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In searching for an answer to a dilemma that has engulfed the world, somebody must know what the question is.  The conflict in Iraq has taken mothers and fathers, brothers and sisters, friends and family overseas to a hostile environment without much knowledge of what the situation is like in this war torn nation other than “bad”.  My quest for a reason for our involvement in Iraq will begin with the different cultures of America and Iraq, starting with the histories of both countries and the religious practices.  The differences or similarities in our histories must be the key to understanding the continuous conflict in Iraq.


In the United States, we have liberties that are cherished by our people and taken for granted at the same time.  The liberties that the founding fathers of America fought for have instilled a strong democracy for our nation in which our leaders are voted for.  This has allowed the American people to replace leaders that they feel aren’t listening to the people or are doing other unacceptable activities.  A recent recall in the California gubernatorial election due to a massive deficit in the states economy is a prime example of our democratic system working.  Freedom of speech, the right to bare arms, freedom of religion, these are all rights that allow the American people to live free lives in search of happiness.  

America hasn’t always been a free nation though, in fact we’re one of the younger nations in the world in regards to civilization.   Starting out as a group of colonies of England, France, Spain, and other nations we forged a declaration of independence to separate ourselves from these nations.  A revolution occurred which resulted in the birth of the United States of America, and the results of our birth was a republic with a constitution and bill of rights.  The foundation of our nation was built, and what continued to be built upon that became one of, if not, the strongest nation in the world.  America’s strength has been apparent to the rest of the world though who seek out help and alliances to further certain goals, be it fiscal help, trade agreements, or humanitarian aid.  “A central function of the U.S. government is to conduct relations with the almost 200 other nations in the world, and its goals are to assure America’s security and defense, and to seek the power to protect and project America’s national interests around the world.”
  

September 11th, 2001 marked a large change in America’s security and defense.  The terrorist attack that struck both the world trade center buildings and the pentagon brought war to the headlines of the American media.  It was impossible not to feel the effect of these attacks, and the American people demanded a resolution to this new threat to their way of life.  Terrorism brought about the idea of stopping the attackers before they struck, which can be taken both as a good precaution and a possible excuse for wrongly attacking or holding ‘terrorists’.  Which brings us to Iraq.

Iraq is in the ‘Cradle of Civilization’, which is where the first traces of cultural heritage have been found, and where world civilization by humans is believed to have begun.  “Formerly part of the Ottoman Empire, Iraq became an independent kingdom in 1932. A "republic" was proclaimed in 1958, but in actuality a series of military strongmen have ruled the country since then, the latest being Saddam Hussein.”
  The oppressive dictators ruling over the Iraqi people stifled not only their freedoms, but also their human rights.  “Although members of the ruling party generally are ideologically committed to secularism, about 95 percent of Iraqis are Muslim and Islam is the officially recognized state religion. The majority of inhabitants soon became Muslim, including the Kurds, although small communities of Christians and Jews remained intact in the area of present-day Iraq.”
  Though the majority of Iraq are Muslim, this does not mean there is not sectarian lines in the way the country has been run.  “For many years Iraq was ruled by-and-large by Arab Sunnis who tended to come from a restricted area around Baghdad, Mosul, and Ar Rutbah--the so-called Golden Triangle. In the 1980s, not only was President Saddam Hussein a Sunni, but he was the vice chairman of the ruling Baath Party (Arab Socialist Resurrection).”
  This religious domination of the government led to the restriction of religious practices, and the possibility of criminal charges for merely practicing your religion.  Saddam Hussein tested and used chemical weapons on his own people to maintain order, fund his own lifestyle, and possibly for entertainment.  

Enter the Gulf War in which Saddam Hussein having made the threat of invading Kuwait, the United States entered to defend the sovereign nation.  The intentions were to protect the national interests of the United States from the tyranny of Saddam Hussein.  Not backing down, Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait and the United States in turn invaded Iraq to liberate Kuwait.  Many civilian casualties occurred in the ensuing battle and the United States let Saddam Hussein remain as leader of Iraq when the war was all over, but with weapon sanctions in place.  Not backing down from the American bullies, Saddam Hussein ordered flights in the ‘no fly zones’, surface-to-air missile attacks on military aircraft patrolling along the sanctioned zones, and other probes into the enclosure of Saddam’s tyranny.  Though oppression continued, as Saddam continued to take thousands of political prisoners and starve his own people to regain enough money and power to rebuild his army.

After the attacks on America on September 11th, terrorism was the number one target.  Saddam Hussein was a known threat to America, and was building up his military forces despite the sanctions.  America steps in and removes Saddam from power, and thus begins the American occupation/liberation of Iraq.  The ‘liberation’ destroys power plants, dams, telephone lines, and countless other buildings that were suspected to house weapons or leaders.  Over a year after the ‘liberation’, basic running water and electricity have still not been restored to areas of Iraq.  But, the Iraqi people have their freedom now.  Freedom to practice their religion in public, freedom to travel wherever they wish to, and freedom from the oppression of Saddam.  They gained other freedoms though that the United States didn’t account for including; freedom to riot, freedom to rebel, freedom to buy arms, freedom to loot museums, religious relics, and government buildings.  In the haste of abandoning their posts, the Iraqi top officials left no chain of command and the United States armed forces were too busy fighting against Iraqi forces to set up any type of police.

How has this effected each culture?  Currently, there are thousands of United States troops in Iraq being attacked by rebels and pockets of resistance from Saddam’s minions.  More troops have lost their lives in the occupation of Iraq than in the liberation of it, and for friends and family members, nobody wants their friend or relative in that brutal environment.  For the Iraqi people, they are in an environment full of rebellion where there is possibly no phone, electricity or running water.  In trying to install a democratic government in Iraq, the United States expected the political figurehead that they backed fiscally and militarily to be adopted as the new leader of Iraq.  With all the different religions and political prisoners, it was impossible for the Iraqi people to support one person as leader of their nation.  The frenzy of attempting to regain control of the Iraqi people has caught both the United States military and Iraq’s own people in the middle of a revolution of freedom that is primarily fought using guerilla warfare.


Choosing a topic was easy for me due to the e-mail I received from a friend of mine that is serving in Iraq with the 229th Engineering unit.  And, it wasn’t until I wrote this paper that I understood from American history why the fighting is continuing to go on there.  The American Revolution was bloody also, and it was needed to help our nation grow independently.  This situation is different though, and we are trying to help rebuild the nation that we helped to damage.  It has still been upsetting to read words from one of the strongest men I know that is serving in Iraq when he said, “every day I cry myself to sleep only to wake up to thirty other men doing the same thing.”  There are so many why questions that it would seem impossible to ask them all.  But, the only why question I still want to ask is why are my friends over there crying themselves to sleep.  And, despite what I’ve learned, personal feelings will continue to sway my opinions.
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