -0.032 -0.183 
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  Proportion outgroup  
  Chaldean/Assyrian fr. -0.411*** 0.117 -0.019 -0.212 -0.024 0.189 0.009 -0.08 
Age, Gender  Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Education  Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Occupation  Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 
N 1,328 1,328 1,328 1,328 1,328 1,328 1,328 1,328 
R2 0.095 0.062 0.062 0.039 0.067 0.062 0.078 0.056 
∆R2 of Social Relations 0.004 0.003 0.003 0.006 0.006 0.009 0.006 0.003 
Note: coefficients describe the average marginal effect that Pr(dependent variable = max); dependent variable is scaled in five steps from negative to positive.  
* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 
a Reference group is Kurds. 
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Historical Events, Ethnicity, and Social Networks 
 
We now use multivariate analyses first to scrutinize whether the observed 
ethnic differences are subject to confounding due to city (Erbil vs. Kirkuk), 
birth place, religiosity, and standard socioeconomic characteristics, and 
second, to what extent the composition of friendship networks influences 
beliefs about the past, as is suggested in Hypothesis 3. We also include meas- 
ures of ethnic outgroup friends separated by specific ethnicity. A supple- 
mentary analysis in Table S2 shows that Kurds have the lowest share of 
outgroup friends, which is natural since they are the largest group (cf. Blau 
1977). Individuals in Kirkuk have slightly more ethnically homogeneous 
friendship networks, and so have individuals born outside of the region. 
Religious individuals also tend to have more ethnically homogeneous friend- 
ship networks (see Table S2).  

For the analyses, we have chosen eight selected events with ICC scores 
above 0.1 (see Table A3). Generally, the ethnic group differences displayed 
in Table 2 are confirmed in Table 4. With controls, the same ethnic pattern 
emerges. We now examine network associations with beliefs about the past. 

The first column in Table 4 analyses the evaluation of the Islamic invasion. 
Arabs and Turkmens were the most positive about this event, whereas 
Assyrians-Chaldeans were very negative. For the networks, non-Assyrians 
with many Assyrian friends display a similarly negative attitude. We also see 
that religiosity is positively associated with the evaluation of the Islamic 
invasion, and that individuals residing in Kirkuk tend to remember this event 
in more positive ways.  

Turkmens are the most negative about The Dissolution of the Ottoman 
Empire, but having many Turkmen friends is not associated with a more 
negative attitude (even though the coefficient is negative, it would not have 
been significant in a random sample). Instead, having many outgroup Kurd- 
ish friends is associated with a more positive attitude. Assyrians are most 
negative about the dissolution of Assyrian Empire. Here, too, we find social 
network associations, even if it is the proportion of Kurdish friends among 
non-Kurds that seems to matter. 

Also for the formation of Iraq we find important network associations: 
the higher the proportion of Arabic friends among non-Arabs, the more 
positively they remember the formation of Iraq. In addition, individuals 
residing in Kirkuk tend to remember the formation of Iraq more positively. 
In the fifth column, we find strong network associations in that non-Arabs 
with a high proportion of Arabic friends remember the Anfal Campaign less 
negatively. Arabs and Turkmens are the least positive about the formation of 
political institutions in Kurdistan, but non-Kurds with a high proportion of 
Kurdish friends remember this more positively.  
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Arabs and Turkmens are also the least positive about the Intifada, and 
non-Arabs with a high proportion of Arab friends remember the Intifada 
considerable less positively. We also find that individuals living in Kirkuk 
are less positive to the Intifada.  

Finally, in the last column, all except the Arabs were very positive about 
the fall of Saddam Hussein in 2003 (also see Table S1). Here we find no in- 
fluence of network properties, which indicates that variation in the evaluation 
of this event mainly falls along ethnic lines.4  

To summarize the findings in Table 4, we see that the ways in which 
important historic events are remembered and viewed are structured by 
ethnicity, and we also find strong support for Hypothesis H3: friendship 
network composition is highly related to uniformities in beliefs about the 
past. Having a high proportion of friends within a specific ethnic outgroup is 
often associated with a greater likelihood for memory congruency with that 
particular group. Our structural variables explain up to 20% of the variation 
in attitudes toward the events. Social relations account for a smaller part of 
this structure, with up to 10% of the explained variance. Strong ethnic dif- 
ferences contribute most to explained variance.  

 
Trust in Northern Iraq and Beliefs about the Past  
 
Next, we study the effect of beliefs about the past on interethnic trust. Since 
several of the historical events that we will use as independent variables have 
high intercorrelations, we have collapsed them into simple additive scales. 
The upper panel of Table A4 shows the resulting (synthetic) events; the 
lower panels show components and their intercorrelations. Attitudes toward 
the Anfal campaign and the civil war were highly correlated, as were attitudes 
toward the formation of political institutions in Kurdistan, the popular 
rebellion, and the fall of Saddam Hussein in 2003. The scale reliability 
coefficients are fair: 0.69 and 0.65. 

We regressed trust in each of the four ethnic groups on the same inde- 
pendent variables as in Table 4, with the addition of beliefs about the past. 
Table 5 shows that Arabs and Turkmens report less trust in Kurds than do 
the other two groups. We also find significant associations between beliefs 
about the past and trust in Kurds. All other factors being equal, those who 
view the formation of political institutions in Kurdistan, the Intifada, and the 
fall of Saddam Hussein as positive events are more trusting of Kurds, as are 
those who remember the Islamic invasion in the 600s as a positive event. In 
line with previous research (Rydgren et al. 2013), we also find strong positive 
associations between having Kurdish friends and trusting Kurds. 
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Table 5 Ordinal Logistic Regression of Ethnic-Specific Trust  
              on Ethnicity, Social Relations and Beliefs about the Past  

 Trust in 
Kurds 

Trust in 
Arabs 

Trust in 
Turkmens 

Trust in 
Assyrians/ 
Chaldeans 

Araba -0.227*** 0.191*** 0.126*** 0.024 
Turkmena -0.176** 0.134*** 0.294*** 0.077* 
Chaldean-Syriac-Assyriana -0.033 0.123*** 0.108*** 0.297*** 
Shiite Muslim -0.026 0.026 0.006 -0.029 
Arab × Born outside Erbil/Kirkuk 0.062 0.007 -0.012 0.019 
Kirkuk (Ref = Erbil) 0.068* -0.002 -0.045*** 0.098*** 
Born outside Erbil/Kirkuk -0.069 -0.007 -0.01 -0.001 
Religiosity (0, 3) 0.017 -0.008 0.001 0.005 
Beliefs about the Past     
  Islamic invasion in 600s 0.029** 0.014*** 0.007 -0.008 
  Dissolution of Ottoman Empire 0.004 -0.008* -0.008* 0 
  Dissolution of the Assyrian Empire 0.002 -0.002 -0.002 -0.007 
  Formation of Iraq 0.005 0.006 -0.002 -0.002 
  Anfal, civil war (a=0.69) -0.001 0.009 0.011* -0.020* 
  Parlament, Intifada, Saddamfall (a=0.65) 0.088*** 0.007 0.002 0.031** 
Social Relations     
  Proportion outgroup Kurdish friends 0.284** -0.012 -0.111** 0.024 
  Proportion outgroup Arabic friends -0.061 0.090* -0.033 -0.008 
  Proportion outgroup Turkmen friends 0.026 0.048 0.183*** -0.066 
  Proportion outgroup Chaldean/Assyrian 
  fr. 0.142 0.008 0.033 0.383*** 
Age, Gender  Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Education  Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Occupation  Yes Yes Yes Yes 
N 1,295 1,291 1,293 1,278 
Pseudo-R2 0.051 0.107 0.121 0.079 
∆R2 of Beliefs about the Past 0.02 0.008 0.004 0.008 
Note: coefficients describe the average marginal effect that Pr(dependent variable = max); dependent 
variable is scaled in four steps of trust: 0 “No, not at all,” 1 “No, not always,” 2 “Yes, partly” 3 “Yes, 
entirely.”   
* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 a Reference group is Kurds. 
 
Kurds are significantly less trusting of Arabs than are the other groups, and 
Turkmens and Assyrians trust Arabs less than they trust Kurds. Here we also 
find significant associations between beliefs about the past and interethnic 
trust. Those who have a positive attitude toward the Islamic invasion are 
more trusting of Arabs, as are those who are negative about the dissolution 
of the Ottoman Empire. In addition, we found that individuals with many 
outgroup friends are more trusting of Arabs.  

Kurds are the least trusting of Turkmens, and Arabs and Assyrians report 
less trust in Turkmens than Turkmens do themselves. Those who feel posi- 
tively about the dissolution of the Ottoman Empire put less trust in Turk- 
mens, whereas those who are less negative toward the Anfal campaign and 
the civil war are more trusting of Turkmens. In addition, a high proportion of 
Turkmen friends is positively associated with trust in Turkmens and, 
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interestingly, a high proportion of Kurdish friends correlates with a negative 
association, indicating real tension between the groups. 

Finally, all other groups except Arabs are less trusting of Assyrians than 
Assyrians are themselves, and there are no significant differences across the 
non-Assyrian groups in this respect. Here as well, we find some associations 
between beliefs about the past and interethnic trust: those who remember the 
Anfal campaign and the civil war as positive events are less trusting of 
Assyrians, and a more positive evaluation of the formation of political 
institutions in Kurdistan, the Intifada, and the fall of Saddam Hussein, is 
positively associated with trust in Assyrians. Moreover, a high proportion of 
Assyrian friends is associated with more trust in Assyrians.  

To summarize, we have seen that beliefs about the past seem to play a 
role in interethnic trust, at least at the margin, and that social relations also 
matter, even though we tend to find relatively small associations in terms of 
regression coefficients. There is a weak association between events with con- 
notations for specific ethnic groups and trust in that group. It should also be 
noted that the association between trust and network, and trust and collective 
memory is largely independent; their regression coefficients virtually change 
not at all when any of the other factors is included/excluded (not shown). 
When we analyze the explained variance across models with and without 
beliefs about the past (R2), we see that beliefs about the past explain a great 
deal of the trust in Kurds (2 percentage points or half of the explained 
variance), but more moderate levels of trust in other ethnic groups. We thus 
conclude that Hypothesis H4 is at least weakly supported.  
 
Political Trust and Beliefs about the Past 
 

Table 6 analyzes trust in political institutions. We make a distinction 
between national and regional political institutions. It is interesting that these 
are relatively separate dimensions (with a correlation of 0.5). Assyrians tend 
to place higher trust than the other groups in regional political institutions, 
and Assyrians and Turkmens are also most trusting of national political 
institutions. We see important differences across the national and regional 
dimensions. Individuals in Kirkuk are more trusting of national institutions 
than those in Erbil, but there is no city difference in terms of regional polit- 
ical trust. We also see differences by beliefs. Those who view the Islamic 
invasion in the 600s positively are somewhat less trusting of national political 
institutions, whereas those who view the dissolution of the Assyrian Empire 
more positively report somewhat more trust in those institutions. However, 
these two events are not associated with trust in regional political institutions. 
Rather, we find a relatively strong positive association between a positive 
view of the formation of Iraq and trust in regional political institutions. The 
composite factor of formation of political institutions in Kurdistan, the 
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Intifada, and the fall of Saddam Hussein is associated with trust in both 
dimensions. In terms of the contribution to explained variance, memories of 
historical events play an important role, contributing some 1–4 percentage 
points (up to 45% of explained variance).  

Hence, beliefs about the past evidently play a role in trust in political 
institutions, both regionally and nationally, and we contend that Hypothesis 
H5 receives at least some limited support. To be sure, a positive view of the 
formation of political institutions in Kurdistan, the Intifada, and the fall of 
Saddam Hussein – a set of memories that are clearly related to Kurds (i.e., 
the ethnic group that dominates regional political institutions) – shows the 
expected association with trust in regional political institutions. However, 
from Hypothesis H5 we would have expected a negative association between 
the formation of Iraq and trust in regional political institutions, not the 
observed positive association.  
 

Table 6 Linear Regression of Indices of Political Trust and Quality of  
              Ethnic Relations Ethnicity, Social Relations and Beliefs about the Past 

Trust in  

 National 
Political 

Institutions 

Regional 
Political 

Institutions 
Arab -0.019 0.271 
Turkmen 0.880** 0.243 
Chaldean-Syriac-Assyrian 0.801** 1.319*** 
Shiite Muslim 0.701* -0.065 
Arab × Born outside Erbil/Kirkuk 0.521 0.216 
Kirkuk 0.629*** -0.23 
Born outside Erbil/Kirkuk 0.006 0 
Religiosity (0, 3) 0.109 0.057 
Beliefs about the Past   
  Islamic invasion in 600s -0.195*** 0.043 
  Dissolution of the Ottoman Empire -0.101 -0.024 
  Dissolution of the Assyrian Empire 0.163** 0.032 
  The formation of Iraq 0.095 0.173*** 
  Anfal, Civil war (a=0.69) -0.012 -0.003 
  Parliament, Intifada, Saddam’s fall (a=0.65) 0.183* 0.439*** 
Social Relations   
  Proportion outgroup Kurdish friends -0.476 0.002 
  Proportion outgroup Arabic friends 0.173 0.535 
  Proportion outgroup Turkmen friends 0.637 0.528 
  Proportion outgroup Chaldean/Assyrian fr. -0.287 0.412 
Age, Gender  Yes Yes 
Education  Yes Yes 
Occupation  Yes Yes 
N 1,299 1,300 
R2 0.048 0.090 
∆R2 of Beliefs about the Past 0.015 0.039 

Note: Dependent variable is an index based on a scale from 0 to 10. The national and regional dimensions 
correlate 0.508.  
* p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 
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Discussion 
 
In this study, we combine the literature on collective memory and the liter- 
ature on interethnic relations and trust formation. We show that beliefs about 
the past are ethnically structured in a conflict-ridden multiethnic society, but 
also that memories of past events are associated with intergroup network 
relations, and interethnic trust and trust in political institutions. Our research 
utilizes a quantitative survey to capture variation in beliefs about the past and 
demonstrates a way to expand studies of collective memory into unexplored 
fields to shed new light on contested topics. This quantitative approach has 
rarely been applied before (i.e., Schuman’s 1991 study of collective memories 
in the Detroit area), but our findings indicate that components of collective 
memory may be measured and can be useful in understanding other quan- 
tifiable social phenomena. In this way, collective memory can be incorporated 
as a general explanatory factor in studies of conflict and social relations, 
social cohesion, discrimination, and related topics, that is, in situations where 
we expect belief structures to be important. 

Generally, beliefs about the past were relatively strongly structured by 
ethnicity in both Erbil and Kirkuk. As expected, we tended to find stronger 
group-specific uniformities in beliefs in the more violent and polarized 
Kirkuk, where group boundaries are more pronounced both in a cultural and 
a structural sense. Not the least, structural closure turned out to be highly 
important. Ethnically homogeneous friendship networks seemed to reinforce 
group-specific uniformities in memories and beliefs about the past, whereas 
ethnically heterogeneous networks worked in the opposite direction. Interest- 
ingly, our results clearly indicate that having a high proportion of friends 
belonging to a particular outgroup is often associated with sharing beliefs 
about the past that are more similar to the memories of that outgroup than to 
those of the ingroup. Since we work with observational cross-sectional data, 
we cannot rule out selection effects, that is, that there is something special 
about individuals who associate with outgroup members, which makes them 
more open to ethnically non-conforming perceptions about the past. But even 
an explanation in terms of selection has important implications, because it 
identifies important variations in how individuals form beliefs about the past. 
The proportion of outgroup friends in our sample is 34%, which, if openness 
were the cause, points to a substantial incidence of this reflexive trait. This 
would then imply that large portions of the population are receptive to 
altering or accepting different (ethnically non-conforming) beliefs about the 
past; that is, that there is ground for reconciliation over beliefs about the 
past. Most likely, however, not all interethnic friendship relations are due to 
personality traits, such as openness: the composition of the opportunity struc- 
ture, that is, the degree of ethnic heterogeneity in relevant interaction spaces, 
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will also play a large role; and it is fair to assume that at least some of the 
friendship patterns are exogenous.  

The finding that network composition is associated with interpretations and 
evaluations of beliefs implies a potentially dynamic process. Shared under- 
standings of the past can ease intergroup tie formation, and intergroup ties 
provide a ground for reconciliation over history. This process is likely to 
operate like any diffusion process, with reinforcement of behavior, tipping 
points, but can likely go both ways. During stressful times, withdrawal from 
interethnic relations can create larger discrepancies in beliefs, which may fuel 
further withdrawal and may devolve into a vicious circle. Likewise, such a 
model would predict that a sudden increase in interethnic relations or com- 
mon interpretations of history is likely to spur a positive circle. Our study 
does not identify what factors drive such processes. Drawing on Rydgren et 
al.’s (2013) study, we suggest that ethnically heterogonous interaction spaces, 
which influence interethnic tie formation because they structure interaction 
patterns, may be particularly important. Not only do they influence interethnic 
trust by providing contact opportunity, but potentially also by influencing 
beliefs about the past. Moreover, while beliefs about the past operate at the 
micro levels, in individual’s minds and social interactions, discourse is im- 
portant, and so collective memory is also a tool that elites, for example, can 
use. In this way, changes in elite propaganda or other kinds of political 
mobilization may spur negative circles. But how positive circles come about 
is less clear. The interaction between networks and belief structures may be 
“social multipliers” with important implications for trust. The identification 
of such driving forces of beliefs and social relation is warranted not only for 
these processes in their own right, but for a whole dynamic system.  

From the perspective of group relations and trust formation, this study 
indicates that beliefs about the past play a significant role in interethnic trust. 
Historical events with a strong connotation to particular ethnic groups often 
have an association with trust in these groups. Although beliefs about the past 
generally contribute relatively modestly to the explained variance in inter- 
ethnic trust, its explanatory value is approximately the same as that of the 
contact hypothesis, that is, the proportion of outgroup friends. This indicates 
the fruitfulness of complementing structural explanations of interethnic trust 
with cultural factors such as collective memories and beliefs about the past. 
Beliefs about the past are also shown to be associated with trust in political 
institutions, especially at the regional level. Taken together, therefore, the 
results of this study lead us to conclude that we need to take collective 
memories and beliefs about the past into account in order to more fully 
understand interethnic relations in multiethnic areas, and to assess the possi- 
bility to peaceful coexistence. To be sure, we observed significant and often 
substantial group-specific uniformities in collective memories across ethnic 
groups, but there were also substantial overlaps between the groups as 
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indicated by the variance not explained by ethnic groups. Seen in this light, 
cohesion is actually larger than the fragmentation in the two local commu- 
nities. In fact, some controversial events tend to divide rather than unite, 
including wars or conflicts that are lost with high causalities. Wagner-Pacifici 
and Schwartz (1991) discuss how US commemorations of the Vietnam War 
are affected by such controversy. The effect could be that the group subject 
of the event is weakened due to loss of identity or cohesion, or in the more 
extreme form that the group is split into smaller subgroups. To study this 
would require a dynamic approach with repeated measurements at a time 
close to the event. Our approach would be able to capture some of the 
feedback processes by the association between attitudes toward events and 
ingroup trust. This requires that the sample be split by ethnic group, which 
would result in a dramatic drop in sample size and power. We nonetheless 
find some evidence that among Kurds, positive attitudes toward the Anfal 
Campaign, the Civil war, the formation of the regional parliament, the 
Intifada, and the fall of Saddam are correlated with ingroup trust (not shown). 
For Arabs, Turkmens, and Assyrians, the sample size was too small to 
facilitate any meaningful analysis. 

Beliefs about the past are one of several mechanisms that may explain 
trust formation. It should be emphasized, however, that we may underestimate 
the role of beliefs. Only a smaller fluid subset of beliefs may be open to 
analysis. To the degree that beliefs are fixed, no statistical method (and hardly 
any method) could grasp them. Beliefs about the past may have crystallized 
as group identities, which means that they are collinear with ethnic categories. 
What we grasp is thus what Wimmer (2008: 1009) would call “stabilizing 
and transformative feedbacks” in his process theory of ethnicity. To unravel 
the full dynamics of collective memory, we would need to go back in history 
to capture how ethnic groups evolved. Analyzing a snapshot in the present 
cannot capture the dynamic role that beliefs have played in group formation 
and in the process of defining group boundaries throughout history. Beliefs 
about the past are also only one subset of collective memory, and with the 
full breadth of the concept, including commemoration, effects might be 
much more structured by ethnicity and be much more correlated with ethnic 
and political trust. In light of this, the finding that beliefs about the past are 
associated with ethnic trust in our recent and cross-sectional data is mainly 
likely to capture the reinforcing role that beliefs play, not the total thrust that 
beliefs about the past have. 
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NOTES 
 

1. There are important historical, economic, and demographic differences between 
the two cities, which at least partly explain why developments have been more 
problematic in Kirkuk than in Erbil (see Rydgren et al. 2013).  

2. For several reasons, a strict panel design, which would have allowed us to 
address causality more accurately, was not possible to use in the two cities that we 
study here. Most important, the lack of reliable population registers would have made 
it extremely difficult to keep track of people.  

3. We have conducted a series of simulations to rule out the possibility that the 
higher ICC scores found in Kirkuk reflect only differences in ethnic group compo- 
sition in the two cities, with fewer Arabs in Erbil. These simulations consistently 
show that ethnic group size differences may in the worst cases produce a 50 percent 
under- or overestimate of the city differences, but the differences we find are much 
larger than that. In addition, in most cases, the biases are small. These analyses are 
documented and can be obtained from the authors on request. 

4. Ethnic groups also differ systematically in the weight they place on historical 
events. Table S3 analyses the general importance individuals give to historical events 
(summarized by an index of stated importance to all listed events), and we find that 
Arabs followed by Turkmens place the greatest weight on historical events. We also 
find that individuals born outside the region give them less importance. Interestingly, 
individuals with many outgroup friends place more weight on historical events – 
likely because history is much more contested in heterogeneous contact spaces – but 
non-Kurds with a lot of Kurdish friends place less weight on historical events. 
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    Appendix A 
 
    Table A1 Descriptive Statistics  

 All Kurds Arabs Turkmens 
Assyrians 

/Chaldeans 
Erbil Kirkuk 

Kurd 0.66     0.68 0.64 
Arab 0.10     0.04 0.15 
Turkmen 0.13     0.13 0.13 
Chaldean-Syriac-Assyrian 0.11     0.15 0.08 
Kirkuk 0.52       
Proportion outgroup friends 0.42 0.34 0.62 0.65 0.50 0.43 0.42 
Proportion outgroup Kurdish friends 0.10 (0) 0.26 0.34 0.23 0.10 0.09 
Proportion outgroup Arabic friends 0.09 0.10 (0) 0.12 0.12 0.08 0.10 
Proportion outgroup Turkmen friends 0.07 0.08 0.11 (0) 0.06 0.07 0.07 
Proportion outgroup Chaldean/Assyrian fr. 0.04 0.05 0.05 0.06 (0) 0.05 0.04 
Trust in Kurds (0, 3) 2.21 2.27 2.01 2.07 2.23 2.16 2.27 
Trust in Arabs (0, 3) 1.43 1.16 2.23 1.98 1.74 1.37 1.49 
Trust in Turkmens (0, 3) 1.31 1.03 1.61 2.37 1.50 1.42 1.21 
Trust in Chaldean-Syriacs-Assyrians (0, 3) 1.75 1.63 1.69 1.79 2.50 1.66 1.84 
Trust in national political institutions (0, 10) 3.42 3.23 3.40 3.99 3.89 3.18 3.64 
Trust in regional political institutions (0, 10) 4.93 4.78 4.73 4.85 6.06 5.13 4.74 
Female 0.35 0.34 0.31 0.43 0.34 0.36 0.33 
Age 32.33 31.35 33.03 34.13 35.49 32.51 32.16 
No education 0.04 0.04 0.05 0.06 0.00 0.02 0.05 
Low education 0.19 0.19 0.26 0.16 0.13 0.12 0.25 
Middle education 0.28 0.25 0.30 0.34 0.39 0.24 0.33 
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Higher education 0.46 0.49 0.34 0.37 0.45 0.59 0.33 
Missing information on education 0.04 0.03 0.05 0.06 0.04 0.03 0.04 
Higher- and middle officials 0.06 0.05 0.13 0.06 0.03 0.06 0.06 
Lower official 0.20 0.22 0.10 0.22 0.17 0.27 0.14 
Self-employed 0.16 0.15 0.29 0.13 0.13 0.09 0.22 
Qualified workers 0.10 0.10 0.05 0.06 0.18 0.13 0.07 
Unqualified workers 0.03 0.04 0.02 0.01 0.01 0.04 0.02 
Student 0.22 0.26 0.12 0.14 0.12 0.22 0.21 
Pensioner 0.03 0.02 0.02 0.02 0.07 0.02 0.03 
The unemployed and housewives 0.06 0.05 0.05 0.05 0.12 0.05 0.06 
Missing information on occupation 0.15 0.11 0.22 0.32 0.16 0.12 0.19 
Born outside Erbil/Kirkuk 0.18 0.17 0.32 0.03 0.27 0.25 0.11 
Shiite Muslim 0.06 0.03 0.28 0.10 0.00 0.03 0.09 
Religiosity (0, 3) 2.01 2.04 1.86 2.04 1.90 2.08 1.94 
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Table A2 Complete listings of Collective Memory events  
                 and Historical Persons  
Eventsa 
Anfall campaign 1987–1988 
Arabization process 
Autonomy agreement 
Baath party came to power 
Civil war 1994–1996 
Dissolution of the Assyrian Empire 
Dissolution of the Medes domination 
Dissolution of the Ottoman Empire 
Gulf War 1990 
Fall of monarchy  
Popular rebellion (Intifada) 
Saddam Hussein came to power 
Saddam Hussein’s fall 2003 
Seifo-Seyfo 1914–1924 
Strategic agreement between KDP-PUK 1998 
The Islamic invasion in 600s 
The conflict between Communist party and the Turkmens 
Formation of Iraq 
Formation of Political inst. in Kurdistan 
Formation of the Ottoman Empire 
Note: a item wording: Below follows a list of important events for Iraq and for this region. Please mark 
how important the event was, and whether it was positive or negative.  
Attitudes follow the scale “very positive” (2), “pretty positive” (1), “neither positive nor negative” (0), 
“pretty negative” (-1), “very negative” (-2) and importance follow the scale “very important” (2), “pretty 
important” (1), “neither important nor unimportant” (0), “rather unimportant” (-1), “totally unimportant” 
(-2). 
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Table A3 Historical Events Ranked by Ethnic Disagreement  

 

Note: This information originates in Table 2. a Ethnic disagreement is measured as to  
the fraction of variance in attitudes due to ethnicity:  

2 ethnicity 
ICC  = 

       (2 individual + 2 ethnicity) 
 

 
 

 
Event 

ICC 
(ethnicity) 

The Islamic invasion in 600s 0.24 

Dissolution of the Ottoman Empire 0.20 
Dissolution of the Assyrian Empire 0.19 

Popular rebellion (Intifada) 0.18 
Saddam Hussein’s fall 2003 0.16 

Arabization process 0.14 
Civil war 1994–1996 0.14 

Baath party came to power 0.13 
Formation of Kurdistan parliament and government 0.13 

Saddam Hussein came to power 0.12 
Anfal campaign 1987–1988 0.12 

Formation of Iraq 0.10 
Communist Party–Turkmen conflict in Kirkuk 0.06 

Strategic agreement between KDP/PUK 1998 0.06 
Autonomy agreement 0.05 

Fall of monarchy  0.01 
Gulf War 1990 0.01 
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Table A4 Correlations across Events 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) 

Attitude (-2, 2): The Islamic invasion in 600s 1      
Attitude (-2, 2): Dissolution of Ottoman Empire -0.1 1     

Attitude (-2, 2): Dissolution of the Assyrian Empire 0.18 0.02 1    
Attitude (-2, 2): Formation of Iraq 0.28 0.02 0.02 1   

Attitude (-2, 2): Anfal, civil war (a=0.69)a 0.06 -0.15 0.02 0.06 1  
Attitude (-2, 2): Parliament, Intifada, Saddam’s fall (a=0.65)b -0.04 0.29 0.04 -0.11 -0.35 1 
  aAttitude (-2, 2): Anfal campaign 1987–1988 1      
  Attitude (-2, 2): Civil war 1994–1996 0.53 1     
  bAttitude (-2, 2): Formation of Kurdistan parliament and government 1      
  Attitude (-2, 2): Popular rebellion (Intifada) 0.4 1     

  Attitude (-2, 2): Saddam Hussein’s fall 2003 0.37 0.38 1    
Note: a  b index formed by events displayed in lower panel due to high intercorrelations and high variance inflation (VIF) in regression models.  
Scale of variables is negative –2 to positive +2. 
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Supplementary Tables  
 
Table S1 
  Proportions   Counts 

Name Ethnic 
group Positive Negative 

Balance 
(Positive/ 
negative) 

SD 
(×100) 

Very 
Negative Negative Indifferent Positive Very 

Positive 

Dissolution of the Assyrian Empire Arab 16.9 15.4 1.1 100.9 12 8 88 4 18 
 Kurd 27.4 14.9 1.8 101.2 60 71 507 113 128 
 Turkmen 26.9 17.0 1.6 110.2 15 14 96 15 31 

 

Chaldean-
Syriac-
Assy 11.5 66.9 0.2 126.9 77 22 32 5 12 

Dissolution of the Medes Empire Arab 13.1 9.2 1.4 81.3 7 5 101 5 12 
 Kurd 16.7 37.5 0.4 126.4 263 67 402 54 93 
 Turkmen 20.5 21.1 1.0 101.6 21 15 100 21 14 

 

Chaldean-
Syriac-
Assy 13.5 24.3 0.6 105.6 21 15 92 4 16 

Islamic invasion in 600s Arab 80.0 1.5 52.0 89.8 2 0 24 17 87 
 Kurd 62.9 15.2 4.1 134.9 86 48 192 102 451 
 Turkmen 77.2 4.1 18.9 99.9 4 3 32 20 112 

 

Chaldean-
Syriac-
Assy 20.3 43.2 0.5 122.6 46 18 54 22 8 

Formation of the Ottoman Empire Arab 23.1 13.1 1.8 97.6 11 6 83 15 15 
 Kurd 17.7 54.7 0.3 133.0 377 104 242 79 77 
 Turkmen 64.9 7.0 9.3 115.5 8 4 48 19 92 

 

Chaldean-
Syriac-
Assy 12.2 57.4 0.2 125.2 71 14 45 9 9 

Dissolution of the Ottoman Empire Arab 34.6 14.6 2.4 108.2 8 11 66 19 26 
 Kurd 52.4 17.3 3.0 134.0 90 62 266 104 357 
 Turkmen 16.4 54.4 0.3 133.7 75 18 50 12 16 
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Chaldean-
Syriac-
Assy 61.5 10.8 5.7 124.0 11 5 41 23 68 

Seifo-Seyfo 1914–1924 Arab 2.3 16.2 0.1 62.6 11 10 106 3 0 
 Kurd 10.1 14.2 0.7 79.9 74 51 665 46 43 
 Turkmen 9.4 23.4 0.4 89.9 29 11 115 13 3 

 

Chaldean-
Syriac-
Assy 4.7 26.4 0.2 88.0 30 9 102 6 1 

Formation of Iraq Arab 80.8 4.6 17.5 97.6 3 3 19 21 84 
 Kurd 48.5 26.1 1.9 144.3 154 75 224 150 276 
 Turkmen 65.5 18.1 3.6 138.2 19 12 28 30 82 

 

Chaldean-
Syriac-
Assy 67.6 17.6 3.8 129.9 11 15 22 31 69 

Fall of monarchy  Arab 26.2 39.2 0.7 130.8 23 28 45 11 23 
 Kurd 40.3 26.4 1.5 141.2 165 67 293 116 238 
 Turkmen 33.9 33.3 1.0 141.3 35 22 56 18 40 

 

Chaldean-
Syriac-
Assy 41.9 39.2 1.1 150.5 37 21 28 28 34 

The conflict between Communist Party 
and Arab 13.1 30.0 0.4 109.2 25 14 74 6 11 
 Kurd 14.9 41.0 0.4 118.9 232 128 388 56 75 
 Turkmen 10.5 59.1 0.2 121.7 80 21 52 8 10 

 

Chaldean-
Syriac-
Assy 8.8 67.6 0.1 108.9 58 42 35 7 6 

Baath party came to power Arab 19.2 57.7 0.3 121.9 35 40 30 15 10 
 Kurd 7.2 82.9 0.1 105.0 710 19 87 30 33 
 Turkmen 14.0 70.2 0.2 129.1 96 24 27 11 13 

 

Chaldean-
Syriac-
Assy 5.4 79.7 0.1 95.4 100 18 22 7 1 
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Saddam Hussein came to power Arab 20.8 59.2 0.4 135.1 48 29 26 13 14 
 Kurd 7.7 84.5 0.1 106.5 707 36 68 29 39 
 Turkmen 15.8 67.3 0.2 138.4 99 16 29 9 18 

 

Chaldean-
Syriac-
Assy 4.7 87.8 0.1 87.4 112 18 11 5 2 

Autonomy agreement Arab 46.9 7.7 6.1 107.4 7 3 59 26 35 
 Kurd 54.7 14.6 3.8 130.4 96 32 270 151 330 
 Turkmen 46.2 14.6 3.2 119.4 13 12 67 30 49 

 

Chaldean-
Syriac-
Assy 75.7 4.1 18.7 96.6 2 4 30 28 84 

Arabization process Arab 10.8 46.9 0.2 112.6 36 25 55 6 8 
 Kurd 5.5 84.2 0.1 99.8 692 48 91 17 31 
 Turkmen 9.4 68.4 0.1 117.6 95 22 38 8 8 

 

Chaldean-
Syriac-
Assy 5.4 85.1 0.1 87.5 112 14 14 8 0 

Anfal campaign 1987–1988 Arab 13.1 56.9 0.2 129.9 57 17 39 5 12 
 Kurd 5.8 86.8 0.1 100.4 740 23 65 11 40 
 Turkmen 12.3 72.5 0.2 125.5 108 16 26 10 11 

 

Chaldean-
Syriac-
Assy 1.4 89.9 0.0 67.6 125 8 13 2 0 

Gulf War 1990 Arab 16.2 58.5 0.3 125.8 48 28 33 11 10 
 Kurd 24.2 46.9 0.5 145.5 325 87 254 71 142 
 Turkmen 17.5 54.4 0.3 134.0 65 28 48 11 19 

 

Chaldean-
Syriac-
Assy 29.7 58.1 0.5 156.2 72 14 18 21 23 

Popular rebellion (Intifada) Arab 33.8 26.2 1.3 133.3 23 11 52 16 28 
 Kurd 77.9 9.1 8.6 119.9 61 19 114 74 611 
 Turkmen 48.5 22.8 2.1 139.3 25 14 49 28 55 
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Chaldean-
Syriac-
Assy 74.3 8.1 9.2 111.0 6 6 26 28 82 

Formation of the Kurdistan Region’s  Arab 49.2 10.0 4.9 113.5 8 5 53 25 39 
 Kurd 81.5 6.5 12.6 109.7 49 8 106 104 612 
 Turkmen 54.4 14.0 3.9 130.0 18 6 54 28 65 

 

Chaldean-
Syriac-
Assy 86.5 1.4 64.0 76.0 0 2 18 36 92 

Civil war 1994–1996 Arab 9.2 43.8 0.2 116.5 42 15 61 3 9 
 Kurd 6.6 83.0 0.1 108.3 704 26 91 11 47 
 Turkmen 12.9 62.6 0.2 128.0 85 22 42 9 13 

 

Chaldean-
Syriac-
Assy 0.7 87.8 0.0 71.1 113 17 17 1 0 

Strategic agreement between KDP–
PUK 1998 Arab 36.2 8.5 4.3 104.0 8 3 72 20 27 
 Kurd 64.8 14.3 4.5 133.7 95 31 183 148 422 
 Turkmen 45.0 21.1 2.1 133.7 27 9 58 34 43 

 

Chaldean-
Syriac-
Assy 68.9 2.7 25.5 93.5 2 2 42 41 61 

Saddam Hussein’s fall 2003 Arab 42.3 35.4 1.2 144.3 23 23 29 21 34 
 Kurd 80.2 10.0 8.0 123.0 71 17 86 52 653 
 Turkmen 56.7 29.8 1.9 167.0 43 8 23 18 79 

 

Chaldean-
Syriac-
Assy 73.0 16.9 4.3 138.6 16 9 15 20 88 
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Table S2 Regression of Proportion of Outgroup Friends on Ethnicity and City 
 (1) (2) (3) 
Arab 0.292*** 0.276*** 0.296*** 
Turkmen 0.300*** 0.277*** 0.278*** 
Chaldean-Syriac-Assyrian 0.163*** 0.150*** 0.149*** 
Shiite Muslim 0.058 0.055 0.055 
Kirkuk -0.056** -0.047* -0.048* 
Born outside Erbil/Kirkuk -0.084*** -0.082*** -0.073** 
Religiosity (0, 3) -0.043*** -0.042*** -0.042*** 
Arab × Born outside Erbil/Kirkuk   -0.064 
Constant 0.464*** 0.411*** 0.408*** 
Age, Gender  No Yes Yes 
Education  No Yes Yes 
Occupation  No Yes Yes 
N 1,294 1,294 1,294 
Pseudo R-squared 0.156 0.173 0.173 

Note: * p<0.05, ** p<0.01, *** p<0.001 
 
Table S3 Regression of Index of Stated Importance of  
                Collective Memory Events on Ethnicity and City 
 (1) (2) (3) (4) 
Arab 0.303** 0.343*** 0.267** 0.493*** 
Turkmen 0.136* 0.111 0.026 0.288** 
Chaldean-Syriac-Assyrian -0.104 -0.153* -0.200** -0.04 
Shiite Muslim 0.028 0.053 0.034 0.009 
Arab × Born outside Erbil/Kirkuk 0.371* 0.283 0.282 0.234 
Kirkuk -0.021 0.043 0.04 0.038 
Born outside Erbil/Kirkuk -0.218*** -0.200** -0.171** -0.189** 
Religiosity (0, 3) -0.04 -0.046 -0.029 -0.049* 
Social Relations     
  Proportion outgroup friends   0.326***  
  Proportion outgroup Kurdish friends    -0.469** 
  Proportion outgroup Arabic friends    0.09 
  Proportion outgroup Turkmen friends    0.162 
  Proportion outgroup Chaldean/ 
  Assyrian fr.    0.115 
Constant 1.004*** 0.085 -0.034 0.092 
Age, Gender  No Yes Yes Yes 
Education  No Yes Yes Yes 
Occupation  No Yes Yes Yes 
N 1,279 1,279 1,246 1,279 
Pseudo R-squared 0.037 0.082 0.102 0.087 
  Note: Index of Stated Importance has a scale reliability α = .86. 
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Table S4 Events ranked by average attitudes and importance  
Event Average 

Attitudesa  
  Anfal campaign 1987–1988 -1.48 
  Arabization process -1.39 
  Saddam Hussein came to power -1.38 
  Baath party came to power -1.36 
  Civil war 1994–1996 -1.36 
  Communist party–Turkmen conflict in Kirkuk -0.54 
  Gulf War 1990 -0.51 
  Formation of the Ottoman Empire -0.42 
  Dissolution of the Medes domination -0.28 
  Seyfo 1914–1924 -0.16 
  Dissolution of the Assyrian Empire 0.05 
  Fall of monarchy  0.14 
  Dissolution of the Ottoman domination 0.47 
  Formation of Iraq 0.58 
  Autonomy agreement 0.71 
  Strategic agreement between KDP/PUK 1998 0.78 
  The Islamic invasion in 600s 0.85 
  Popular rebellion (Intifada) 1.07 
  Saddam Hussein’s fall 2003 1.10 
  Formation of Kurdistan parliament and government 1.23 
Importanceb  
  Civil War 1994–1996 0.02 
  Seyfo 1914–1924 0.04 
  Saddam Hussein came to Power 0.05 
  Baath Party came to power 0.12 
  Arabization Process 0.15 
  Communist Party–Turkmen conflict in Kirkuk 0.27 
  Anfal Campaign 1987–1988 0.30 
  Formation of the Ottoman empire 0.39 
  Dissolution of the Medes domination 0.48 
  Dissolution of the Assyrian Empire 0.58 
  Gulf War 1990 0.66 
  Monarchy fall 0.96 
  Dissolution of the Ottoman domination 1.01 
  Autonomy Agreement 1.10 
  Strategic Agreement between KDP/PUK 1998 1.11 
  The formation of Iraq 1.22 
  The Islamic invasion in 600s 1.34 
  Saddam Hussein’s fall 2003 1.47 
  Popular rebellion (Intifada) 1.51 
  Formation of Kurdistan parliament and government 1.54 

  Note: a scale: negative –2 to positive +2, b scale: unimportant –2 to important +2. 
 


