On Faith

Theocracy Destroys Democracy

/Given the election-related turmoil in the Islamic Republic of Iran, can democracy ever take hold in a theocracy? How should the Obama administration respond to the disputed election and to Iran's ruling clerics?/

Theocracies, as long as they are supported by the military, are always intractable dictatorships. I never had much hope that, if the opposition to Mahmoud Ahmadinejad made a strong showing in the Iranian elections, the nation's "supreme leader," Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, would let the outcome stand. Religious men who call themselves "supreme leaders" are not in the business of presiding over fair elections that give a sporting chance to opposition politicians who say, for example, that people should be allowed to run their own lives instead of being guided by the divinely inspired fiats of old men with beards. They are not in the business of supporting an educated politician who says that his country must no longer be isolated form the rest of the world. Isolation, paranoia, and ignorance are the basic governing tools of theocrats. It makes me sick at heart to think of the brave Iranians, men and women, who are marching in the streets, speaking out against tyranny and making themselves targets by not covering their faces.

I should emphasize that as I write, the situation in Iran--as far as we can tell from the dispatches of correspondents who are still there--remains fluid and combustible. We know that the election was a fraud, since there is no possible way that paper ballots could have been counted quickly enough to declare Ahmadinejad the clear winner in a few hours. We know that the "supreme leader" must be nervous, because he is trying to buy time for things to calm down by ordering a partial recount of some disputed ballots. And we know that the only way a revolution could succeed is if the army joined those who dispute the legitimacy of Ahmadinejad's rule.

What we don't know is whether Iran would cease to be a theocracy if there were another revolution, following the one that put the ruthless fanatic Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini in power in 1979. One can only hope that Iranians have learned something about the dangers of making religion the supreme arbiter of politics from what has happened under Islamic rule in Iran.

Those who have criticized President Obama for not making a high-profile statement condemning the election results as a fraud, and supporting dissenters, are mistaken. They are ignorant of history. The old Soviet theocracy (with communist ideology the "supreme leader") used tanks to crush the Hungarian revolt in 1956. Statements by American politicians, and broadcasts by Radio Free Europe, misled the Hungarian freedom fighters into thinking that they could expect military support from the United States if they continued their defiance of the Communist regime. We were not about to confront the Soviet Union in Hungary, any more than we are about to send troops to Iran. We had blood on our hands in Hungary for mouthing off when we had no intention of actually taking action, and we could have blood on our hands in Iran if our president says anything to make those courageous people in the streets think that they are going to get any practical help from the United States. I am particularly glad today that John McCain, who has called for Obama to speak out forcefully, is not our president.

But let there be no doubt that Islamist theocratic rule is at the heart of what has gone wrong in Iran. This is a country in which clerics have the political right to issue decrees about everything from women's dress to what people can say and write. There can be no guarantee of individual rights or democracy under religious rule. Never has been, never will be. What the clerics can't do, it seems, is control what everyone thinks.

"Supreme leader." What a ridiculous concept. It nauseates me to hear international newscasters use this title as if it were legitimate. 
