Real People Vote: The Iraqi Elections
Allan Louden, Wake Forest University

[image: image1.jpg]



Traveling to the Middle East is for many an exotic adventure, boarding on the alien. When I told friends and family of my planned jaunt to Jordan the week before Christmas it was generally greeted with alarm. My own mother simply said, “don’t go!” I responded with a brave front but quietly shared the unstated concern for my declining “sanity.” Why would anyone, of their own accord, travel to a strife torn region. My imagination conjured up dark passageways, sinister figures, and kidnappings. 

I knew better, of course, having traveled widely in “gloomy” regions of Eastern Europe only to commonly discover an energy and hospitality. My experience said that “people are people,” good hearted and generous. My gut was less convinced. 

The mystery we associate with the Middle East is surely a product of too many movies; the demands of 24/7 headline news, and even perhaps of a “cultural divide” endlessly mined for political purpose. The reality was much more authentic; a landscape populated with welcoming voices and a day-to-day cadence measured on a human scale.
Jordan was distinctive but accessible. There was the allure of being woken by the call to prayer at 5 am, feasting on sumptuous food, and careening via car through narrow streets as nighttime tourists. Yet, as with my other travels, I was continually confronted more by what was similar than what was singular. The commonalities of human expression overwhelmed the baggage of stereotypes I packed for the trip. 
I have no illusions of presenting myself as an expert. My time in Jordan was too abbreviated to have a bona fide sense of the culture. Our workshop was filtered through Arabic to English interpreters, whose expertise, while amazing, certainly lost something in translation. I simply present some impressions. 
The Workshop

The bus rolled into the hotel parking lot at 4 in the morning. A ten hour trip had been elongated by hours at the Iraq/Jordan border. The lack of sleep, however, did little to dampen the gusto of seventeen young people, ranging in age from High School to thirty years.
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When the students and trainers convened later that day uncertainty pervaded the room. What did the participants expect, and what could we possibly teach them that would have currency for their lives back home? My guess is their reservations were equally pronounced. The topic, ostensibly, was the Iraqi elections, then scheduled in six weeks time. Although a general framework for the elections was public, slates, candidates, and procedures remained vague. 
But here we were, assembled in an oversized ball room, pamphlets and flipcharts at the ready. We began a three day conversation with the Iraqi students leading the way. 
It was soon obvious that the participants were conversant with the elements of democracy. The building block of the “Bill of Rights”--free speech, free press, assembly--easily tripped off the tongue. Equally adept was their ability to outline components of elections, including access, secrecy, and answerability. “Elections must be open, simple, and fair,” they advised.
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We were impressed with the participants knowledge, yet we knew that they had no experience with elections (or democracy), lacking a historical mythology that inform the intricacies that sustain the electoral process. What would be their conceptions of elections and the Iraq election in particular?
In the US we are accustomed to thinking of elections in terms of division and divisive rhetoric, evoking a flawed opposition. We tend to speak and think in terms of discrete clusters of voters--soccer moms and angry white men--who are, for all intent and purpose, irreconcilable. Elections become a “seek and destroy” mission in which identifiable collections are gathered and scattered. The time for talk of unity and bringing people together, also an important part of the electoral ritual, chiefly takes place after the election. There is a battle to the death followed by an equally powerful, albeit delayed, tolerance  

Unlike the bifurcated stages of “heat and healing” that we take for granted the election for the students seem less a “game” and more a symbol of national survival. There was reluctance to argumentatively engage others, yet once engaged discussions could become heated and occasionally dismissive.

Their Election
At one stage of the proceedings we asked the groups to identify electoral subgroups for which they would design specific messages. Surprisingly, characterization of divisions in the electorate was not easy to solicit. The refrains of “UNITY” overwhelmed the most obvious social divisions, at least the partitions we learned via the skeletal press narratives.  

We were naturally curious as the demographics of the group. Perhaps my most frequent question upon returning stateside concerned the makeup of the group; were they Shiites, Sunnis, Kurds, Muslim and/or Christians. We had the same interest and directly asked a number of the delegation. Surprisingly they did not know. Some knew each other in Iraq but most did not. It appeared they had not asked each other if they were Sunni or Shiite. Listening to press accounts one has the decided impression that such distinctions lay at the core of Iraqi elections and future. Surely there is a political reality in religious distinctions, but for these participants identifying religious division was more akin to our inability to recognize--on-sight--those who comprise “red” and “blue” state residents. As in our political culture the hardened categories of the press and politicians tend to be muted in day-to-day living.
We were somewhat unexpectly persuaded that the elections must go forward. The need for elections never seemed to be in question. We asked about partial elections (exclude the violence torn Sunni provinces) or postponement (wait until safety can be assured) but never found takers for those conversations. The young Iraqis were steadfast, the elections would happen. Of course the students were realists, the difficulties were wholly real for them, even personal, but alternatives were not part of the equation. Perhaps the alternatives were too difficult to consider. 
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The language used to depict those who would oppose the elections in Iraq was a curious mix, partitioning resisters into a dismissible fringe. Those opposed to the election were most obviously “terrorists” and more pointedly “opportunists,” and “foreigners,” (sometimes Baathists). There did not seem to be a “loyal opposition” in the sense we would think of it.
Our training was structured around mock press conferences, speeches and political debates. The participants produced elaborate appeals, platforms, and party symbols. The future was thinkable, complete with elaborate designs for a classless, economically prosperous, socially responsible political order. Never far from the surface was a nationalist yearning and the need for conditions that allowed the “occupiers” to return to America. 

The themes of future, safety, and prosperity were often portrayed in ways familiar to the Western ear, yet when pressed to develop messages that would persuade, a common trope was to offer quotations from Mohammad and the Koran. Religious authority seemed to be a rhetorical trump card. If one finds this particular to Iraq they only need to listen to the religiosity that permeates George Bush’s speeches. 

Not surprisingly, an overriding refrain was to the need to be SAFE. Daily the headlines touched the participant’s lives. While we talked on the second day of the workshop, a border away, more than 60 people were killed as a car bomber drove into Najaf’s central square crowded with residents watching a funeral procession. Najaf was the home of the delegation’s chaperone.  

What these students had at risk were beyond our imagination. They gathered from around the country, drove longer distances to avoid dangerous highways, spent hours at the border never fully telling their purpose for fear of “who might be watching” among the government border troops. One participant had, at personal risk, published op-ed pieces urging Iraqis to vote. A young girl, a high school student, was particularly articulate and invested. Her sunny enthusiasm stood out even among this animated group. We later learned that her mother, a leader in the Iraq women’s issues, was assassinated just two weeks before we met with the students. 

Concluding Thoughts
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That culture pervades one’s very being cannot be ignored, but focusing on distinctiveness invites masking more vital “ordinariness.” Often I forgot these were Iraqi young people. Their mannerisms, optimism, and communication were much more a reflection of their chronological age than any cultural overlay. Other than a refreshing politeness, the interface among the group could have been anywhere in the world; similarities, not differences, shown through.

I am under no illusion that this small slice of time had an impact on the future of Iraqi elections. The historical vectors are much deeper and long term than one education opportunity. The real education was from the Iraqi students to us. Their message, loud and clear, was one of hope and measured optimism. We found a normalcy, grounded in realities of real people, that sometimes gets lost in mediated impressions.  
Background: The workshop took place December 18-21 in Jordan’s capital city, Amman. Jordan lies at the heart of the Middle East, a short excursion from the West Bank, Jerusalem, and Damascus. The conference was sponsored by the International Debate Education Association (IDEA) headquartered in New York. Seventeen Iraqi participants discussed how to advocate for and during the elections held on January 30th. Three trainers conducted the workshop. I was invited to participate because of know-how with US elections.

