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Fortunately, the election in Iraq went better than most 
expected.  Although there were some problems, the Iraqi 
people through their incredible courage and determina-
tion made a decisive step on the road to establishing a 
democratic government.  In this lesson we will explore the 
preliminary success of the elections in Iraq, discuss the 
road ahead in building a democratic nation, and examine 
the election in Iraq in the context of other movements 
toward democracy in the Middle East.

One hundred parties and more than 7,000 candidates 
competed for 275 seats in the Transitional National 
Assembly in Iraq.  This was the �rst multiparty parlia-
mentary election since 1953 with an estimated 14 million 
Iraqis eligible to vote.  The election was based on propor-
tional representation with each party receiving seats in the 
assembly based on the percentage of the vote each party 
acquired.  Political parties submitted a list of candidates, 
with one of every three names on each list being female.  
This was included to ensure that at least 25% of the new 
Assembly was female.  The guarantee of female represen-
tation was signi�cant in that many Muslims (those who 
believe in Islam) believe women shouldn�t be allowed to 
vote or to hold political of�ce.     

In the days ahead, the Assembly will choose a president 
and two deputy presidents that will in turn choose a 
prime minister that must be con�rmed by a majority in 
the Assembly.  The Assembly�s primary function will be to 
draft a constitution by August 15, 2005.  This constitution 
will then be submitted to the electorate as a referendum 
no later than October 15, 2005.  If the constitution is 
approved, new national elections and a new government 
based on stipulations of the constitution could be in place 
by January 1, 2006.

Security Concerns 

One month before the election, Secretary of State Colin 
Powell predicted that �the election is not going to end the 

insurgency.  Those who are determined to defeat the forces 
of democracy are not going to stop just because there is an 
election.�  Indeed he was correct in foreshadowing dif�cult 
times ahead.  The level of insurgency and voter intimida-
tion did in fact increase in the weeks leading up to the 
election.  On the Monday preceding Election Day, Interim 
Prime Minister Allawi�s political party headquarters was 
bombed killing 10 policemen.  The leading al Qaeda 
terrorist in Iraq,  Abu Musaf al-Zarqawi took credit for 
this attack.  Another insurgent group calling themselves 
Mohammed�s Army engaged in kidnapping and mur-
der to prevent Iraqis from voting on Election Day.  This 
particular group brands the legs of its murdered victims 
in an attempt to spread fear and intimidation.  In many 
neighborhoods terrorists placed lea�ets on doorways and 
cars, stating that they would cut off their heads and kill 
their children if they voted.  

On Election Day, 50 people were killed by terrorists� at-
tacks; however, due to the brave work of Iraqi security 
forces and Coalition forces led by the U.S. and England, 
many additional attacks were prevented.  Voter turnout 
was overall higher than expected, however, inconsistent 
with differences primarily re�ecting the various ethnic 
groups within Iraq.  

Hope for the Future

Naim Rahim Yacoubi was merely exercising his right 
to vote when he was victim to an insurgent attack near 
a polling station. The 37-year-old lay dead, his purple-
stained right index �nger evidence that he paid a high 
price for freedom.

Yacoubi�s neighbor, Hadi Aziz, was quoted by the New 
York Time News Service as saying:  "This is the courage of 
Iraqis and we will change the face of history. This is our 
message to the countries of the world, especially those that 
are still under a dictatorship and want to walk the same 
road as the Iraqis."
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On Jan. 30th the world held its breath as Iraq began its election.  Would, as many analysts 

expected, the election fail due to the months of violence waged by terrorists against election workers, terrorist 

assassinations of Iraqi government of�cials and threats against voters?  Or, would the people of Iraq defy the 

terrorists and vote in numbers suf�cient enough to begin the path to democracy?  As President Bush stated in his 

inaugural address, the election in Iraq would be important not only to the people of Iraq.  �The survival of liberty 

in our land increasingly depends on the success of liberty in other lands.  The best hope for peace in our world is 

the expansion of freedom in all the world.�     
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At one polling station in North West Baghdad, a suicide 
bomber detonated a bomb killing and injuring several 
voters and policemen.   After initially �eeing the violence, 
incredibly the people waiting in line came back and de-
manded that the polling station reopen so they could ex-
ercise their right to vote.  These voters knew that they were 
taking on personal risk, yet they showed great courage in 
overcoming their fear to participate in the elections.       

Iraqis voted in numbers that went 
above and beyond analysts� ex-
pectations.  Preliminary numbers 
suggest that 50 to 70% of eligible 
voters made it to the polls.  U.S. 
policy makers considered anything 
over 50% to be a success while 
international relations analysts 
cite the average voter turnout for 
elections held for the �rst time in 
developing nations to be around 70%.  These numbers 
provide hope and great opportunity for the immensely 
courageous and committed Iraqis that faced terror and 
death for the opportunity to make their voices heard.  

Special mention must be made for the brave men and 
women who took part in organizing the election.  The 
Independent Electoral Commission of Iraq (IECI) hired 
and trained more than 100,000 Iraqis to work the 6,000 
to 7,000 polling sites around Iraq.  The IECI and various 
NGOs   identi�ed and registered close to 14 million vot-
ers.  NGOs are also responsible for organizing expatriate 
polling sites for Iraqi nationals living abroad in 14 differ-
ent countries.  It is estimated that nearly 1 million Iraqi 
nationals could have voted using these sites.   

Preliminary statistics indicate heavy voter turnout among 
the Kurds in the north and Shiites in the south.  These 
groups will gain the most seats in the Assembly and Shiites 
undoubtedly gained a clear plurality if not a majority in 
the Assembly.  The big winners seem to be the party put 
together by the Shiite Grand Ayatollah Ali Sistani, the 
United Iraqi Alliance, with a lesser number of seats going 
to Interim Prime Minister Iyad Allawi�s party and the two 
major Kurdish parties. 

Ethnic Breakdowns 

The Sunni areas around Baghdad saw the lowest turnout.  
The Sunni Arabs of Iraq represent 20% of Iraq�s popula-
tion and, under Saddam Hussein, controlled the country.  
Much of the terrorist activity is coming from Sunni areas, 

where some former Saddam of�cials know their power is 
threatened and want to prevent democracy.  Other Sunnis 
don�t want a democracy in Iraq, fearing domination by 
the majority Shiite Arabs.  Although Sunni voter turnout 
was higher than expected, it was still very low and they will 
likely have little representation in the new assembly.   

The Shiites represent 60% of Iraq�s population and 
were long oppressed by Saddam�s regime through mass 

killings, arrest and torture. The 
religious leader of the Shiites, 
Ali Sistani, encouraged his 
people to participate in the 
elections as a means of gaining 
power and freeing them from 
oppression. Shiite participation 
was extremely high.  

The Kurds are primarily in north-
ern Iraq and make up 20% of the 

population.  The Kurds are a distinct ethnic group and 
desire a high degree of self-government, or autonomy, and 
voted in large numbers to assure their power in the new 
government.  Some analysts fear the Kurds may eventually 
attempt to break away and form their own nation.              
 
Part II: Trends Toward Democracy in 
the Middle East

Does the successful election in Iraq signal a new trend 
toward democracy and human rights in Iraq and the 
Middle East in general?  Over the past several months free 
elections have been held in the former dictatorships of Af-
ghanistan, the Palestinian territories and now Iraq.  Some 
critics of President Bush�s Middle East Initiative argue that 
democracy may be incompatible with traditional Islamic 
values.  Recent elections may prove these critics to be 
wrong, but there are many tests ahead 

Factionalism vs. Compromise 

In Afghanistan, the Palestinian territories, and Iraq there 
are many factions, which are �ercely competitive with 
each other.  Some divisions are based on religion, such 
as the hostility many Sunni Iraqis feel toward the Shiite 
Iraqis.  Some differences are based on policy, such as in the 
Palestinian Israeli con�ict where radical Palestinian groups 
advocate the use of terrorism as a tool in negotiating with 
Israel, while other Palestinian groups advocate ending the 
terrorism.  In many cases factionalism is simply a mat-
ter of different groups competing for power, such as the 
warlords of Afghanistan.  



VIRTUE IN ACTION

4

For a democracy to come into existence and to sur-
vive, different factions must learn to compromise with 
each other so that national policies can be formulated, 
and for the government to even function.  Competing 
factions must learn to compete with each other in per-
suading voters, instead of competing with violence and 
military power.  The ability to compromise and end the 
old ways of violence won�t be easy, yet the creation of 
a freely-elected government is a �rst and encouraging 
step. In the case of Iraq, the new Assembly can reach 
out to the Sunnis, under-represented in the election, by 
including them in the process of writing the Constitu-
tion and possibly giving them appointed positions in 
the new government.  

As emerging democracies work toward establish-
ing their new governments, the terrorists opposed to 
democracy will no doubt �ght back with continued 
violence against the men and women working within 
the government.  The terrorists hope to strike enough 
fear in the people of Iraq that quali�ed professionals 
will refuse to work for the government.  The terror-
ists will likely also continue targeting the leaders of the 
Shiites and Kurds, hoping to cause greater divisions 
between them and the Sunnis, and causing a civil war.  
Overcoming these obstacles will require perseverance 
and courage.      

If democracy can take hold in Iraq, Afghanistan and/or 
the Palestinian territories and the people of these nations 
see real bene�ts in economic opportunity and freedom, 

Vocabulary

Sunni � Branch of Islam followed by the majority of Muslims in the world with the exception of Iran and Iraq.  
Shiite � Branch of Islam followed by the majority of Muslims living in Iran and Iraq. 
Courage � The capacity to meet danger without giving way to fear.
Perseverance � Trying hard and continuously in spite of obstacles and dif�culties.
NGOs � Non-governmental organizations that work through the United Nations promoting everything from industrial 
development to human rights in countries throughout the world.
Plurality � When a political party fails to gain a clear majority (51%) of the vote but gains more votes than any other political 
party.
Dissidents � Individuals that criticize a current governement�s policies through political means.

Notes

it is hoped that the people of neighboring countries will 
pressure their governments for democratic reforms.  In 
his State of the Union address President Bush called on 
Saudi Arabia and Egypt to enact greater freedom for their 
people.  The President also highlighted that Iran and 
Syria are both sponsors of terrorism, and advocated that 
democratic reforms within nations would likely reduce 
their desire to support terrorism.

 The election in Iraq is a hopeful sign that the people of 
Iraq, and possibly throughout the Middle East, want and 
are willing to sacri�ce for democracy and freedom.  The 
courage of the Iraqi people in voting in the face of hor-
ri�c violence demonstrates that the desire for freedom 
is universal, and not something unique to the Western 
world.  However, the desire for freedom is not enough. 
The people of Iraq must now demonstrate that they 
have the willingness to compromise in establishing a na-
tional government, and to continue persevering through 
future obstacles.  n
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Teacher’s  Guide

Lesson Goals
	Help students understand the challenge 
and signi�cance of establishing a 
legitimate government through a 
democratic election in Iraq

	Discuss the signi�cance of many citizens 
casting a ballot and having a voice for 
the �rst time

	Develop awareness of the courage 
and sacri�ce of the Iraqi people, 
election workers and soldiers in voting, 
organizing and attempting to secure the 
elections   

	Explain the dif�culties that lay ahead in 
securing democratic institutions after 
the elections have taken place 

	Help students evaluate whether there is 
a broader movement toward respecting 
human rights and democracy in the 
Middle East   

	Explain how democracy and greater 
stability in the Middle East can lead to 
improved security in the United States

	Help students understand and see the 
relevance of the virtues of courage 
and perseverance in the building of 
democracy  

This lesson is composed of two parts 
containing student text, discussion 
questions, writing exercises and extended 
learning activities.  In the extended learning 
section, students are challenged to research 
and present �ndings on particular NGOs 
and explain how these organizations 
contribute to human rights, democracy 
and peace in the world.  Students are also 
challenged to research and present �ndings 
on events that either promote democracy 
and human rights in the Middle East or 
undermine these values.
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Voters of Iraq Earn the Blue Badge of Courage

Part I: The Iraq Elections 
Activity 1

Read Part I of the student text

Activity 2 
Discussion Question Options 
1.	 What did Bush mean when he stated �The survival of liberty in our land increasingly 

depends on the success of liberty in other lands�?  Do you agree with this statement, 
why or why not?

	 Encourage a discussion of whether the conditions in dictatorships foster more or 
less terrorism relative to conditions in democratic nations. Also, are dictatorships 
more hostile in their relations with other nations? 

2.	 President Bush has also stated that it is our responsibility as Americans to promote 
freedom and democracy throughout the world.  Do you agree that we have this 
responsibility?  In Iraq has it been, or will it be worth the cost in terms of American 
lives and economic resources dedicated?

	 Write on the board summary statements of the advantages and disadvantages of this 
policy, for America and for the world   

3.	 What will the function of the Transitional National Assembly be?  How will the 
government proceed now that the elections are over?  What problems are their still to 
overcome, problems you may predict?

4.	 Why is every third name on the political party lists female?  What values does this 
requirement re�ect? What problems may this create in securing political participation 
among the electorate?	  
Discussion Background – The idea of human rights may be introduced and the 
importance of half the population being politically represented 

5.	 What did insurgents have to gain in attempting to ruin Iraq�s election?  Who are these 
different insurgent groups and what may be their different motivations?

	 Discussion Background – internal and external insurgents can be highlighted 
including Baathists still loyal to Hussein, Sunnis afraid of a Shiite majority and 
international terror networks that hope to undermine U.S. prestige  

Part II: Larger Democratic Trends in the Middle East 
Activity 1

Read Part I of the student text

Activity 2 
Discussion Question Options  
1.	 What signs exist that may signal a larger trend toward democratic reforms in the Middle 

East? Do you think these concerns are legitimate, and if so how could they be addressed? 
2.	 What components are essential for a vibrant democracy?  Can they be achieved in the 

Middle East today?  What problems do particular places in the Middle East face?
	 Discussion Background – Ideas such as the free exchange of ideas, respect for human 

rights, rule of law, willingness to cooperate and guaranteed minority rights against the 
will of the majority can be introduced.

3.	 Do you think the Iraqi people will be able to establish a successful democracy, 
including agreeing on a Constitution, and having the courage and perseverance to 
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Resources 

Essays by Hume Horan, Daniel Kennelly, Simon Henderson 
and Karina Rollins. So What�s Happening in the REST of the 
Middle East? (American Enterprise Institute; Sept. 2004)

Carmichael, Lachlan. Saddam�s Fall Causes Biggest Mideast 
Stir in Half a Century (Agence France-Presse; May 8, 2003)

Lyn�eld, Ben. Competing Visions of Mideast Peace Face 
Abbas, Sharon (Christian Science Monitor; Jan. 18, 2005)

Roadmap to Solution of Israeli-Palestinian Con�ict (State 
Department; April 30, 2003)

Rhem, Kathleen T.  Afghanistan�s First Elected President Takes 
Oath in Triumph (Defense Department, American Forces 
Press Service; Dec. 7, 2004)

Denny, David Anthony.  Bush Sets NATO�s Sights on a Free, 
Democratic Middle East  (State Department; June 29, 2004)

Spread of Freedom Needed to Combat Terrorism, Cheney Says  
(State Department; Jan. 24, 2004)

Perry, Tony.  Polls Stand Empty in Sunni Stronghold  (Los 
Angeles Times; Jan. 31, 2005)

Rubin, Alissa.  Shiites Likely Victors, but Path is Unknown  
(Los Angeles Times; January 31, 2005)

Falk, Richard.  Human Rights  (Foreign Policy, Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace; March/April 2004)

State Department Recaps Details of Iraqi Election  (State 
Department, Jan. 5, 2005)

Shelby, David. U.S., Iraqi Of�cials Caution Against Iraqi 
Election Delay  (State Department; Dec. 2, 2003)

Sawyer, Jon.  Iraqi Election Won�t End Insurgency, Powell Says  
(St. Louis Post-Dispatch, Knight-Ridder Newspapers; Dec. 
21, 2004)

Murphy, Dan and Peterson, Scott.  Iraq Battens Down for Vote  
(Christian Science Monitor; Jan. 25, 2005)

Shelby, David.  Iraqis Prepare for First Open Elections in 50 
Years  (State Department; Dec. 29, 2004)

www.state.gov (of�cial website of the Department of State)

continue despite the threat of terrorism?    
4.	 How dif�cult will it be to bring Sunnis into the political process 

now that the election is over and many Sunnis refrained from 
voting?  Is their participation important to the building of a 
successful democracy?

Activity 3 
Journal Writing Options 
1. Write a letter to your  two  U. S. senators stating your views 

on whether we have a responsibility to promote freedom and 
democracy in other countries, and at what cost.  Ask each 
Senator his/her views on this issue, and then ask him/her to 
state a speci�c policy on how to promote democracy in one 
of the following countries: Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, North 
Korea, Cuba or Iran.www.senate.gov         

2.	 Write a letter to a U.S. soldier thanking him or her for their 
work and sacri�ce in helping to build democracy in Iraq. Visit 
www.defendamerica.mil and click on Support Our Troops.    

3.	 Write a letter to President Bush stating your support or 
criticism of our policies in Iraq, and offering suggestions for 
changes in our policies.   President@whitehouse.gov 

Extended Learning Projects 
1. Organize students into pairs, asking each team to identify and 

research an NGO that assists in organizing elections and/or 
building democratic institutions.  Each pair will prepare and 
deliver a presentation for the class.  Presentations should 
include posters and cover the following topics: focus of the 
NGO, accomplishments of the NGO, and descriptions of the 
daily work of their staff. 
www.ngo.org, www.cartercenter.org 
www.iwa.org, www.un.org/english/

2. Send students to Foreign Policy Association website (www.
fpa.org/newsletter_info2583/newsletter_info.htm). Organize 
students into groups of three and assign each student a 
perspective: optimist, pessimist, and realist.  Have each 
group try to persuade each other as to their perception of 
the election based on the articles on the web.  As a class, have 
groups discuss which perspective is more accurate.

3.	 Download an article and quiz from www.foreignpolicy.com/
story/�les/story2705.php and reproduce the questions stated 
without the answers (questions about U.S. policy and human 
rights).  As a class, read the article, take the quiz and then discuss 
the answers.   

4.	 Organize students into pairs and send them to the Human Rights 
Watch website (http://hrw.org/mideast/index.php).  Have each 
pair choose a country in the Middle East region and prepare a 
presentation on events and policies that promote democracy and 
human rights, and events or policies that undermine democracy 
and human rights.  Have students create a poster that illustrate 
the research they have uncovered.


