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A 

yad Masri was a first-
time delegate in the 
Model United Nations 
(MUN) programme at 14. 
Today, six years later, he 

is an enthusiastic advocate of edu-
cation as a means to build peaceful 
societies.

“I am who I am because I enrolled 
in this programme. It allowed me to 
see how education is the most im-
portant element that has the ability 
to change our attitude and mind-
set to give rise to a more peaceful 
world,” Masri said.

The programme was introduced 
in Lebanon 12 years ago by the Leb-
anese American University (LAU). 
It brings UN culture to high school 
and middle school students through 
simulation of member states in the 
different UN agencies and commit-
tees.

Each year, students from across 
Lebanon participate in five training 
sessions at LAU campuses during 
which they learn about the UN mis-
sion and role, diplomacy, negotia-
tion, conflict resolution and public 
speaking. A closing 2-day confer-
ence has the students representing 
different countries on specific UN 
bodies or agencies, including the 
Security Council, the General As-
sembly, the World Health Organisa-
tion and the International Labour 
Organisation.

“The purpose of the conference is 
to debate and go into details of the 

topics that are being simulated and 
come up with a resolution at the 
end of the conference,” Masri said. 
“The draft is very similar to a real 
UN resolution in terms of format 
and content.”

It is Masri’s sixth year in the pro-
gramme. Now an LAU student and 
MUN trainer, he has won the pro-
gramme’s diplomacy award, which 
earned him a scholarship at LAU.

“The programme has really 
opened up the horizon for me and 
made me see the world in a com-
pletely different way… I became 
aware that there are issues bigger 
than our little issues that we face 
every day and that there are bigger 
causes to fight for,” he said.

The programme enlists the extra-
curricular work of about 200 LAU 
students, who act as the UN secre-
tariat and trainers.

More than 20,000 students from 
200 private and state Lebanese 
schools have been trained under 
the MUN programme, Director Elie 
Samia said.

“Our university’s mission state-
ment is forming leaders in a diverse 
world. How can you form leaders in 
a diverse world better than by step-
ping into the shoes of the whole 
world?” Samia said.

“Role playing and simulation is 
also an exercise of objectivity. For 
example, if I represent Iran, and 
I personally disapprove of Iran, I 
want to defend Iran’s point of view 
because I want to win an award at 
the end of the day…

“It is a game of intellectual and 
psychological preparation. Students 
need to know everything about the 
countries they are simulating, in-
cluding the type of government, 
human development, trading part-
ners, etc. They become advocates of 
good causes.”

Topics scrutinised under the pro-
gramme range from actual conflicts 
to globalisation, environment, hu-
man development, human rights 
and poverty. Several students later 
attend international MUN confer-
ences in New York and elsewhere.

In view of the success of the MUN 
programme, LAU introduced the 
Model Arab League programme six 
years ago and the Model European 
Union last year, Samia said.

The Arab-Israeli conflict, Pales-
tinian issues, Islamophobia, hu-
man rights and gender equality are 
among the topics debated in the 
Model Arab League. Although the 
concept is the same as MUN, the 
Model Arab League programme 
is not exactly a simulation but 
an aspirational model to create a 
framework of how the Arab League 
should be.

“Here we are highlighting real 
problems and challenges and deal-
ing with them in an aspirational 
way,” Samia said.

Saeed is in the seventh grade. He 
just turned 13 but he has already 

attended three MUN conferences, 
including two international ones, 
in which he represented different 
countries — India, Jordan and South 
Africa — in the General Assembly, 
the human rights committee and 
the political committee.

“When you do MUN you get op-
portunities to research deeply two 
to three topics per conference,” 
Saeed said. “I learnt different points 
of view on very controversial is-
sues, how to represent a point of 
view that might not be mine but 
someone else’s and how to present 
it in a way to influence other people 
to follow that perspective.”

Besides giving him knowledge 
on global issues MUN improved 

Saeed’s leadership and speaking 
skills. “When you start travelling for 
MUN, you present to an audience 
of over 150 people, and you need to 
improvise on the spot using formal 
language,” he said.

“It really boosts one’s self-con-
fidence, so when you go back to 
school it is much easier to present 
your thoughts in a clear way with-
out looking nervous.”

MUN experience will come to an 
end for Masri, who will be graduat-
ing from LAU this year but the les-
sons and skills he acquired will en-
dure.

“It has given me the techniques, 
the skills and a way of thinking that 
will stay with me forever,” he said.
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Opening up horizons. High school students participating in 
the Model United Nations programme pose at the end of the 
conference at LAU campus in Beirut.                                     (Courtesy of LAU)

20,000 students from 
200 private and state 
Lebanese schools 
enrolled in MUN.

More than

Baghdad

“L 

et us read and let 
us dance; these two 
amusements will 
never do any harm to 
the world.” The quote 

by French philosopher Voltaire is 
the motto of an Iraqi activist, who 
identifies himself as “Mosul Eye,” 
in his quest to revive Mosul’s Cen-
tral Library. It was destroyed by the 
Islamic State (ISIS) for harbouring 
blasphemous books.

“The best answer to terrorism 
is to rebuild libraries and fill them 
back with books. This will also help 
reconnect Mosul, through culture 
and sciences, with the world around 
it, which we hope will contribute 
to the rebirth of its libraries,” said 
the activist, who recently launched 
an online book donation campaign 
called “Let it be a Book, Rising from 
the Ashes.”

“International participation in re-
storing libraries is a unique oppor-
tunity to arouse the world’s interest 
in rebuilding Mosul civilly but the 
most important thing is for residents 
to be aware that there is a book from 
every corner of the world inside 
their city, making it once again an 
example of the cultural pluralism 
that ISIS sought to destroy.”

Mosul Eye, who spoke on condi-
tion of anonymity because of fears 
of reprisals from ISIS, which is still 
entrenched in the western part of 
the embattled city, said that ISIS tar-
geted Mosul’s libraries with a clear 
message: “Any type of knowledge 
and sciences and the idea of diver-
sity of cultures are forbidden.”

“They tried to impose their unilat-
eral culture by banning people from 
accessing books or practising any 
kind of cultural activities,” Mosul 
Eye said.

The city’s libraries housed a treas-
ure trove of UNESCO-registered rare 
books and precious manuscripts. In 
2015, eight months after invading 
the city, ISIS ransacked the Central 
Library and burned more than 8,000 
print copies and rare historical man-
uscripts for being blasphemous.

Mosul Eye’s initiative hopes to 

collect more than 200,000 books 
and all types of printed material 
— magazines, periodicals, newspa-
pers, references, archives, and the 
like — in all disciplines and various 
languages.

“The idea is to have writers do-
nate one of their books to Mosul. It 
will be so beautiful to have works of 
authors from around the world sit-
ting in Mosul, which resisted deadly 
terrorism,” the activist said.

“We want to open wide the doors 
of our city to the outside world and 
help Mosul return to the interna-
tional fold through culture and sci-
ence… Our message to all is that 
we are not the inventors of terror-
ism but terrorism was incidental 

and hung over our necks without  
mercy.”

The destruction of Mosul’s knowl-
edge and culture was “devastat-
ing” for the whole country as many 
valuable manuscripts may never be 
recovered, Mosul Eye said, adding: 
“I believe that ISIS was aware of the 
value of the documents and stole 
the most precious from the Cen-
tral Library before the building was 
burned down.”

Among the documents that ISIS 
was believed to have stolen was 
Mussolini’s paper “Comments of the 
Year 1924 on ‘The Prince’ of Machi-
avelli.” Others, including archives of 
Iraqi newspapers dating to the early 
20th century and books printed un-
der the Ottoman rule, have been de-
stroyed.

But Mosul Eye is adamant: “The 
best way to react to this carnage is by 
bringing back Shakespeare, Voltaire, 
Flaubert, Aristo, Plato, Descartes, 
Jane Austen and other writers and 
philosophers to Mosul.”

The book donation campaign re-

ceived a wide response from the in-
ternational community but the Arab 
response was relatively poor. None-
theless, Mosul Eye said there are 
hopes Arab publishing houses and 
academic institutions will not fall 
short of restocking Mosul’s libraries.

About 200 books have been do-
nated but many more are expected 
after a French association in Mar-
seille pledged to dispatch 20 tonnes 
of books to Iraq.

The books are being collected in 
the relatively secure Iraqi city of Ir-
bil, where they are sorted, labelled 
and prepared for a more peaceful 
time when the libraries can be re-
built.

Iraqi writer Abdel Amir al-Majar 
said the destruction of Mosul librar-
ies was another tragedy added to the 
calamity of erasing Iraq’s ancient 
and archaeological sites.

“It was bound to happen under 
ISIS’s obscurantist and radical ap-
proach which counters civilisation 
and modernism and seeks to elimi-
nate the others by controlling their 

minds and lives,” he said.
“Iraq has lost a lot as a result of 

this extremist thinking which re-
jects life itself,” Majar said, calling 
on the international community 
and Arab countries to help reinstate 
cultural life in the country.

Mosul Eye admitted that people 
in his city have pressing concerns 
to deal with, such as food and shel-
ter. “However,” he said, “there is 
an overwhelming desire among 
the people to reinvent the future 
of their city and create a good and 
comfortable environment through 
culture, music, modern science 
and literature.”

“ISIS has failed to destroy an en-
emy who is unusual for them… The 
others’ minds.”

To donate publications to the 
campaign, contact Mosul Eye via e-
mail at: mosul.eye@gmail.com.

Oumayma Omar, based in 
Baghdad, is a contributor to the 
Culture and Society sections of 
The Arab Weekly.

Online campaign aims to refill Mosul’s ravaged libraries

Stamping out culture. General view of the library of the University of Mosul burned by the Islamic State in Mosul, last January.       (Reuters)

ISIS destroyed more 
than 8,000 rare 
historical 
manuscripts for 
being blasphemous.
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