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At a time when many Americans are increasingly doubtful of the wisdom of invading Iraq nearly a year ago, Pulitzer Prize-winning Newsday journalist Matthew Mcallester offers a refreshing insight into that country’s post-Saddam destiny. Having experienced the ordeal of the infamous Abu Ghraib prison during Operation Iraqi Freedom, with extensive personal contact with the Iraqi people, Mcallester is uniquely well positioned to comment on developments since Hussein’s fall. 

Speaking to an audience gathered for the release of his Blinded by the Sunlight at the National Press Club, Mr. Mcallester expressed optimism about Iraq’s future, stating his support for the war as a humanitarian venture – as opposed to a campaign to keep the world safe from weapons of mass destruction that have not been found. A stable, prosperous and even democratic Iraq may well emerge in the years ahead, he claims, despite the enormous troubles the country faces presently and doubts within the world community. With the shackles of totalitarian rule removed, Iraq has a golden opportunity – an opportunity blurred to distant western eyes by the continued violence and bloodshed. 

Mcallester does not discount the major challenges in Iraq’s reconstruction. Among other things, he admits that security remains precarious, that ethnic and religious tensions are a threat to national unity. Yet beyond the headlines of deadly suicide attacks and rampant crime there lies another postwar Iraq – that of reopening schools with content students, of slowly but steadily improving infrastructure, of a thriving civic culture in what very recently was a republic of fear. Mcallester has encountered far too many ordinary Iraqis who truly wish to assume the risk and responsibility of rebuilding their nation to think theirs is a losing battle. In response to concerns that Iraq simply has no notion of how democracy works, he emphasizes that this is a patronizing western view – indeed, all democratic nations must undergo a learning process. 

While Iraq has its share of traditions at odds with the western notion of liberal democracy, Mcallester is cautiously confident that a benign political and legal system will emerge. Tribal law and customs need not clash with new national realities, but may adapt to them. Islam may indeed provide guidance for a new government and constitution, but Iraq is unlikely to adopt a theocracy like neighboring Iran’s. Democracy with Iraqi characteristics is what Mcallester envisions, not a copy of western systems. 

As the June 30 deadline for transfer of power from the coalition to Iraqis approaches, major issues pertaining to post-occupation governance remain unresolved. Tension exists over how Iraq’s sovereign leaders will be chosen, how the new constitution will be written and ratified. The Iraqi experiment may yet fail, but Mcallester and likeminded Iraq-watchers make a compelling argument for all nations grappling with the combined promise and peril of democratization: Freedom in itself may mean little, but without freedom a society simply cannot achieve its potential. Regardless of success or failure, nations need the liberty to try. 

