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EXCEPTIONAL OR EXEMPLARY?:  

THE IRAQI TRANSITION IN THE CONTEXT OF THE ARAB SPRING

Erin Daly1

Because Iraq was the first arab nation to experience political transition and to attempt

reconciliation and reconstruction in recent years, the countries of the Middle East and North Africa

are likely to look to it as a model. Even though the transition in Iraq emerged from foreign invasion

and has been conducted largely under foreign occupation, and is thus unique in the Arab world of

today, the Iraqi experience may offer lessons about how the principles of transitional justice might

be manifested in other countries.

The Iraqi transition used many of the traditional tools of transitional justice, including

backward-looking processes (such as trials and lustration) and forward-looking tools that aimed to

rebuild and unify (such as rule of law initiatives and a commitment to electoral politics). The

conclusions developed at this juncture suggest that while backward-looking processes may be

symbolically valuable to mark a break with the past and the birth of the new dispensation, forward-

looking initiatives are more likely to perform the transformative work that is necessary in times of

transition to entrench the values of democracy and dignity that are often the very reasons for the

revolution or rebellion. This paper analyses the implications of the Iraqi transition for the countries

of the MENA region currently undergoing or attempting to undergo political transition. The first part
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of the paper considers broad questions about the meaning, role, and purposes of reconciliation in

transitional societies, while the second part evaluates the reconciliation efforts that have been

undertaken in Iraq since the change of regime in March 2003. In the third and final part, I offer some

suggestions for lessons that countries of the "Arab spring" might take from the Iraqi experience.

RECONCILIATION IN DIVIDED SOCIETIES

When people first address the question of national reconciliation, they often ask: "What tools

of reconciliation should we use in this country?" as if reconciliation were a toolbox that requires a

choice between a hammer and a wrench, between a truth commission and a trial, or perhaps the use

of both. But the question is far better posed in teleological terms: what does this political transition

seek to accomplish? What is the goal for which the revolution was waged? It is only in considering

the goals of the transition that we can determine which tools of reconciliation will be most effective.

The goals of reconciliation need to be clearly defined because reconciliation is not a goal in

itself, in large part because, without more, reconciliation means too many different things to different

people. It can refer to unity (which, in Iraq, is a particularly charged subject), peace, peaceful co-

existence, justice, moving on, looking back, and so on. The terms associated with reconciliation are

routinely used almost interchangeably and often without much thought to the implications of its

multiple characterizations. For many of the countries of the MENA region – and especially for Iraq,

which has in recent memory endured not only a repressive autocracy but also foreign invasion and

occupation and an ethnosectarian civil war – the primary goal is to establish a durable peace. A

durable peace means, at the very least, that violence as a tool of political change is rejected and that

political transitions occur according to the dictates of law, not raw power. As one analyst has written,
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"Peaceful reconciliation of differences is perhaps the most important step in achieving long-term

security and stability, and eliminating the risk of violent civil war."   All of the other goals that are2

associated with post-transition nation building and reconciliation are predicated on the establishment

of a durable peace: social and political stability, adherence to rule of law, economic growth, the

flourishing of civic life, inter-group interactions, opportunities for personal healing. These, in turn,

operate both as ends in and of themselves, and as means insofar as they function as checks on the

power of government at all levels. 

The question for reconciliation advocates then becomes: what are the necessary building

blocks of a durable peace? What should be the priorities to establish durable peace as soon as

possible? Two observations should be made at the outset about the goal of establishing a durable

peace.  First, the goal is entirely forward-looking; it seeks to establish a new dispensation in the

present and the future. Thus, the pillars of reconciliation must do more than look back to the traumas

of the past and draw a bright line, promising to never again return to those dark days. Second, and

relatedly, achieving a durable peace requires a transformation of the culture so that war and violence

are not likely to erupt, and so that the country can move from the upheavals, revolutions, and traumas

of the past to a place of stability, safety, and economic growth. Thus, the reconciliation tools that are

chosen to promote a durable peace must not only do the transitional work of moving the nation from

one dispensation to the next. They must also transform the society from one in which oppression and

violence could thrive into one in which they can not take root.

The process of transforming a society from one that has endured and perpetrated violence to

one in which violence is resisted and only peaceful means of resolving disputes are invoked is

complex,  multi-faceted, and multi-layered. Reconciliation efforts should first be directed at the
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national level, where the national government should work to build a sense of national identity,

foster respect for the rule of law by adopting a constitution and enacting laws that protect rights and

build the institutional structure for policing and the judicial fora to ensure compliance with those

laws. In the case of countries like Iraq, redistribution of political power to different regional and

ethnic stakeholders must also be considered.  

At the social or civic level, the primary emphasis should be on ensuring security, so that

people can move about– or stay home – as they would without the fear of subjecting themselves or

their  loved ones to terrorist attacks or opportunistic crime. Reconciliation efforts should also be

focused on capacity building: providing educational and economic opportunities to men and women,3

ensuring sufficient access to housing and other basic necessities including electricity and water to

allow for a reasonably comfortable quality of life. There should also develop opportunities for social

interactions that cut across ethnic and sectarian divides. In Iraq, this would mean that Sunni and Shia,

and Arabs and Kurds have opportunities to work and play with one another, which will help to erode

the rifts between them. In other MENA countries, the rifts that need attention will be defined

differently, but in all cases, reconciliation efforts should include increasing opportunities for inter-

group interactions. Particular attention should also be paid to the stresses that can result from the

return of internally displaced persons and refugees to their former communities, stresses that can be

felt on all sides, sometimes blatant and sometimes latent.

At an individual level, attention must be paid to the enormous psychological toll that years

of violence and deprivation can have on a population. In countries emerging from repressive regimes

or from civil war, most people – regardless of their sect or political affiliation – have been

traumatized by violence, loss, physical deprivation, rape, or torture, or watching a loved one endure
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such trials. People need psychological support to ensure that they can function well, parent lovingly,

and take advantage of whatever opportunities there are for self-fulfilment. This is particularly true

for women who are less likely to assert their needs but more likely to have suffered, and to continue

to suffer in both public and private ways.  In broad terms, social insecurity can galvanize

fundamentalism and radicalism, which limits women's rights and freedoms; it can also close down

public spaces, limiting opportunities for women. In Iraq for instance, the illiteracy rate for women

rose from 12% in 1992 to 24% in 2010.  Insecurity and under- and unemployment further limit4

opportunities for empowerment and agency, and imposes stresses on men that often manifest

themselves in domestic violence against women. In Iraq, again, it is estimated that fully 20% of the

female population suffers from domestic abuse.5

All of these can constitute forms of reconciliation because they can contribute to a durable

peace, often more effectively than the traditional tools of reconciliation and transitional justice –

namely, trials and truth commissions.  Neither of these is particularly well designed to contribute

meaningfully to the entrenchment of safety and durable peace in a war-torn society. These traditional

tools are focused almost exclusively on the wrongs of the past; thus, while they may help people deal

with the past and thereby offer, at best, a short-term individual or collective psychological boost, they

don't tend to contribute directly to developing stability and peace in the future.  Even more seriously,

far from contributing to peace, they may become flashpoints for violence: trials and truth

commissions tend to produce a national narrative and foster national healing most effectively only

when there is already a significant degree of consensus on issues of truth and justice in the society.6

Most transitional societies – including especially post-Hussein Iraq – do not have this luxury.
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IRAQ AS A MODEL

In many ways, of course, the Iraqi experience is exceptional. Unlike the transitions that

started during or were spawned by the "Arab spring" of 2011, the transition in Iraq was brought

about not by forces inside the society who protested the status quo and sought to change their form

of government from within, but by invasion of an uninvited foreign military power. The immediate

aftermath of the transition, too, is different in Iraq, as the foreign military authority occupied the

nation legally for more than one year (from the invasion in March 2003 to the restoration of

sovereignty at the end of June 2004) and directly influenced, if not determined, the course of events

for seven years after that until the United States military withdrew in December 2011.  With the

exception of the use of NATO forces for a brief time to help effectuate the transition in Libya in

2011, no country in the MENA region has been occupied by a foreign sovereign for any period of

time in the context of the Arab spring.  Moreover, Iraq's devolution into what is generally now called

a civil war in 2006-2007 also, one hopes, distinguishes Iraq from its peers. On the other hand, no

other nation will have the resources that the United States poured into nation-building efforts in Iraq. 

Iraq is unique, as well, for reasons independent of the nature of its transition. Its population

is unusually mixed: it is one of only four countries in which Shia Muslims are in the majority,  and7

one of only two countries with a very sizable population of non-Arab Kurds. Ethnosectarian divides

have become endemic in Iraq, resulting in varying amounts of violence and strife some of which

have, unfortunately, been exacerbated rather than alleviated by reconciliation efforts. Indeed, when

we think of reconciliation in Iraq, we tend to think in terms of the large population groups: first,

between Shia and Sunni, in large part because much of the violence that has recently plagued the

country has been sectarian, and second, between the Arab population and the non-Arab Kurdish
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population, mostly located in the north of the country. But there are many other domains in Iraqi life

which are begging for conciliatory attention (such as, for instance, class, gender, and generational

differences and divides between moderates and extremists). Because of the location of the population

centers, moreover, Iraq presents very difficult questions of governance and power-sharing. And

because of the distribution of oil reserves in the different regions of the country, questions of power-

sharing invariably devolve into questions of how to divide, or share, the significant revenues that oil

may produce.

While these particular historical contingencies and features distinguish Iraq from its

neighbors, it is also the case, of course, that every country is unique.  Tunisia has its own cultural

mix and historical experiences, as does Egypt, as does every other country. Iraq's uniqueness, then,

is not a reason to ignore its experience, but rather counsels studying it in perspective. 

Reconciliation in Iraq: Looking Back

Reconciliation efforts in Iraq have used a number of the conventional mechanisms of

transitional justice used throughout the world – trials, lustration, and documentation – and although

there has not been any significant effort to convoke a truth commission, several high level national

reconciliation conferences have been held since 2005.

The most significant trials, of course, were those of Saddam Hussein and his co-defendants

in the Iraq Special Tribunal (later called Iraqi Higher or Supreme Criminal Court).  The first trial8

began in October 2005 and the second in August 2006; the trials resulted in a sentence against

Saddam Hussein of death by hanging which, after an unsuccessful appeal, was carried out on

December 30, 2006. Though the procedures were roundly criticized (including by Amnesty

International and Human Rights Watch), the trials did manage to accomplish the goal most often
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associated with transitional justice, which is to draw a bright line between the past and the future and

to prevent the return (if not the martyrdom) of the leaders of the previous repressive regime. But the

trials exacted a significant cost as well. Eight people associated with the trials (2 defense lawyers,

1 judge and 5 other court officials) were killed during the course of the trials and others were

wounded. Moreover, the trials did nothing to enhance the legitimacy of either the occupying forces

or the Iraqi government. In general, those who were predisposed to support regime change tended

to support the trials and those who were critical of the foreign presence were no less critical of the

trials. Moreover, since the trials focused on two very specific incidents (about which the prosecutors

thought they had the most uncontrovertable evidence), they did nothing to disgorge the truth or

develop a national narrative about the Saddam Hussein years. 

The other significant effort at transitional justice during the early post-invasion period was

the lustration process instituted by the American-controlled Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA)

and known in Iraq as debaathification.  Within two months of the invasion, the CPA issued Order9

Number 1: De-ba`athification of Iraqi Society (16 May 2003),  which sought to remove from public10

employment certain categories of people who had been involved in the Baath party. Although it

allowed exceptions on a case-by-case basis within the absolute discretion of the CPA, it did not

contain procedures for assessing guilt or liability on an individualized basis, thereby violating a basic

principle of due process. The program was implemented broadly, resulting in the dismissal of an

estimated two million people from the civil service and an additional 350,000 from the military. This

led not only to vast unemployment among the most capable and educated segment of Iraqi society,

but also resulted in a noticeable lack of capacity and experience in the administrative and military

sectors, at a time when the provisional government's most immediate task was to build capacity. 
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In 2008, the Iraqi government established the Supreme National Commission of

Accountability and Justice, which supplanted the CPA's Supreme National Commission of

Debaathification.  Though the new commission adopts as its own the same backward-looking11

principal policy of its predecessor – namely, to "Prevent the ideological, administrative, political and

practical return of the Baath Party under any name into power or public life in Iraq" – and the the

"cleans[ing of] the public and mixed sectors, the civil society organizations and the Iraqi society

from the Baath Party system in any form whatsoever," – it does add several other policy goals that

are potentially more constructive: to help refer perpetrators to the criminal justice system, to help

victims secure compensation, and to locate illegally seized funds and return them to the state

treasury. The final purpose of the new policy is to "Serve the Iraqi memory through documenting the

crimes and illegal practices of the elements of the Baath Party and its Repressive Services, and

provide a database about those elements to be accessible to the public in order to fortify future

generations from falling into the clutches injustice, tyranny and oppression."   Although these12

additional goals have the potential to contribute to the transformation of Iraqi society by providing

support to the victims of repressive Baathist policies and by enhancing public knowledge about the

abuses of the past, even these goals are undercut by the laxity of the procedures used and the

ideological way in which the law has been implemented by the present regime. Procedurally, the law

does improve upon its predecessor in at least one significant way, by allowing a right to appeal to

a regular court, the Cassation Board of Accountability and Justice. However, it perpetuates some of

the problems that characterized the CPA's approach: according to Human Rights Watch, the new Act

"maintains the principle of punishment on the basis of alleged group affiliation, rather than
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individual wrongdoing or lack of qualifications" and it "fails to provide those dismissed the right to

see and challenge the evidence against them."  13

Shortly after the 2008 law came into effect, efforts were made to soften its impact by

developing a policy of conditional inclusion, which would have allowed former Ba'thist members

to return to "the public political sphere" if they "maintain cooperative relationship with the present

government under the national reconciliation framework."  This framework was developed in14

conjunction with one of several reconciliation conferences that have taken place in post-Hussein

Iraq, this one in Erbil, and attended by 750 individuals from 21 organizations.   However, the15

framework was abandoned in March 2010, in the run-up to the parliamentary elections, when the

Commission barred 511 candidates from electoral lists, including some incumbents.  According to16

Human Rights Watch, "The appeals court then reversed the disqualification of only 26 candidates;

another 145 were rejected; the rest did not appeal or their parties replaced them with other

candidates."  The elections produced a near-tie between Maliki's largely Shia State of Law party and17

Allawi's largely Sunni Iraqyia party, which resulted in months of negotiations before anyone could

form a government. Finally, Maliki was allowed to become prime minister, but only after agreeing

to a number of conditions, including the suspension of the Accountability and Justice Commission

and its replacement with a body that would have greater accountability and transparency; however,

the Maliki government has not abided by this condition and, on the contrary, has used the

commission in bold and divisive ways that lend credence to charges that it is simply a political tool

in the ruling party's arsenal.  In 2011, scores of teaching and staff employees were fired from the

University of Tikrit (long associated with Saddam Hussein) and other academic institutions,
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including in the Kurdish city of Mosul, resulting in threats by the regional governments to "cut off

the electricity and oil produced in the state."  18

The impact of these actions reflects the tensions of present-day Iraqi society. At the elite level

of national politics, deals are made and routinely broken; the present government of Nouri Al-Maliki

has not shown an inclination toward conciliation or cooperation with other groups. At the social

level, violence is still a far too common reaction to adversity, as was evidenced last year when Ali

al-Lami , the chair of the Justice and Accountability Commission, was assassinated.  But, one can

also see in this push-and-pull, the signs of incremental progress toward a commitment to the rule of

law. One third of the barred candidates used the judicial process to protest – although in most cases

to no avail. When people object to government policies, they now more than before use

constitutional rhetoric to support their claims.  These are signs of progress that should not be19

minimized.

Ultimately, neither of these conventional tools of transitional justice – criminal trials and

lustration – have been completely successful in Iraq in large part because the truth they represent

continues to be highly contested in present-day Iraqi society which is so deeply divided. The tools

of reconciliation, Dai Yamao has shown, have become political tools, as the dominant forces have

vacillated between the politics of inclusion and exclusion because neither has exclusive moral

authority, and both have some legitimacy, including some support among Iraqis.  It should not be20

surprising that many who were victimized in the past would seek to redress the balance by proffering

a narrative that vindicates their perspective, but neither should it surprise that Baathists and even

Sunnis more generally would not support efforts to "reckon with the past" that would impugn them
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and that they would be quick to assail processes that appear to violate constitutional or other norms

of justice. 

This is one of the best reasons why it would not be wise at this point to engage in the other

principal reconciliation-oriented institution of transitional justice, a truth or truth and reconciliation

commission. In a society in which there is no consensus on the national history or narrative about

the past or the meaning of the transition, a truth commission is unlikely to be able to produce one:

unlike in South Africa and in many Latin American countries, there is in Iraq no agreed upon truth

that a commission can expose and confirm.

On the other hand, the work of an organization like the Iraqi Memory Foundation should be

recognized as an effort to help develop awareness and understanding of Iraq's recent past by

collecting personal stories, data, and artefacts.  Founded in the 1990s, the Memory Foundation has21

"amassed some 11 million pages of Baath Party files and 1,000 hours of video relating to the

1968–2002 period."  While, by definition, this is a backward-looking project, its aim is unabashedly22

forward-looking: "In order to have a future and to lay the foundations of justice for the future," says

the MF website, "the people of Iraq must come to terms with the atrocities perpetrated in their name

during three decades of Ba’thist rule. ... Citizens of a new and free Iraq have whole new identities

to forge. And identity is memory."   In the words of the International Center for Transitional Justice,23

"Against the backdrop of the collapse of a unified national identity and the emergence of factional

narratives of polarization and collective victimhood, the MF aims to resituate the individual at the

center of the national consciousness by striving for a nonpartisan, objective approach. While Iraq is

submerged since the fall of the Saddam Hussein regime with sweeping grand narratives of group
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histories, the MF seeks to provide the tools for the reconstruction of individual histories as the

building blocks for national understanding of the nature of the past era."24

Institutions like the MF always face difficult questions that at first seem ministerial, but in

fact reflect deeply divisive policy choices: what time period will be covered – only the most recent

repressive regime, or the prior history?  To what uses will the material be put – will it be made25

available to the public generally, given to public prosecutors, or a lustration committee, or locked

away for use only by researchers? Will the center document the crimes of only one side, or all the

violence that took place? Will it produce an interpretive narrative or will it let the documents and

artefacts speak for themselves? How will stories from and about women be collected?  And who26

owns the information – the Center, the national government, regional governmental authorities, or

the people referred to in the records?27

Perhaps the most fundamental questions of all concern the overarching purposes for which

the information is collected in the first place: is the goal to foster individual healing, or political

accountability, or to form the basis of a new historical narrative that will help to foster a national

identity, or is it a combination of these? Indeed, this question applies to all tools of reconciliation.

The Iraqi experience with the trials and with the debaathification commissions demonstrates why

this is a perilous adventure: as noted, a narrative truth is most likely to resonate where there is

already consensus; otherwise, people tend to see in the proffered truth what they want to see:

otherwise, people tend to seek and believe only those truths that vindicate their perspectives. 

Reconciliation in Iraq: The long view forward

In the midst of the violence and the sectarian intransigence of parliamentary politics that have

become familiar in Iraq particularly since the withdrawal of American troops at the end of 2011, it
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is difficult to see the strides that have been made in the nation's evolution toward a rights-respecting

constitutional democracy. It is decidedly hard to see reconciliation in the Sunni boycott of

parliament, or in the bombings that kill scores of people on a regular basis.  And yet, it is worth

considering some of the institutions and processes that have been put in place that may nonetheless

serve to strengthen civil society and regularize governance; that is, the institutions of reconciliation

that have transformative potential.

At the outset, it is worth noting that polls consistently indicate that there is and remains

popular support for "One Unified Iraq based on National Reconciliation" as compared to

decentralized options or balkanization of Iraq.  The level of support across Sunni and Shia in Iraq

fell in the depth of the civil war, but still always remained above 50% and, overall, has hovered

around 70% or more and climbs steadily.  (Among the Kurdish population, the level of support for28

a centralized government has not surpassed 20%; there is broader support for a regional government,

or for separate states. )29

 Certainly, the most obvious manifestations of the incremental transformation toward

democracy are the frequent elections in which Iraqis have taken part, at all levels, in the last 5

years.  These elections are profoundly contested, often with hundreds of candidates representing30

dozens of parties, some of which are sectarian, but others cut across ethnic and sectarian lines and

permit people to identify on the basis of political ideology. Voter turn out in Iraqi parliamentary

elections is certainly respectable, at 79% in 2005 and 64% in 2010  (slightly higher than voter31

turnout in the United States which was 63% in 2004 and 2008).   Moreover, Iraqis have found that32

boycotting the elections – as the Sunnis did in 2007 – is not an effective form of protest and that it

is better to participate and to try to use the power one gains from the legitimacy of electoral politics
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to secure desired outcomes, than to opt out of the political process altogether. This is surely a sign

of the entrenching of democratic values into the fabric of Iraqi society.  The same is true of boycotts

at the elite level, as the Iraqyia party found out when it ended  its two-month boycott of parliament

in 2012, with few gains to show for it. The fact that Iraqis are invested in the political process in this

way indicates a desire to regulate society and resolve competing claims on power not by means of

violence but through democratic processes; that is, the desire to enjoy peaceful co-existence that

endures.

There are also structural features of the Iraqi government that may contribute to a durable

peace over time. The Iraqi constitution was drafted in 2005 and ratified by popular referendum in

October of that year. It is no more or less perfect than any other constitution, and like all other

constitutions, it sets out only a broad framework for governance, and leaves open many questions

to be resolved politically through negotiation and compromise in the years to come. In particular, it

leaves open questions concerning the status of the Kurdish provinces; indeed the required census and

referendum that were supposed to provide information necessary to resolve the status of those

provinces has not yet taken place, notwithstanding clear deadlines in the constitution and other laws. 

The Iraqi Partners Forum has argued that "Not addressing the status of these areas has been one

factor in sometimes difficult relations between the central government and the Kurdistan region

which, to date, has arguably held up legislation in Baghdad viewed as central to the process of

national reconciliation in Iraq. This has included the hydrocarbon package of laws, efforts to promote

a constitutional review, and the process of approving provincial and national election laws, among

others."  33
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And while it is true that neither the adoption of a constitution nor the holding of frequent

elections makes a democracy, it is also true that both of these can contribute to a durable peace,

particularly as the incidents of elections and constitutionalism begin to seep into the public's

consciousness and sense of national identity. As noted, increasingly, Iraqis expect government to

abide by the constitution and state their claims against the government in constitutional terms,

indicating the relevance of rule of law to the developing sense of Iraqi national identity. 

Several specific initiatives have been designed to move reconciliation forward, though it is

not clear how effective these have been. Amir al-Khuzaei, the National Reconciliation Minister,  has

held numerous meetings with militant and extremists groups to encourage them to lay down their

arms and join the political process and civil society on a non-violent basis. As he describes it, the

groups sign a pledge agreeing not to return to armed conflict and to "provide information about

militants who refuse reconciliation, who damage public property and who kill Iraqis."   In exchange,34

the Reconciliation Ministry "provides members of armed groups with rehabilitation and with job

opportunities, by integrating them into the Awakening forces. We also buy weapons from these

groups so that the government can control armaments."   Al-Khuzaei said, however, that he35

expected the reconciliation efforts to end by December 2011 because "After the US troops’

withdrawal, none of the armed groups will have any reason to exist in their current incarnations.

Armed groups will be asked to halt their activities or be considered outlaws and risk prosecution.

We are waiting to see how things develop."  Whether this optimistic assessment is true remains to36

be seen. 

In addition, several initiatives, including periodic reconciliation conferences have also been

tried. These tend to include high-level participants, produce documents and good feelings when they
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are successful, but rarely produce deep changes that resonate in the culture and that will transform

the society. The most recent such conference, in May 2009 in Erbil, produced a final communique

containing 40 "practical steps" that could be taken, most of which have been ignored.  Nonetheless,

there may be indirect benefits to these conferences,  particularly in the confidence-building measures

they make available and in consistent re-enforcement throughout the society of the expectation of

reconciliation. 

LESSONS FOR THE NATIONS OF THE ARAB SPRING

As violence erupts in Iraq on an almost daily basis, nine years after the deposition of Saddam

Hussein, it is perhaps audacious – if not downright incredible – to suggest that there is anything we

can learn from the Iraqi example. And yet, Iraq does offer some lessons – both positive and negative

– that might have relevance for nations currently undergoing transition.

First, Iraq serves as a reminder that the tools of reconciliation must serve transformative, not

merely transitional, ends.  In Iraq, the transition has been complete, but the transformation has not.

The purpose of a revolution is never merely to change the regime, but to transform society from one

that tolerated autocracy and repression to one that is defined by the will of the people as expressed

though the institutions of democracy and without resort to violence. If reconciliation efforts are

effective at all, they must contribute to that transformation. 

But if we consider why Iraq's transformation has stagnated, we might learn a second lesson:

Iraq's experience suggests that a democratic transformation can not be forced on a people who did

not seek it; it can only come from within.  Archbishop Desmond Tutu, who chaired the South

African Truth and Reconciliation Commission, has written that for reconciliation efforts to be "truly
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successful people have to believe in the capacity to transform."   It is not yet clear that the Iraqis37

have committed to this belief – in large part, one suspects, because the transition was exogenous. By

contrast, the nations of the Arab Spring may well benefit from the fact that their revolutions seem

essentially home grown. If the people are unified at least in their commitment to create a democratic

dispensation, in which all major decisions are made through democratic means and not by violence

or through the unbounded exercise of political power, then they are more likely to be able to exert

that pressure on their leaders  – as protesters in Tunisia were able to do, and as protesters in Egypt

are still trying to do. In Iraq, where there may still be deep skepticism about the form of the state, the

commitment to rule of law, and the benefits of national unity, the people have been unable to insist

that their leaders conform to democratic norms. Moreover, without consensus on the non-viability

of violence as a tool of political change, Iraqis have been unable to marginalize those terrorist

organizations who have destabilized civil society by sowing fear and anxiety in the population. 

Part of this is, as Archbishop Tutu suggests, an act of faith. One has to believe that playing

by the rules is worthwhile, and that democracy will ultimately (and preferably sooner rather than

later) be more effective than violence in creating the kind of society that everyone wants. 

But faith is nurtured by experience not mandated by fiat. And that experience must start

somewhere. So a third lesson is that the tools of transitional justice that symbolized (as in the case

of Saddam Hussein's trial and execution) or that represented (as in the case of the debaathification

policies) the break with the past were not as effective as forward-looking tools that help to instill

democratic values. In Iraq, the transformative experience started with a constituent assembly that

sought to set out the rules of engagement at the broadest levels in the constitution. It has been

supported over the last few years by regular provincial and parliamentary elections. These have
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certainly had their problems — and perhaps of most concern are the most recent elections of 2010

which were marred by the use of debaathification for political ends and by the failure of the current

government to comply with the conditions that put it in power. Yet, the fact that regular elections

have been carried out, that the defeated accept their defeat and the winners in some manner seek to

represent all of their constituents – is not an insignificant sign of social transformation.

Moreover, effective reconciliation can be seen in Iraq in some forms of power sharing at the

elite level, which is admirable, even if incomplete. The Sunni and Shia leaders were able to negotiate

to form a government: again, this process was not without its substantial flaws, in terms primarily

of the time it took to reach an agreement and in terms of Maliki's apparent failure to comply with the

terms, not to mention the spirit, of the deal. Again, though, it is worth recognizing that it was inter-

group negotiation to which all parties ultimately committed, and not violence, that produced the deal

that created the government.  38

Nonetheless, there are also ways in which Iraq offers negative lessons, or examples of what

to avoid. Despite clear mandates in the constitution, the political authorities have failed to decide

even the most fundamental questions about sovereignty and the location and significance of internal

boundaries, particularly as concerns the northern Kurdish areas. Likewise, and relatedly, questions

remain about the control and allocation of revenue from hydrocarbon resources. These resource

questions are, of course, critical, because they entail matters of sovereignty and political legitimacy

and the allocation of political authority; these unresolved matters also redound to the experience of

each individual and family and community in the nation. The extent to which the government can

ensure access to clean water and electricity, open and safe schools for boys and girls, and

opportunities for employment and self-fulfillment will be the ultimate determinants of whether the
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Iraqi transformation is successful. The extent to which people feel safe and optimistic about the

future will determine whether they put their trust in government and the forces of law, or in

extremists groups who speak the language of violence and terror. To date, the Iraqi government has

been unable to establish the conditions of life that foster trust and confidence and that enhance

human dignity. In the public sphere of civic life, the Iraqis have missed opportunities to create more

safe public spaces in which people from different backgrounds can interact. The threats to the

universities are an important locus for social integration and insufficient attention has been paid to

protecting educational and other public institutions so that they may serve these purposes.   Ensuring39

that there are enough safe physical spaces for social interaction can, over time, produce a less

sectarian politic that permits people to define themselves politically by their ideas and goals and

commitments, in order to produce a politic defined by greater inter-group coordination and less intra-

group adhesion and isolationism. 

In the end, the success of reconciliation efforts must be measured by their transformative

efficacy. The attention in Iraq to structures of democracy – primarily to parliamentary politics and

to constitutionalism – are important ways to foster reconciliation because the role of reconciliation

is to create the conditions in which democracy and a durable peace can flourish. Likewise,

reconciliation efforts in other MENA countries should be designed to transform societies into

democratic nations that seek to respect rule of law and human rights while remaining true to their

Islamic values.
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