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T
oni Feder deserves kudos for her 
report on the impact of the war in 
Ukraine on science and scientists in 

that country and its wider reverbera-
tions across physics research (see PѕѦѠ-
іѐѠ TќёюѦ, June 2022, page 22). The topic 
of the most recent invasion, which was 
launched by Russia in February 2022, 
rightfully took pride of place in that 
issue, with a photograph of a demol-
ished Ukrainian school displayed on 
the cover. Science is a universal enter-
prise, and those engaged in it are its 
trustees. It is proper to speak up in sup-
port of scientists who face impediments 
and restrictions on their activities.

PѕѦѠіѐѠ TќёюѦ also on many occa-

sions supported scientists in the Soviet 
Union during that era by publishing 
voices speaking out against persecution. 
But as we mark the 20th anniversary of 
the US invasion of Iraq, I want to point 
out that the magazine has been mostly 
silent when it comes to the obliteration 
of Iraqi science, physics included, and 
the persecution and murder of scien-
tists in the country.

Iraq used to boast a vibrant scientific 
community, but with the onset of the 
brutal  Iran– Iraq War (1980–88), aca-
demic activity in the country declined: 
“Promising students ceased being sent 
abroad to the US and the UK for their 
higher degrees, and funds dried up for 

purchases of books and journal sub-
scriptions,” wrote the Islamic and Mid-
dle East specialist Jeff Spurr (as quoted 
in PѕѦѠіѐѠ TќёюѦ, November 2005, page 
24). Scores of young minds were killed 
in the war, and that was happening with 
the support of the US, which was oper-
ating under a “the enemy of my enemy 
is my friend” mindset.

After the Persian Gulf War (1990–91), 
Iraq suffered under a dictatorship and 
crippling sanctions from the United 
Nations. Many scientists aĴempted to 
flee, though travel was severely re-
stricted. The academic enterprise in the 
country was guĴed. Iraq could not even 
import pencils because they contained 
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Science in Ukraine and in Iraq: Two sides of the same coin

A MAN GATHERS BOOKS from the ruins of Baghdad’s National Library and Archive during the US invasion of Iraq in April 2003. 
(Image from Gleb Garanich/Reuters/Alamy Stock Photo.)
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graphite and were therefore classi-
fied as a material with potential mil-
itary applications.

The  US- led war that began in 
2003, initiated partially on the false 
grounds that Iraq possessed weap-
ons of mass destruction, added in-
sult to injury. It unleashed violence 
that specifically targeted scientists. 
By January 2005 about 300 univer-
sity administrators and academics had 
been murdered,1 including a former 
president of the University of Baghdad, 
Mohammed al- Rawi, who was killed in 

his medical clinic. Iraq, its academic in-
stitutions, and its scientists continue to 
suffer the consequences of misguided US 
foreign policies.

The effects on science caused by the 
wars in Ukraine and Iraq are two sides 
of the same coin. I applaud PѕѦѠіѐѠ 
TќёюѦ for drawing aĴention to the tra-
vails of scientists across the globe, but I 
encourage inclusivity in that reporting.
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Newton’s “force” and fake doors: The “geometric spirit” in the arts

T
he science of Isaac Newton became 
a major part of the larger intellec-
tual milieu during the long 18th cen-

tury. Newton’s influence dominated all 
areas of human  concerns— scientific and 
 otherwise— as scientific principles were 
applied to all aspects of life in the En-
lightenment.1 “The geometrical spirit is 
not so tied to geometry that it cannot 
be detached from it and transported to 
other branches of knowledge,” proclaimed 
the French polymath Bernard le Bovier 
de Fontenelle2 in 1699. This “century of 

lights” could just as well have been 
called “the century of Newton”: The poet 
Alexander Pope once wrote in an epi-
taph for him, “God said, Let Newton be! 
and all was light.”

The art of the 18th century reflects a 
renewed interest in classical form with 
Newtonian symmetry and balance, an 
emphasis that earned the period the 
name neoclassicism.3 That classical re-
vival, which followed on the heels of the 
French and English Baroque period, 
began in the second half of the century 

and extended well into the following 
century. The period saw a transition from 
the fanciful, over decorated ornamenta-
tion of the Baroque to the unpretentious, 
balanced style of neoclassicism—in 
which the emphasis was on symmetry 
and the pureness of form. In the UK, 
that classical revival was marked by 
the metamorphosis of highly orna-
mented Stuart architecture into rea-
soned, properly proportioned styles 
and Palladian supersymmetry. In an 
age rebelling against excess, Cartesian 

THE PRADO MUSEUM in Madrid, Spain. (Courtesy of Emilio J. Rodríguez Posada, CC BY-SA 2.0.) 

Science is a universal enterprise, and 
those engaged in it are its trustees. 
It is proper to speak up in support of 
scientists who face impediments and 
restrictions on their activities.


