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Iraqi Elections:  Oppressive or Liberating?
Iraq is simply a hotbed of political debate.  Many Americans believe we are really helping the Iraqis.  Others would say we just want oil, or that we are simply doing nothing to improve their situation.  I would say neither side is 100% correct.  This is true on nearly every political issue.  However, the world keeps on turning because a compromise can usually be reached.  It is the process of weighing pros and cons that helps the US make all its political decisions.  One of the biggest issues of concern is whether or not we are oppressing the Iraqi people.  Are we instilling our laws and agenda on them without their consent, and are we taking away their rights to make their own decisions as Iraqis?  Well, Iraqis are starting elections to make their own decisions, but are they being unfairly influenced by the Americans?  What exactly would be considered oppression?  It is my opinion that when a people are forced to accept something they do not approve of, they are being oppressed.  In different cases oppression can simply include harsh cruelty to all people under a certain authority.  A worst case would be a man like Saddam who had elections where you had to vote for Saddam or be killed. 
The White House has issued a statement saying that all the voting is for the Iraqi people.  They have just chosen a 275 member Transitional National Assembly with 25% of it being women.  This Assembly will act as did our forefathers in the Continental Congress when they drafted our Constitution.  Their Constitution will not be written by us, or even require our ratification.  Only the Iraqi people need vote for and sustain it.  We have provided 40 million dollars along with other countries’ support of cash, so that elections can be held legitimately and fairly.  We have also provided military support so that we can protect voters from terrorist attacks (Elections in Iraq).  These are the specifically stated goals that our President has stated.  Nowhere does it state that we have final say in what goes in their Constitution.  It is my opinion that we are in Iraq only to protect Iraqis.  Americans will continue to fight terrorists until we know the Iraqis can handle themselves in the fight against terrorism.  This whole process of protecting Iraqis and allowing them to make their own decisions doesn’t sound like oppression to me.  It sounds like we only wish to provide the means for good, well-meaning citizens to have the opportunity to build a government that will benefit their own people.  The facts state that in no way are we asking the Iraqi people to form a government that will obey America’s every command.
Many Iraqis are excited about the elections, but there are those who have their complaints as well.  The Shia Muslims want a government with high Islamic values.  Kurds want autonomy from the Iraqi government, as well as the oil-rich city of Kirkuk.  Many Sunnis boycotted the election, however now they realize that they want and need representation in the government.  The Sunnis are having a hard time doing this, because they can’t seem to unite under a standard of some sort (Hardy).  These divides are real and the elections may have strengthened opposition between these groups.  However, the fact remains that a central government of some kind must be organized somehow.  Iraqis will have to see past one another’s differences and unite against terrorism and inter-clan bigotry.  We dealt with many of the same issues in black’s and women’s rights.  Our country was so divided on the issue of black rights that a Civil War started.  Still, our country has been through these things and is still standing.  The way of life we enjoy in our country did not come easy or without loss of life.  Iraq is experiencing many similar growing pains that early America suffered through.  However, with these facts about the cultural differences in Iraq, many believe that we may be oppressing Iraqis.  Some may feel that more fighting will come with the new government.  These people make a valid point.  Who is to say that Kurds, Sunnis, and Shia will not simply start killing each other for power once the new government has started?  If this happened Iraqis might be facing more oppression from the government than they did under Hussein himself.  However, what if this new government does work?  If it does, Iraq would have a peace that it has not felt for decades.  No government is perfect, but is not the hope for a less oppressive more peaceful government worth that chance?  I believe the quickest, safest, and most peaceful way to overcome oppression is through legitimate Iraqi elections.

On the Iraqi Election Day the world was amazed to see so many Iraqis come to the polls (Amanpour).  Considering that terrorists attacked and killed 28 and wounded 71 others, I would say that I am surprised people came out to vote at all (Amanpour).  Each voter also had to dip their finger in ink to prevent people from voting twice.  This presents danger for the voter because the terrorists simply can look at your finger and know that you participated in the elections.  In our country we do not even get shot at, and our voter turnout is less than 30%.  This fact alone shows me that these people want peace and freedom from oppression, and they know that electing representatives is the first step in finding this.  Arab journalist Jihad Khazen said, “We could love or hate America, but at the end of the day, elections were conducted freely, without any pressures, and in spite of all the terrorism,” (Boustany).  Khazen himself was quoting a friend who actually voted in Iraq.  Despite what the world thinks, the fact is that people voted freely, under no oppression.  One 90 year old woman was even taken on a wheelbarrow to go and vote in the town of Sulaimaniya (Amanpour).  Many Americans, and some of our allies, have given their lives so that these elections could happen in a relatively safe environment.  All of the sacrifices the Iraqis have made to vote shows that many Iraqis are confident that the new government will put an end to oppressive regimes.  Why else would Iraqis vote if they were not doing it for less oppressive government and a brighter tomorrow?  Democratic elections are an American idea for Iraqis to find a way to stand up and be free.  The actions of Iraq’s people are enough to show that most Iraqis look at voting as a means to end their current oppression from all acts of terrorism.
Some Arabs believe that America is doing Iraq a disservice through the process of the elections.  Salama Ahmad Salama, an Egyptian journalist claimed, “The Iraqis became like someone looking for a black cat in a dark room,” (Boustany).  This was said meaning that the Iraqis didn’t know their candidates and couldn’t make an informed decision.  This is not a total lie; the names of about 7000 candidates were released in late January just before the actual Election Day.  However, this was done to protect the candidates from terrorist attacks, thus preserving the political process as best as possible (Amanpour).  The biggest fear of elections is that inter-clan rivalry could deepen between the Sunni and Shiites bringing on disagreement, and possibly violence (Boustany).  The Sunnis have traditionally been the ruling elite in Iraq, and they now find themselves striving for representation in the government.  So far there are only five Sunnis represented in the Transitional National Assembly (Hardy).  These fears and concerns are real, and I do not desire to dismiss them in any way.  However, we must ask ourselves if there is a better solution besides elections that would bring peace?  Yes, factions will bicker and possibly get violent, but the Sunnis, Kurds, and Shia would almost definitely fight if no government was being formed.  The Assembly has formed a fragile bond between all the factions and it is up to them if they will strengthen relationships or not.  At least a democratic forum has been set up where people can express their grievances in words, instead of with AK-47’s.  So far negotiations have been civil, and we can only hope that Iraq’s new bond of democracy will only grow stronger.  The biggest question that both America and Iraq need to answer is whether or not leaving Iraq to its own devices will decrease or increase oppression.  America could pull its troops out and let Iraq just figure out its own government.  However, there is a big war going on in Iraq and the terrorists stand a very good chance of winning without American support.  If terrorists took over, it is almost certain that another oppressive regime would take hold not unlike the Taliban or Saddam Hussein.  U.S. presence and democratic elections provide the solution with the biggest chance for peace, and freedom from oppression.
The Iraqi people have seen great wars and bloodshed.  They have been truly oppressed under the former rule of Saddam Hussein.  Hussein ruled with an iron fist, and destroyed the people and families of all who resisted him.  I think that is true oppression.  He forced good people to conform to his will or be tortured to death.  He allowed no voting or even the illusion of free choice to enter into the minds of the country he alone controlled.  To say that America is oppressive and that Saddam’s dictatorship is now America’s dictatorship, is both a false and ignorant statement.  There is no perfect way to start a new government.  Two people will hardly ever agree on every issue.  However, a compromise can be found in democracy.  It provides a place where deliberation can occur and the voice of the people can be heard through elected representatives.  Iraq has many tough issues to deal with, but so does every other democracy in the world.  America and its brave allies have joined together to stand up for every Iraqi’s right to be free from persecution and death.  I would say to all who are against the Iraqi elections, what cause is nobler than helping people who simply cannot help themselves.  Most Iraqis have had many of their decisions made for them by evil men.  Oppression includes stripping away the basic human right to choose what sort of life one wishes to live.  As Iraqis vote and write their own constitution they are slowly removing the chains of tyranny and oppression which have been slung around their necks for so many years.
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