Can Iraq Become a Democracy? 
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Iraq lacks almost all of the favorable conditions for the emergence of democracy:  

the socioeconomic conditions of a large middle class,

high levels of literacy (The UNESCO report in April 2003 states that illiteracy in Iraq has exceeded 60%),

substantial economic opportunity outside the state, 

a viable civil society, 

a political culture of tolerance and moderation, 

and a social order and rule of law that restrain corruption at least to some extent.
In addition:

Iraq sits in just about the worst possible neighborhood for democracy in the world, profoundly insecure and surrounded by authoritarian states. (compare that to E. Europe)

It is a deeply divided country along two major ethnic and sectarian lines of cleavage. 

It has a weak collapsed state, emerging out of several decades of tyranny and then violent conflict, with still questionable ability to assert its authority.
But it would be difficult to find a worse combination of structural factors for the emergence of democracy.

Even with all of these unfavorable factors, it is possible to argue that Iraq could gradually become a democracy, after passing through probably a long period of turbulent and corrupt semi-democracy, 
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if it could at least solve the most urgent problem of political order in the country: defining a structure of the post-war Iraqi state that all major groups could accept.
This would require a power-sharing arrangement at the center and 

a broadly acceptable federal solution for the country as a whole, 

devolving power in a way that would give each group a “fair” share of the oil resources 

and some control over their own affairs.
Some such elite bargain to share and limit power while allowing some degree of

political and civic pluralism is not unthinkable in Iraq; 

the country did experience some three decades of such semi-democratic pluralism, 

with electoral competition and representation, prior to the 1958 military coup.
However, developments since the toppling of Saddam Hussein’s tyrannical regime have significantly diminished rather than enhanced the prospects for Iraq to develop democracy, at least gradually over time.
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American occupation of Iraq was:

Incompetent

Poorly prepared and

Poorly supplied with resources. 

This catastrophe was followed by a fourteen-month occupation that was mismanaged from the start.

The president did no decide whether to turn power to an interim government or to have the US run the country (like the US did in Germany and Japan after WW2)

For a month after the fall of Baghdad the administration pursued both policies simultaneously. 

Paul Bremmer decided after three days in Iraq that he, not the Iraqis, would run the country. 

The result was a process of state-building that was characterized by:

Ineffective administration;

Shifting policy directions

The post-war period failed to solve the problem of order, 

You can’t build a democratic state unless you first have a state.
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The Surge: announced in January 2007

the deployment of the five new brigades (A brigade typically consists of 3,000 to 5,000 troops.) 

Principal POLITICAL objective: national reconciliation, as measured by the Iraqi’s government’s ability to meet key political benchmarks:

a) the hydrocarbons framework legislation (the “oil law”): distribution of oil revenues, but also creating a framework that would allow foreign companies to get involved in Iraq). 

Iraq's Council of Ministers approved the national hydrocarbon law in late February 2007.
The law approved by the cabinet allows the central government to distribute oil revenues to the provinces or regions based on population, which could lessen the economic concerns of the Sunni Arabs, who fear being cut out of Iraq’s vast potential oil wealth by the dominant Shiites and Kurds. 

But Parliament has yet to approve the law.

De facto the government has shown equitable distribution of revenues so far (but need to be codified into law, Iraqi people realize that oil revenues are distributed equally). 

b) de-Baathification reform law: (the Justice and Accountability Law).
The Iraqi Parliament passed a bill on January 12, 2008 to allow some former officials from Saddam Hussein’s party to apply for government positions. 

The old de-Baathification law barred members of the top four of the party’s seven levels. 

The new measure would bar the top three, theoretically allowing as many as 30,000 people back in. 

(It was going to affect thousands of low-level Baath Party members, the bureaucrats, engineers, city workers, teachers, soldiers and police officers).
Those who would be barred from government jobs and not receive pensions would include former members of the Fedayeen paramilitary force and those found by a new de-Baathification committee to have committed serious crimes against the Iraqi people.

It was expected to be approved to become law by the presidential council. 

The law would be directly at odds with the American campaign to draft Sunni Arabs into so-called Awakening militias with the aim of integrating them into the police and military forces. 

The law was seriously flawed and did more to spur the Sunnis’ anxieties than to deal with their grievances.

c) the settlement of competing claims to the contested northern city of Kirkuk;

d) a law granting amnesty for those who have fought against the government (thousands of mostly Sunnis but also other currently in Iraqi jails.

e) provincial elections A bill mandating provincial elections by October, was passed in early February of 2008, by Parliament. 

Provincial elections law: 

Iraq's parliament overwhelmingly approved a provincial elections law Sept. 23, 2008, after months of deadlock (The vote had been due to be held as early as Oct. 1, then was pushed to the end of December; the latest deadline for it is Jan. 31, 2009).

The legislation had been bogged down in a complex dispute between Arabs and Kurds over power sharing in of Kirkuk, which Kurds seek to incorporate into their semiautonomous region.

The Kurds dominate politics and security forces in Kirkuk, leaving Turkmens and Arabs fearing they have lost any real influence in a city that they, like the Kurds, lay claim to.

Many Kurds remain just as adamant about seizing Kirkuk as their political leaders do. 

(The measure had been approved by the three-member presidential panel led by President Jalal Talabani, himself a Kurd who vetoed the last attempt by parliament to push through a measure despite a Kurdish walkout).

Agreement was reached after Shiite, Sunni, Kurdish and Turkomen lawmakers adopted a U.N. compromise to form a parliamentary committee to review disputes regarding Kirkuk separately so the elections could go ahead elsewhere.

The new law required the committee to make recommendations for separate legislation on Kirkuk by March 2009.

The American ambassador, Ryan C. Crocker, participated in lengthy talks among the blocs over the weekend.
Both American and United Nations officials had been pressing for passage of the law, which would have set rules for the elections like banning religious imagery from campaigning and setting quotas for women on the ballot.
Voters will choose provincial councils, which wield considerable power at the local level.

Many Sunnis and some Shiites boycotted the last provincial election, in January 2005, enabling Shiite religious parties and the Kurds to win a disproportionate share of power.

The Sunnis seem determined to participate in the government of Iraq, in ways they have not up to now. 

Most Sunni leaders have concluded that boycotting the 2005 elections was a mistake, which ended up ceding to the worst of the Shiite militias complete control of the central government and many provincial governments. 

Now, they are determined to participate: in the 2008 provincial elections in order to regain control over the governments of their provinces, and in the 2009 parliamentary elections in the hope of either taking part in a new government or at least preventing their rivals from depriving them of their fair share of Iraq's riches (now flowing from Baghdad to the provinces much more than before but still not enough). f) amending the constitution; The Sunnis did not actively participate in the constitution-drafting process, and acceded to entering the government only on the condition that the constitution be amended (forming of federalized regions). 

3. The Sunni Iraqi Accordance Front had walked away from Maliki cabinet.

The main Sunni Arab bloc withdrew from Maliki's government last August, complaining that Sunni Arabs were being marginalized and did not have enough say in security affairs.

But politicians from across Iraq's ethnic and sectarian divide -- apart from Sadr's political movement -- have rallied behind the prime minister's crackdown on militias.
4. Bush’s regular calls to Maliki urging him to mobilize his government are ineffective.

The challenge is no longer whether Iraq can become a democracy but whether it can become a viable state:

Not a democracy but pluralism: 

The US would like to see a pluralist government.

The US is open-minded about who should run the country, as long as it’s stable. 

Iranians are opposed to pluralism that might allow Sunnis, even if there is a very remote chance, to come to power.

There is tremendous amount of mistrust between the Shia and Sunni groups in Iraq.  

The larger issue of the Sunni-Shia distribution has not yet settled.

The Sunnis are not willing to settle for 15-20% power, resources, and the share of government. 

And the Shia are not willing to give them much more than that. 

It is however possible, that hey might accept a certain formula for power that would be somewhat disproportionate to their numbers (more than numbers would call for). 

It is unlikely that Sunnis will have the parity in terms of power, management capacity, and revenues (which is what at least some of their leaders hope for). 

Until we see the communities getting closer to what they are willing to give and take a pluralist government in Iraq is unlikely. And that’s why major political agreement has not been made.

(Which Shia group dominates and what will be their relationship with Iran will very much depend on what kind of arrangement will be made with the Sunnis).  

Some elements within the Shia community favor some kind of federalism with a weak state so that power is not vested in the center (Baghdad) but in each region of Iraq (so that each community becomes a master of its own domain). 

Some argue that the US must withdraw, or threaten to withdraw, its troops to force Iraqi leaders to put their differences aside and reach a grand compromise on reconciliation, because Iraqis would need to solve their own problems either without a U.S. military crutch or in order to preserve a U.S. presence as a reward for reconciliation. 

Any element of U.S. policy can be made conditional -- economic assistance, military aid, the U.S. position in negotiations over the legal status of U.S. forces -- by offering benefits only in exchange for Iraqi cooperation. Withdrawal is the biggest potential threat that Washington can issue, but it is also a blunt instrument with great potential to damage both parties' interests. In an environment of increasing stability, the United States can now hope to succeed with subtler methods.

Iraq may no longer be a failed state, but it is certainly a "fragile state," one that must become much stronger if it is to stand on its own and not fall back into chaos and war. 

Next parliamentary elections are likely in early 2010. 

PROBLEMS: 

The president's hopes for the top-down political efforts that were supposed to accompany the surge quickly faded. 

That is what prompted the president to change the strategy.

A new bottom-up strategy. 

The problem is that this strategy to reduce violence is not linked to any plan for building a viable Iraqi state. (The Price of the Surge Steven Simon From Foreign Affairs, May/June 2008).

So these short-term gains have come at the expense of the long-term goal of a stable, unitary Iraq.

This new bottom up strategy has undermined a cohesion of the Iraqi state in three ways (in opposition to the central government)

The empowerment of tribes;

The growth of warlordism;

Worsening sectariansim. 

1. The empoweremnet of tribes: 

The Sunni sheiks, are getting rich from the surge. 

The US has budgeted $150 million to pay Sunni tribal groups this year, and the sheiks take as much as 20 percent of every payment to a former insurgent -- which means that commanding 200 fighters can be worth well over a hundred thousand dollars a year for a tribal chief. 

The administration hopes that the Iraqi government will eventually integrate most former insurgents into the Iraqi state security services.

But there are reasons to worry that the Sunni chiefs will not willingly give up what has become an extremely lucrative arrangement.

Where tribes and tribalism have remained powerful, the state has remained weak.

(The Ottomans and the British in) Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Jordan: the thrust of the policy was always clear: to subordinate the tribes to the state.

Now, U.S. strategy is violating this principle by fostering the retribalization of Iraq.

In other countries in the region, such as Yemen, the result of allowing tribes to contest state authority is clear: a dysfunctional country, prone to violence.

Somalia too.

Pakistan provides a good example of this dysfunctionality: its failure to absorb its Pashtun population has threatened the viability of the Pakistani state. 

The continued nurturing of tribalism in Iraq, in a way that sustains tribes in opposition to the central government 

will bring about an Iraqi state that suffers from the same instability and violence as Yemen and Pakistan.

2. The growth of warlordism is another consequence of the surge. 

By empowering the tribes and other networks without regulating their relationship to the state, the United States has enabled them to compete with one another for local control and what is mostly criminal revenue.

3. The United States' bottom-up strategy is also worsening sectarianism. 
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This new bottom up strategy has undermined a cohesion of the Iraqi state in three ways (in opposition to the central government) creating rival centers of power:

For many Sunnis, reconciliation means restoration -- not inclusion in power-sharing arrangements but regaining control of the state. 

Instead of discouraging this mindset, the evolution of the surge into a bottom-up operation has validated it, fostering the impression that Washington has at last recognized that its strategic interests lie with the Sunnis. 

As the Sunnis see it, the current U.S. strategy is a policy of organizing, arming, and training them to challenge Shiite supremacy.

The Shiites and the Kurds naturally have quite different notions of what reconciliation means. 

The Shiites have tended to emphasize the need for justice before reconciliation, which, as they see it, requires that they be compensated for their suffering under previous regimes (not only Saddam's). 

This, in their mind, necessitates the subordination of Iraq's Sunni population to the Shiite community. 

Some Shiite leaders have defied such thinking -- Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani most prominently -- but Sadr has made clear that he will use violence to secure Shiite hegemony,

For the Kurds, reconciliation means respect for their claims to autonomy as well as for their potential territorial gains. 

It is therefore necessary to complement this strategy with an effective multilateral process of top-down political reconciliation among the major Iraqi factions. (And that, in turn, means stating firmly and clearly that most U.S. forces will be withdrawn from Iraq within two or three years).

There are Sunni groups that are still interested in restoring Sunni hegemony that defined the governing process of Iraq for a long time.

But most Sunnis have started to recognize that the United States has no intention of restoring their supremacy.

They realized that civilian jobs and vocational training is all that they can hope for (for the 80 percent of the former insurgents) 

This is a unilateral bottom-up surge strategy.

There is much that can be done to revitalize a top-down approach to reconciliation if it is under UN auspices and led by a credible special envoy. 

First, the international community should be energized to help Iraq move forward on provincial elections, which would test the popularity of the new Sunni leaders who have emerged during the surge and lash them up to Baghdad. 

This would have the added benefit of isolating the radical federalists from the majority of Shiites, who would prefer to live in a united Iraq. 

A UN envoy would have a better chance of brokering a deal on the distribution of provincial and federal powers, the issue that led to the veto of the provincial election law, than would Washington. In a multilateral setting that is not conspicuously stage-managed by the United States, regional states, including Iran and Saudi Arabia, could play a pivotal role in this process. 

Although Tehran's cooperation is inevitably hostage to its broader relations with Washington, UN sponsorship of this effort might provide the leaders of Iran with the cover they need to act in their own interest. The Saudis, for their part, would like to see the UN involved and are prepared to use their influence and money to impel the parties in Iraq toward reconciliation.

Second, an institutionalized multilateral group of concerned states should mobilize the broader international community to assist with the care, feeding, and permanent housing of the millions of refugees and internally displaced Iraqis who have not been able to get to the United States or Europe. This is essential, since refugee camps and squatter settlements are incubators of radicalism and radiate violence. The longer these populations remain unmoored and cut off from education, employment, and access to adequate social services and health care, the harder it will be to resettle them permanently, whether in Iraq or elsewhere.

Third, before a new and more intense phase of the civil war begins, there should be a multilateral process put in place to prod Saudi Arabia and other Persian Gulf states to finance investment projects that provide real employment in Iraq. 

Furthermore, Iraq's neighbors, including Iran, should be pressing the Iraqi government to bring far more Sunni Awakening volunteers into the regular Iraqi army and, crucially, into the provincial police forces funded by the central government. The latter step would reinforce the positive effects of the provincial elections and the emergence of politically legitimate local leaders. The current commitment to enlist 20 percent of the Awakening's members is far too small to have an impact.

Finally, the tribes feeding off the surge must be weaned from U.S. assistance and linked firmly to Baghdad as their source of support. Intertwining the tribes with Baghdad in this way, as the Iraq specialist Charles Tripp has noted, would yield something very much like the imperial protectorates in the Middle East of the first half of the twentieth century. 

The "club of patrons" in the capital would dole out goods to tribes through favored conduits. At this juncture, the U.S. military is performing the role of the patrons -- creating an unhealthy dependency and driving a dangerous wedge between the tribes and the state. Through coordinated action by the UN sponsors of the multilateral process, the government in Baghdad, and U.S. commanders on the ground, payment responsibilities will have to be transferred from the U.S. military to Iraqi government representatives.
