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CAN THE  U.S. SUCCEED IN IMPOSING DEMOCRACY IN IRAQ ?

Introduction

As long as the differences and diversities of mankind exist, democracy must allow for compromise, for accommodation, and for the recognition of differences.

                                             Eugene Mccarthy

9/11 has substantially changed the global landscape. Billions have been spent; endless debates are raging on unilateralism, the concept of pre-emptive self defense, the need to encroach into civil liberties, effecting regime change ‘illegally’(BBC 2004b), inhuman intelligence interrogations and imposing democracy in belligerent authoritarian states. Faced with an even greater threat of the potential use of weapons of mass destruction (WMD), the 2002 U.S. National Security Strategy called for the spreading of democracy and freedom to the non-democratic parts of the world.  U.S. has since invaded Iraq to rid it of WMD and toppled the authoritarian government of Saddam Hussein. As an occupying force, the U.S. is now in the midst of imposing democracy initiatives in Iraq to serve as an icon of democracy reform to the rest of the Middle East.   

This paper aims to assess whether under the prevailing policy conditions, the U.S. is likely to succeed in imposing their democratic initiatives in Iraq. Besides exploring the conditions where previous such initiatives have succeeded, the study will also review whether the religious, ethnic, cultural and social norms of the Iraqi people coupled with the past UN sanctions, invasion of Iraq in 2003, looting of Baghdad, prisoner abuses, regional dynamics and the occupation will have any impact on the democratic initiatives in Iraq. 


This paper will firstly review the U.S. initiative in the Middle East region and the concept of democracy in the global context. It will then review past initiatives of democratization and the current initiatives in Iraq. An assessment will then be made whether the U.S. will be successful in democratizing the Iraq and the region. The study could provide insights into some of the implication of post 9/11 US foreign policy towards imposing democracy on sovereign nations and especially in the Middle East. The lessons drawn from the analysis could suggest how the US may avoid some of the potential pitfalls in the approach being adopted. 

US National Security Strategy and Middle East Partnership Initiative

President George W. Bush’s 2002 National Security Strategy states that ‘the United States must defend liberty and justice because these principles are right and true for all people everywhere …..and look outward for possibilities to expand liberty’(Bush 2002). At the National Endowment of Democracy  President George W. Bush said  that ‘In many nations of the Middle East -- countries of great strategic importance -- democracy has not yet taken root (Bush 2003). He subsequently launched the Middle East Partnership Initiative which entails cooperation in the four main areas of economics, political, education and women. The political pillar ‘champions an expanded public space where democratic voices can be heard in the political process, the people have a choice in governance, and there is respect for the rule of law’(U.S. Department of State 2004). There were strong opposition to the initial Greater Middle East Initiative by the Middle East countries and European allies. It was seen as an attempt to ‘impose Western values and views on the Arab World’(Marina Ottaway & Carothers 2004).  
Debate on Imposing Democracy

Assessing whether democracy can be imposed in Iraq, may give the impression that democracy is a simple construct that is well defined, homogenous and a panacea for economic success and global order and security. In reality, democracy can be direct or representative. Representative democracies can either adopt a parliamentary or presidential approach or a mixture of the two.   

While the Greek translation of demos-kratia, means ‘the rule of the people’, I prefer the definition of democracy in the Cambridge Advanced Learner’s Dictionary which refers to democracy as ‘the belief in freedom and equality between people, or a system of government based on this belief, in which power is either held by elected representatives or directly by the people themselves’. The distinction between ‘the belief in freedom and equality between people’ and a ‘system of representative government based on this belief’ is significant as elected government alone cannot represent democracy.  James Madison warned that ‘if a majority be united by a common interest, the rights of the minority will be insecure.’ (Guinier 1994). 

Some of the common features of democracy includes a ‘vigorous rule of law with an independent and nondiscriminatory judiciary; extensive individual freedoms of belief, speech, publication, association and assembly; strong protections for the rights of ethnic, cultural, religious, and other minorities; a pluralistic civil society, which affords citizens multiple channels outside of the electoral arena through which to participate and express their interests and values; and civilian control of the military’.(Diamond 1999)

Can democracy manifest differently in different social or cultural setting. Can the people choose to adopt a monarchy or theocratic government system that is democratic or can there be consensus on the tribal leader without a ballot box? Jennifer Noyon contends that ‘there is nothing in Islam that makes Muslim countries inherently inhospitable to democracy, any more than there is in Judaism, Christianity, Hinduism or other major religions’ and ‘the fact that nations are Muslim should not prejudice our views of these states or their potential for full democracy and respect for human rights’(Noyon 2003). The concept of ‘shura’ or consultation demands that leaders should not only consult their people but also seek general consent. Abul A'la Mawdudi, founder of the Jamaat-i Islami in India, have argued that if democracy is conceived as a limited form of popular sovereignty, restricted and directed by God's law, there is no incompatibility with Islam (Mawdudi 1982). Abootelabi argues that the development of Shari’a ‘need not be looked upon as a move away from Islamic principles, but, on the contrary, as a necessary stepping-stone towards reaching an ideal Islamic society -- a materially and spiritually developed utopia(Abootalebi 1999). As one scholar of Islam has put it, ‘A major issue in democratization in Muslim societies is whether or not scholars and leaders have successfully made the transition from listing 'democratic doctrines of Islam' to creating coherent theories and structures of Islamic democracy that are not simply reformulations of Western perceptions in some Muslim idioms.’ (John L. Esposito & Voll 1996)
On western democracy, Fareed Zakaria contends that democracy in America, which has descended into ‘a simple-minded populism that values popularity and openness’. He contends that ‘eventually people will define democracy by what it has become: A system — open and accessible in theory — but ruled in reality by organized or rich or fanatical minorities, protecting themselves for the present and sacrificing the future’. The solution, Zakaria says, is more appointed bodies, like the World Trade Organization and the U.S. Supreme Court, which are effective precisely because they are insulated from political pressures. He adds that ‘eighty years ago, Woodrow Wilson took America into the 20th century with a challenge to make the world safe for democracy. As we enter the 21st century our task is to make democracy safe for the world’.(Zakaria 2003) 

As illustrated above, democracy may neither be a necessary nor a sufficient condition for a happy populace. There must be acceptance that monarchy, benevolent dictatorship, feudalism, theocracy and socialism can work if the rules and the rulers can find a way to make it work. Constitutions and additional institutions can be encouraged to safeguard the rights of the minority. While democracy has a common ideal, the approaches in reaching those ideals may differ in different societies.  The challenge therefore is to establish a right balance between democratic ideals, efficient governance and having the necessary checks and balances.   

Review of Past Initiatives

President George W. Bush has defended his approach in Iraq and drew analogies of past successes in Japan and Germany.  Indeed no subsequent initiatives have been as successful. This paper will briefly review the imposition of democracy in Germany, Japan, Haiti and Somalia to draw out lessons that could be useful in better assessing the Iraq situation. 

Germany 

In 1945 Germany was totally defeated with severely damaged physical infrastructure. The Yalta Conference between the allies called for unconditional surrender, the destruction of Nazism, the disarmament of Germany, the speedy punishment of war criminals, reparations, and an economy able to sustain the German people but not capable of waging war. The economy has totally collapse and there was a serious humanitarian crisis. 

Germany was divided into four zones occupied by US, UK, Russia and France. While each area was separately managed by their respective military governments, the European Advisory Commission coordinated the policies to ensure uniformity across the four zones. To fill the security vacuum a large military force was deployed in the occupied zones. The US sector alone had about 1.6 million troops but was rapidly reduced after one year(James Dobbins 2003). 

The Potsdam Conference paved the way for the establishment of local self government through elective councils and several administrative central departments. This was aimed at transforming the political system in a bottom up approach along democratic lines. Elections took place in the western zone in 1949 resulting in the creation of the Federal Republic of Germany. Some other initiatives of the U.S. included the creating a new currency, changing of the education system, encouraging press freedom and freer discussion of ideas. 

Some of the significant lessons that were learnt from the occupation of Germany were that democracy can be transferred and can change the political system over time, defeated populations can be cooperative, enforced accountabilities for injustices through tribunal can facilitate transformation, there is a need for massive humanitarian assistance and support for government expenditure, reparations can be counterproductive and that a speedy reviving of the economy is critical (James Dobbins 2003). 

Japan

The dropping of the nuclear bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945 pressured the emperor to surrender. The terms of surrender were worked out at the Potsdam conference included unconditional surrender, purging the leadership that advocated conquest, destruction of the war-making power, disbandment of the empire, prosecution of war criminals, establishment of freedom of speech, respect for basic human rights, restriction of economic capacity to prevent rearmament and occupation until order was established. Despite a request to preserve the emperor, the surrender terms left the fate of the emperor to the ‘freely expressed will of the Japanese people’(U.S. DOS 1946). 

The challenges faced by the US and its allies included the disarming of 3.5 million troops, providing humanitarian assistance to a third of the population and reviving a collapsed economy(James Dobbins 2003). Unlike the occupation in Germany, U.S. decided to take the lead in the occupation of Japan. Instead of establishing direct control through a military government, Macarthur decided to work through the existing Japanese government machinery monitored by military observers. The U.S. had unilateral control guided only by policies of the Far Eastern Commission. 

Some of the significant actions taken were the demilitarization by the Japanese themselves, Tokyo war crimes trials and the Meiji constitution of 1889 was revised reducing the role of the emperor to a mere symbol while and empowering the Diet with sovereignty(James Dobbins 2003). Election laws were also revised to allow women to vote. The educational system was also reformed to exclude emphasis on the emperor or militarism. Labour Unions were encouraged and land reforms gave the farmers the opportunity to own the properties.  Japan regained its sovereignty in 1952.  

The U.S. occupation of Japan and its imposition of democracy was a great success which was able to turn an enemy into an ally. It was faster then in Germany largely due to the co-opting of existing institutions and the unilateral control the U.S. enjoyed. 

Somalia and Haiti

Somalia descended into civil war and severe humanitarian disaster after the over throw of its leader in 1991. In 1992 the UN decided to intervene initially purely for humanitarian purposes but subsequently expanded it mandate to democratize the country. Due to conflicts between the warlords and peacekeepers, the UN Security council decided to send a U.S. lead task force to safeguard the peacekeeping operations and subsequently to support the nation building and disarmament of the various factions. The limited troop levels coupled with a complicated command and control arrangements made the task force ineffective in providing security. The death of 18 U.S. soldiers as an outcome of a conflict with the factions, led President Bill Clinton to withdraw U.S. troops from Somalia. The failure in Somalia can be largely attributed to lack of adequate troops, lack of unity of command and lack of  ‘attempt during this period to build civil or political institutions’(James Dobbins 2003). 

 
In 1990 a newly elected President was ousted by the military in Haiti. After 3 years of international pressures and threat of invasion the UN Security council authorized removal of the military government and establishment of a peacekeeping force. The objective was to reinstall a president and conduct elections according to an existing constitution. While the U.S. led mission fulfilled its mission of restoring the President and overseeing the elections it was felt the departure of the force after six months was too premature, that is, ‘before a competent Haitian administration could be created, self-sustaining democratic structures could be put in place, or meaningful economic reforms could be instituted’ (James Dobbins 2003). The lawlessness and inability of the government to provide basic legal services affected the economic recovery. The failure to make the Haitian government more effective also resulted in the failure of the reconstruction program.

Democracy in Iraq 


The world’s first civilization of Mesopotamia developed in Sumer, is present day south-eastern Iraq. Formerly part of the Ottoman Empire, Iraq was occupied by Britain during the course of World War I, attained its independence as a kingdom in 1932 and was proclaimed a "republic" in 1958. Territorial disputes with Iran led to an inconclusive and costly eight-year war.  In 1991, Iraq was expelled from Kuwait by a US-led, UN coalition forces. Economic sanctions since 1991 has drastically affected its economy. In December 1999, the UN Security Council authorized Iraq to export under a special program as much oil as required to meet humanitarian needs. 

. 

According to CIA’s world fact book, 75-80% of the population is Arab, with the Kurds making up the largest minority of 15-20%. About 97% of the 25 million person population are Muslims with 60%-65% Shite Muslims and 32%-37% are Sunni Muslims. The strong sense of tribal and family loyalty continues to cause conflict between different ethnic groups. Under Saddam Hussein, the minority Sunni Muslims ruled the country. 

In March 2003, having failed to solicit UN mandate from China, Russia and France, a U.S. led coalition force invaded Iraq to topple the Saddam Hussein regime and disarm it of weapons of mass destruction. Before the war there were sizeable worldwide anti-war demonstrations including in U.S. Some of the closest allies of the U.S. decided not to support in the war effort. Even the U.S. Army and Secretary for Defense Donald Rumsfeld had substantial differences(HERSH 2003) including  the troops levels required to win the war and maintain the security situation. 

A swift military victory was achieved by May 2003 and an occupation ensued. Under the supervision of the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA) of eventually Paul Bremer, an interim constitution and Iraqi Transitional Administrative Law was developed by the U.S. appointed Iraqi Governing Council. The Transitional Administrative Law laid out the legal framework for the governing of Iraq until an elected government was established. The Shite members delayed the acceptance of the law due to a ‘provision within the text that could allow minorities to veto a proposed final constitution when it eventually is brought to a nationwide referendum’ (Shelby 2003).  The control of Iraq was subsequently handed over to an interim Iraqi government in Jun 2004. The U.S. continues to exercise substantial control over the security situation in Iraq. A growing insurgency threatens to derail the nation wide elections scheduled for Jan 2005.

The occupation and subsequent initiatives to establish a stable security situation in Iraq was froth with tremendous difficulties. While initial blame was placed on foreign terrorist interference and the certain policies of the CPA, it is becoming increasing apparent that the problems are more wide ranging. A CIA’s National Intelligence Estimates report warns of three possible scenarios in Iraq ranging from tenuous stability, political fragmentation to civil war. Of the $18.4 billion approved for rebuilding Iraq, only $1 billion has been disbursed (BBC 2004a). As the war plans bypassed most of the cities in the rush to reach Baghdad, it is believed that many of the republican guard and ‘fedayeen’ soldiers have merged with the population to wage an insurgency war. To make matter worst the Coalition Provisional Authority also disbanded all the soldiers of the former regime without consulting Pentagon (Slevin 2003). Being jobless, these soldiers became easy recruits for the insurgency or terrorists.

After the swift victory the U.S. failed to maintain law and order. Those Iraqis, who were happy to see the downfall of Saddam Hussein, were deeply grieved to see their capital city and its historic relics looted and ransacked by mobs. To make matters worst the captured palaces, symbols of the country’s authority were occupied by the U.S. to dictate the democratic reforms in the country. The liberators were now been seen as occupiers coming to rob their country of the oil assets.   

 The U.S. planners were surprised that instead of welcoming them as liberators, they were being criticized as occupiers. The Americans ‘openly adopting tactics used by the Israelis on the West Bank and in the Gaza Strip and resurrected some of the dubious strategies from Vietnam days, seemingly with little regard for how this will play out in the wider battle for hearts and minds in the Arab and Muslim worlds (McGeough 2003). The U.S. may have forgotten that the country has undergone 14 years of extreme hardship partly blamed on the U.S. due to the 1991 Gulf war and the U.S. led sanctions thereafter. Many Iraqis cannot forget the humiliating defeat and the embarrassment of thousands captured as prisoners of war during the first gulf war. After all these years of suffering, the Iraqis are now seeing pro-U.S. exiles returning and being emplaced on the Iraqi Governing Council.   

More recently the Abu Ghraib abuses have also appalled Muslim communities around the world, demanding that the U.S. take strict actions against the perpetrators. The status of terrorist detainees at Guantanamo Bay is also under scrutiny especially for a country that champions human rights. 

Assessment 

In terms of similarities, it is indeed very difficult to find any parallels between Iraq and Germany or Japan. Zakaria aptly puts it that ‘If the president really thinks that Iraq today looks like Germany in 1946, an advanced industrial country with a long liberal tradition, centuries of experience with capitalism, the rule of law and a defeated population that fully cooperated with U.S. occupation, then he's in for a rude surprise (Zakaria 2004). Comparing postwar Iraq with postwar Germany and Japan also led journalist Steve Sailer to conclude: “The deep social structure of Iraq is the complete opposite of those two true nation-states, with their highly patriotic, cooperative, and (not surprisingly) out bred peoples. The Iraqis, in contrast, more closely resemble the Hatfields and the McCoys (Sailer 2003). The only similarity with Japan is the fact that the U.S. has unity of command in carrying out the security and nation-building effort. In Iraq, the military and civil commands were collocated to further enhance coordination. 

While the case of Japan and Germany illustrated that it is possible to impose democracy successfully, it was however noted that successful nation-building requires adequate number of troops for security, large quantity of resources and a long-term commitment. With the waning international support, and Pakistan again turning down the request to provide troop support, it is unlikely that ‘Iraq would get the similar per capita level of international troops, police presence, or foreign aid as provided to Germany (James Dobbins 2003). International pressure on the U.S. to speedily hand over Iraq to the Iraqi people has also made the nation-building period extremely very short. It was noted that with the short deadlines in Somalia and Haiti, the democratization initiatives eventually failed. Unlike Japan and Germany, Iraq also did not witness an unconditional surrender or humanitarian crisis of similar proportion. 

Furthermore unlike Japan and Germany, where there were hardly any U.S. casualties, Iraq has seen more then 1000 U.S. and coalition soldiers killed and a steady increase in the violence over the months (CNN 2004).  A failure to demobilize and disarm fighters and incumbent security forces has perpetuated violence and abuses. The U.S. and coalition troops have not been successful in controlling all the cities in Iraq. Fallujah and Najaf are proving especially difficult to control. The recent spate of hostage killing has further complicated the rebuilding efforts. Political and tribal militias need to be ‘demobilized or integrated into the national forces’(James Dobbins 2003). 

While Germany and Japan had homogeneous societies, similar to Somalia, Iraq also has a great potential for an escalation in political, ethnic, and sectarian fragmentation. Iraq has a tradition of political violence, criminal activities have increase and arms are in abundance. Its ‘social and ethnic diversity and the propensity to internal violence as a result of political divisions or criminal activities have major consequences for internal security’(James Dobbins 2003). 

Iraq is surrounded by Iran, Syria, and Turkey who have vital strategic interests in the country which may not be incompatible with U.S.  These neighbors have the ability to intervene to shape Iraqi politics and to destabilize the country. The Shite majority Iran could exercise significant influence on the Shite majority of Iraq to shape the future of the country. Such influence could create an ethnic crisis that could seriously destabilize the country. Any interference by Turkey in northern Iraq could give rise to similar consequences. 

While political settlement is crucial to successful nation building, there is no indication that this has been achieved. Bomb attacks on the Kurdish political parties indicate and assassinations of rival political or religious leaders could potentially worsen the situation unless reconciliatory efforts are taken. Saddam’s regime must be made accountable for crimes on humanity. However given the fundamentally incompatible demands between the Shites, Kurds and Sunnis the prospect for any political settlement  appears remote. 

In Japan and Germany the constitution under the guidance of the occupiers helped to make fundamental changes, which lasted long after the occupation. In Iraq, the Shite majority have expressed displeasure with the interim constitution providing the minorities wide ranging powers to veto policies. Nevertheless there is some hope for the democratic initiatives captured in the interim constitution to last and transform Iraq. The fact that political parties have been established and will seek power and influence in itself will help to strengthen the democratic process. As elections are crucial for progress toward democracy,  the ‘case studies demonstrate that elections should start at the local level to allow the new balance of social and political forces to emerge and coalesce’(James Dobbins 2003). 

Another serious issue that has undermined the credibility of U.S. is its double standards in delivering justice and equality. The U.S. policy towards North Korea’s open declaration of nuclear ambitions lies in stark contrast to Iraq’s up to now non-existent WMD. The U.S. continues to unreservedly support Israel's actions with full knowledge of its non-compliance with UN resolutions. It is also difficult to envisage how the US will allow the Iraqi people to choose their own government, should the free will choice rejects the US initiatives and seek a theocratic state.

It can be summarized that besides the fact the interim constitution and the Iraqi Transitional Administrative Law has been enacted, all other factors points towards a high probability that the U.S. will not succeed in achieving its democratic initiative in Iraq. Even with regards to the constitution, it must be noted the elected government has the prerogative to change it through a referendum in 2005.

Way Ahead

In a democracy, the people are the final word, and this can never be true if it is imposed by an occupying army. If it is imposed then it is still dictatorship, except with ballots instead of torture and killing. Based on the case studies and the present situation in Iraq, there are essentially two options. They can either escalate hostilities and prolong the occupation with increase troop levels and achieve the conditions in Japan and Germany or a speedy withdrawal to let the Iraqi people charter out their own democratic society. 

As discussed the concept of ‘shura’ can bring about a democratic Islamic government. Mimi Wang predicts that  ‘a rudimentary "Islamic democracy," no matter how weak the concept may be, is the only democracy that has a chance of surviving in Iraq’(Wang 2004). She suggests that the U.S. should ‘discretely support an Iraqi-led awareness campaign to educate the average Iraqi on the progressive elements of Islam — the basis for "Islamic democracy’. To allow Iraq to develop its own form of democracy rooted in its own culture would be in the best interests of everyone, whether Iraqi or U.S.

Now that Saddam Hussein has been toppled and the war machinery destroyed, and given the present circumstances of the occupation, it is still not too late to win over the hearts and build trust amongst the majority of the Iraqi people and the world. The U.S. needs to separate and clearly distinguish its war against terrorism, sense of democracy and tolerance for different styles of governments in different cultures. The U.S. need to take bold but highly risky actions, to demonstrate that it is fair and respectful of the wishes of the people. A total withdrawal of all troops in Iraq and letting the Iraqi people take care of their own security and chart out their destiny amidst chaos may be the most appropriate approach for the long term. In the short run the dynamics of the ethnic and regional politics may destabilize the country. However the realization that they can chose their own destiny and could make history in beginning a new era of progress could well compel them to work out their differences for a better future.  

Conclusion

The 21st century is the people’s century. The globalize world offers both opportunities and challenges. Now more then ever, what is needed is a greater degree of maturity, tolerance, understanding and accommodation of our rich and diverse political, religious, cultural and social value systems. The true meaning of democracy is indeed the realization that in flesh and blood all human beings are one race; the human race. The world religions in essence emphasize democratic values, respect for the human life and advancement of the human spirit to make this world a better place to live in. World leaders need to look beyond the perceived differences and support each other to advance according to the will of their people.
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