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Praying for Luck: The Real Meaning of Iraq’s Coming 
Elections 
Anthony H. Cordesman 
The coming elections in Iraq are the start of a political process, not the end. 
They will introduce representative government under conditions that have 
very serious limitations, and at a time when the Iraqi Interim Government 
has failed to take hold effectively in much of the country. They will be under 
continuing attack from insurgents and terrorists, and almost certainly 
exacerbate the growing tensions between Arab Sunni and Shi’ite, and other 
factions in Iraq at least in the short run. 
This scarcely means the elections will “fail.” The creation of a government 
that most Iraqis perceive as legitimate is critical to winning the 
counterinsurgency campaign and putting Iraq on the path to stability and 
growth. It has to begin somewhere, and failing to hold elections can only 
increase tensions even further, risk alienating Iraq’s Shi’ite majority, and 
cast further doubt on the legitimacy of the Iraqi Interim Government. 
At the same time, it is important that the US and Iraqis have no illusions 
about the difficulties involved, and the challenges that will follow even the 
most successful result. A recent State Department release by David Shelby, 
designed to promote the positive side of the elections, also provides a good 
picture of many of the problems involved. It shows that the coming elections 
may well offer a new degree of legitimacy to the Iraqi government, but will 
present major problems that will have to be dealt with throughout the course 
of 2005. 
Bewildering National Ballots 
 The January 30, 2005, elections will be Iraq's first direct multiparty 
parliamentary elections since 1953.  There were no legislative elections 
following the 1958 coup by Army General Abdul Karim Kassem until the 
Ba’ath Party created a tightly controlled National Assembly in 1980. 
At present, the ballots list 111 entities, with 75 parties, 9 coalitions, and 27 
individuals seeking seats in the Transitional National Assembly.  With all of 
the independent candidates and all of the participants on the party lists, there 
are some 7,471 candidates for the 275 seats. This can be interpreted either as 
a sign of political activism or as a bewildering mess designed to confuse 
voters who have not seen anything approaching a real election in 50 years.  
The voting choices will be simple in one sense and confusing in another. 
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Each voter can select one entry on the ballot, whether a party slate or 
independent candidate. Selecting an independent can, of course, mean 
wasting a vote if most voters go for party list, but so can voting for a small 
party. 
 The Independent Electoral Commission of Iraq (IECI) held a nationally 
televised lottery on December 20 to determine the order in which each of the 
party slates and independent candidates would be listed on the ballot.  Each 
ballot entry will include the party’s symbol, the party’s name, and a 
number.   
This system is supposed to help voters navigate the numerous entries on the 
ballot, but having more than 100 symbols is going to be a nightmare and 
favors those parties that can somehow make their symbol known. There is 
also the practical problem of how many voters will go deep into a list where 
there are no names. 
The end result may well favor the few parties that have long lists headed by 
well-known figures and with party names that have some historical 
familiarity. Logically, many voters will choose the Shi’ite United National 
Alliance favored by Sistani, the Kurdish Alliance, Prime Minister Allawi’s 
secular Iraqi National Accord, and President al-Yawar’s Iraqis’ Party List. 
This steamroller effect, however, could also favor the Shi’ite list put together 
with Sistani’s sponsorship over the Iraqi Interim Government parties, 
exclude many legitimate candidates, and fragment the Sunnis’ vote to the 
point few Sunnis see the election as legitimate.  
The voting system raises equally serious questions about how the Kurds, 
Turcomans, and other minorities will be represented, and how any local 
candidates can get recognition on so complex a ballot. This could feed 
charges of corruption and an unfair election in a country where conspiracy 
theories are rampant and some problems of this kind are inevitable. 
Uncertain Rules for Selecting Candidates  
 Individual candidates and parties wishing to have a space on the ballot were 
required to submit petitions with 500 signatures to the Independent Electoral 
Commission of Iraq (IECI) by December 15.  Some individuals chose to run 
independently.  All party slates were required to have a minimum of 12 
candidates and a maximum of 275 candidates. In addition, at least every 
third name on party lists had to be that of a woman.  The IECI adopted this 
provision in order to satisfy the goal set forth in the TAL that at least 25 
percent of the assembly should be female. 
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All candidates had to meet minimal qualifications. As Shelby notes, the TAL 
requires all candidates for the new Transitional National Assembly to be at 
least 30 years old and have at least a secondary school diploma.   
At the same time, the TAL qualifications excluded many potential 
candidates, including many potential Sunni leaders. Candidates could not be 
active members of the military and could not have been high-ranking Ba’ath 
Party officials.  The TAL also disqualified anyone from candidacy who has 
worked for state agencies of repression, such as the former regime’s secret 
service, gained personal wealth at the expense of the public finances, or been 
convicted of crimes of moral turpitude. 
Some of the candidate lists will be familiar to many or most Iraqis, and this 
could have the steamroller effect noted earlier.  Parties from across the 
country registered lists.  As has been mentioned earlier, some of the better 
known lists included the predominately Shi’ite United National Alliance, the 
Kurdish Alliance, Prime Minister Allawi’s secular Iraqi National Accord, 
and President al-Yawar’s Iraqis’ Party List.   
In many cases, however, voters will have no real idea of who is on the rest 
of the 100 entries on the ballot, what they stand for, or what many entries on 
the ballot mean. The requirement for woman candidates also complicates the 
problem of selecting proven or known candidates while enhancing human 
rights. Many of the women listed will be totally unknown to many or most 
voters. 
The key issue will be whether the winners are strong and united enough to 
lead and wise enough to be inclusive of all factions and regions. No matter 
what happens, the rules for selecting candidates and the electoral process are 
going to exclude many Arab Sunni leaders and present post-election 
problems. 
Creating Legitimate Elections and a Whole New Series of Targets 
Shelby’s analysis describes serious efforts to make the elections legitimate at 
the polls, but a process that also creates a wide area of new targets for 
insurgents and terrorists. The IECI is independent from all other Iraqi 
government bodies.  U.N. officials chose the eight commissioners on the 
IECI out of 1,800 applications they received from all over Iraq.  By design, 
the commissioners have no political affiliation. 
 The IECI has hired 6,000 Iraqis to assist in voter and candidate registration.  
The voter roll is based on the existing food distribution list, and citizens had 
a six-week period in which to correct any mistakes on the roll at any one of 
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the more than 500 registration sites located around the country. 
  The IECI is also hiring and training more than 100,000 Iraqis to work at the 
6,000 to 7,000 polling sites on January 30, 2005.  These individuals include 
both poll workers and election monitors.  Several nongovernmental 
organizations and political parties also are training their members to serve as 
election monitors 
The IECI has not yet announced where all of the polling sites will be 
located, but they plan to use easily-protected facilities that allow voters to 
line up indoors.  The Iraqi Ministry of the Interior is handling security 
arrangements.  All polling sites will be staffed and secured only by Iraqi 
nationals. 
Security will be a critical issue. The “ansar al-sunnah army”, “al-mujahidin 
army” and “Iraqi Islamic army” groups have all issued a joint statement 
attacking the legitimacy of the election, threatening people if they 
participate, and declaring all polling centers targets. It is important to 
understand just how hostile the insurgency may be, and here a MEMRI 
translation of the letter that Osama Bin Laden is reported to have sent to the 
world on December 27, 2004 provides a grim picture of their intent, 

…“the Jihad in Palestine and in Iraq is a personal duty incumbent upon the 
residents of the two countries [alone] - [but] if they are unable to carry it out, [this 
duty] is incumbent upon [the residents of the] adjacent [countries], and so on and 
so forth, until the circle includes all the Muslim countries...  “When there is 
blatant helplessness in Palestine and Iraq, Jihad [becomes] a personal duty 
incumbent upon those around them, such as the residents of Saudi Arabia, Syria, 
Jordan, Turkey, Iran, and Kuwait, and if [they are also] unable to carry it out, the 
duty is incumbent upon those around them... Refraining from personal Jihad is the 
most salient trait of the hypocrites.” 

Aiding America, the Allawi Government, or Abu Mazen’s Government Is 
Apostasy “Aiding America, or the Allawi government [in Iraq] which is apostate 
[Murtada], or the Karzai government [in Afghanistan], or the Mahmoud Abbas 
government [in the Palestinian Authority] which is apostate, or the other apostate 
governments in their war against the Muslims, is the greatest apostasy of all, and 
amounts to abandonment of the Muslim community. 

…The Iraqi who wages Jihad against the infidel Americans or against the apostate 
Allawi government is our brother and ally - whether he is Persian, Kurdish, or 
Turkmen. [In contrast], the Iraqi who joins this apostate government [i.e. the 
Allawi government] and fights the Jihad warriors and those resisting the [foreign] 
occupation is considered an apostate and an infidel, even if he belongs to the 
[ancient] Arab tribes of Rabi’ah or Mudar.” 
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 “Personnel of the [Iraqi] military, security apparatuses, and national guard ... 
their blood is permitted. They are apostates who should not be prayed over upon 
their deaths. They cannot inherit, and they must not be inherited from [after their 
deaths]. Their wives are divorced from them, and they must not be buried in 
Muslim cemeteries.” 

Participation in the Iraqi or Palestinian Elections Is Apostasy “Muslims must 
beware of these kinds of elections. They must unite around the Jihad warriors and 
those who resist the occupiers.” He continued, “Anyone who participates in these 
elections ... has committed apostasy against Allah.” 

Bin Laden went on to claim that that participation in the elections is apostasy 
because the Iraqi constitution is “a Jahiliyya constitution that is made by 
man” and because “the elections are ordered by America, under their 
airplanes, bombs, and tanks.” He stated that, 

 “The warrior commander [and] honored comrade Abu Mus’ab Al-Zarqawi and 
the groups who joined him are the best of the community that is fighting for the 
sake of the word of Allah. Their courageous operations against the Americans and 
against the apostate Allawi government have gladdened us... 

“We in the Al-Qa’ida organization very much welcome their union with us.  This 
is a tremendous step on the path to the unification of the efforts fighting for the 
establishment of a State of Truth and for the uprooting of the State of the Lie... 

“Know that the warrior comrade Abu Mus’ab Al-Zarqawi is the commander 
[Amir] of the Al-Qa’ida organization in the land of the Tigris and the Euphrates, 
and the comrades in the organization there must obey him.” Bin Laden stated in 
his speech that “the expenses of the Al-Qa’ida organization in Iraq reach 
€200,000 per week.” 

It will be almost impossible to protect all of the candidates and workers 
before the elections and the polls during them. Some workers and potential 
candidates have already been killed. The risk may also be greater for the 
lesser-known candidates that must now find ways to improvise their 
campaigns to get voter attention. There cannot be real debates among 100 
entries on the list or fair media coverage of lists this large, and parties and 
candidates must go both national and local to win. This means being active 
and gaining name recognition, or losing. But, being active means more 
danger for anyone who goes into hostile areas. 
Guessing at Legitimacy and the Arab Sunni Problem 
Seats in the assembly will be won on the basis of proportional 
representation.  Any candidate or party that receives 1/275th of the vote will 
have a seat.  A party that receives 20 percent of the votes would be assigned 
20 percent of the seats, allowing it to send the top 55 people on its list to the 
assembly. Since the vote is nationwide for all parties and independents, local 
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votes can easily be meaningless because they do not achieve critical mass in 
actually selecting candidates. Recent polls, however, raise real questions 
about how many Iraqis understand this.  
Many Iraqis seem to believe they are voting for a leader or President and not 
a party. In fact, the primary purpose of the assembly is to draft a new Iraqi 
Constitution. This makes proper representation of all factions critical to 
Iraq’s future political process, but the method of voting favors the majority, 
which can be critical in ensuring that any faction that is not represented does 
not see the election as legitimate.  
This presents special problems if the Arab Sunnis, who previously 
dominated the political process are excluded, if minorities like the 
Turcomans are left out, and if the end result is to elect a Shi’ite-Kurdish 
structure. There also is the problem that no faction has any real basis for 
knowing its actual strength in a country where conspiracy theory is the rule 
and not the exception. Estimates indicating that the population is 60% Arab 
Shi’ite, 20% Arab Sunni, 15% Kurd, and 5% other are two decades old. No 
one knows who should win what.  
The end result may well be an electoral process many Sunnis see as unfair, 
the fact the insurgent threat is greatest in Sunni areas, and the risk this will 
greatly increase the problems of Arab Sunnis losing power to Arab Shi’ites 
and Kurds. If most Sunnis do not actively participate, there is an election 
where the Sunni lists conspicuously get no votes, the election will be deeply 
divisive, rather than unifying. Moreover, those Sunnis who are elected may 
be seen as quislings or traitors, and become key post election-targets. 
This argues strongly for creating a system to add Sunni members after the 
election if the results do not include them, but what Sunnis? If they are all 
“loyalists,” most Sunnis may not see them as legitimate, but there is no clear 
way to include hostile Sunnis.  There are other risks in trying to do so. 
The Kurdish and Kirkuk Problem 
The problem is further complicated by the fact that some Kurdish leaders 
claim that over 100,000 non –Kurdish votes in areas like Kirkuk should not 
be counted because Saddam used ethnic cleansing to expel Kurds and 
brought in Arabs and other minorities.  
The Kurds also are running a separate election for the Kurdistan National 
Council. This regional entity will clearly exclude Turcomans and other 
ethnic groups in the area. It, too, has a fairly complicated ballot with 463 
candidates, 12 political entities, and a KDP-PUK coalition – although 
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Kurdish voters will have enough experience with the candidates to make 
much better informed choices than may be possible in the other elections. 
So far, Kurdish efforts at ethnic cleansing have been relatively soft, and the 
balance of power in disputed areas has been close enough to limit Kurdish 
risk taking. It is unclear, however, how the coming elections will affect 
Kurdish willingness to compromise at both the national and local levels. 
Rushing Towards a Constitution and Two More Elections in a Mid-War 
Year 
The political process that follows the election can be a mess for many 
reasons. It is supposed to occur in peace, and not in the middle of an 
insurgency. According to the Transitional Administrative Law (TAL), “This 
Assembly shall carry out this responsibility in part by encouraging debate on 
the constitution through regular general public meetings in all parts of Iraq 
and through the media, and receiving proposals from the citizens of Iraq as it 
writes the constitution.” This can be a nightmare under the current realities 
in Iraq, where such meetings will inevitably be targets if they occur. 
The post-election deadlines are daunting.  The assembly has until August 15, 
2005, to propose a constitution. The proposed constitution will then be 
published and submitted to a general nationwide referendum no later than 
October 15, 2005.  If the Iraqi voters approve the document, national 
elections based on the provisions of the new constitution will be held by 
December 15, 2005, and a new government will take office on December 31, 
2005. No one seems to know what happens if no agreement can be reached 
on a constitution, if it slips by months, or if the voters do not approve. 
Shaking Up Governance and Leadership Yet Again Before Either Has 
Functioned Effectively 
There also is the issue of post-election governance. The assembly will also 
serve as the national legislature during the transitional period and exercise 
oversight over the executive officials that it selects.  The members will 
choose a president and two deputy presidents from their ranks to serve as 
heads of state.  This three-member presidency council will have two weeks 
to choose a prime minister, and the prime minister will then have one month 
to form a council of ministers. The ministers will be subject to a vote of 
confidence from the assembly before assuming their posts. 
If the elections show different popular desires from the present make up of 
the interim government, it will mean an assembly with a different level of 
legitimacy will challenge the present government which then has to again 
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shake up its ministerial structure. This, in turn, could mean another 
inexperienced executive structure with Ministers who lack effective 
experience in their jobs. The June 30 transfer of power created a mess in 
terms of such new, inexperienced ministers and many still do not work well 
together, do not really know how to do their jobs, and/or do not have 
qualified subordinates who can work together within a given ministry, It 
could also mean new ministers whose attitudes towards the Coalition, the 
insurgency, and the future are now unknown.  
On the other hand, backroom deals that keep something like the present 
executive in power will be dangerous if they result in compromises that do 
not reflect the end result of the voting. Far too many Iraqis remember the 
backroom deals that suddenly eliminated any real differences and legitimacy 
in the assembly chosen by local quorums, and it is hard to have both 
legitimacy and continuity in governance. 
In short, an already somewhat dysfunctional and poorly organized central 
government -- badly shaken up last June, lacking effective ministerial 
governance in many areas, and where ministers and ministries often do not 
cooperate -- may be up for grabs by a whole new team mid-war and during a 
factional crisis over the constitution. 
The Regional Election Issue 
 In addition to the National Assembly election, most governorates also will 
be voting for a 41-seat governorate council, the exception being Baghdad 
with a 51-seat council; voters in the Kurdish region will be electing a 111-
seat Kurdistan National Assembly. In many areas, the present central 
government is seen as lacking legitimacy and control. Local factions may 
emerge hostile to the central government and may seek to block action or 
progress on the constitution to fight the result of national elections they 
resent.  
Moreover, this means a potential shake-up at the governorate level in many 
areas in mid war or that in governments where Sunnis oppose or boycott, 
some form of government emerges that a majority of the population does not 
really support. (Not to mention, further confusion over additional voting lists 
and parties and further confusion over the ballots.) 
The Uncertain Punchline to Democracy 
None of these points are arguments for no elections and none of the 
problems just listed will go away if the elections are deferred for a few 
weeks or months. They do, however, illustrate the reality that democracy can 
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easily create as many problems as it solves. And that the USA must do 
everything possible to aid the new government in reaching viable political 
compromises, and in learning how to govern more effectively at every level. 
If the Sunni parties do participate and if the main lists win and have leaders 
that make the necessary compromises, the end result may also be both more 
legitimacy and steps towards a constitution that could remove some of the 
factional tensions and fears if the election is fair and legitimate. 
To put it mildly, however, such success will come on a wing and a prayer. 
January 30th will at best be a faltering start and constant effort and aid will 
be needed throughout the rest of 2005 if a more real and effective form of 
pluralism, with the practical equivalent of a form of “federalism” acceptable 
to all factions, can take hold. It is also obvious that the next two elections in 
2005 will be even more important than this one. 
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