
Nazik al-Mala’ika was born in 1923 in Baghdad, Iraq, to parents who were poets. She began to write
poetry as a child and finished her first classical poem at age ten. After she finished high school in 1939,
al-Mala’ika studied classical Arabic poetry and 20th-century modernist writers at the Iraqi Teachers’
Training College in Baghdad, graduating in 1944. Then, after studying for a year at Princeton University
in New Jersey, she moved to Wisconsin, where she earned a master’s degree in comparative literature at
the University of Wisconsin-Madison. After that, she returned to Baghdad and married. She and her
husband helped to start the University of Basra. 

A very accomplished writer, al-Mala’ika has been called one of the most important modern Iraqi poets.
Her first collection of poems, titled Night Lover in its English translation, was published in 1947.
Although she wrote these poems in the classical rhyme form, her tone was quieter and more reflective
than the passionate tone of most other Arabic poetry of the time. In the same year, she wrote “Cholera,”
her first poem in free verse, about the epidemic that killed thousands of people in Egypt. At first other
poets and even her own family criticized her for writing in a different style. Al-Mala’ika felt insulted by
their rejection and hid from public literary life, but she did not stop writing. In 1949 she published
Shrapnel and Ashes and followed that with more books of poetry as well as articles about Arabic literature
and the free-verse movement.

Al-Mala’ika challenged expectations by speaking up for women’s rights. She gave passionate speeches
calling for women to question the patriarchal system (a system in which men hold most of the power in
society) in Iraq and have more of a voice. She also used her poetry to do this — for example, by criticizing
the practice of family honor killings (in which a woman is killed for supposedly disgracing the family
name) in one of her pieces. Al-Mala’ika was financially independent, which was unusual for women at
that time, and she opened doors for Iraqi women who came after her. She even formed an association for
women who didn’t want to get married, although it was eventually disbanded.

In 1970, al-Mala’ika left Iraq and moved to Kuwait, where she worked as a professor for many years. In
1990, when Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait, she had to go back to Iraq until the Gulf War ended; then
she moved to Cairo, Egypt, where she lived for the rest of her life. She suffered from Parkinson’s disease
for many years before she died in 2007 at the age of 83.

To learn more, visit womeninwisconsin.org/profile/nazik-al-malaika
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