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"If the Middle East does not practice non-violence, it will not exist" 
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THE MIDDLE EAST RENDEZVOUS

The Middle East Rendezvous aims to engage with great minds on topics of contemporary

relevance to the Middle East. It hopes to bring out arguments and conversations that can

constructively build towards the Centre for Middle East Studies' goal, i.e. Promoting Peace

Through Dialogue. In this edition, CMES interviews Iranian philosopher Dr Ramin

Jahanbegloo, Professor and Vice-Dean at the Jindal Global Law School. The conversation

below untangles the idea of non-violence  within the complexity of  the Middle East.

The decade, which went by, saw vital movements of dissent and protest shape our society.

From the Arab spring in the Middle East to the protest against CAA-NRC in India, the

sentiment of revolution and dissidence was all-pervasive. Non-violence is an integral tool

of protest movements and is an intimate and personal experience for an individual. For

instance, Gandhi's idea of non-violence and satyagraha is different from that of a

millennial who would use a hashtag to showcase dissent. What is your perception of non-

violence?

Non-violence in the 21st century is much more complicated than what was understood, as

non-violence 5,000 years ago or 2000 years ago. Oriental religions like Jainism, Buddhism,

and Hinduism argue in terms of ethics and a mode of conduct when referring to non-violence

or ahimsa. 

Today when we address non-violence, we distinguish between principled non-violence and

strategic non-violence. For instance, practitioners of principled non-violence will want to

give a religious, moral and philosophical foundation to their non-violent act or non-violent

choice, like Gandhi, Martin Luther King, and Tolstoy. And other practitioners of non-

violence, like Gene Sharp, practice non-violence without believing in a religion or moral

code. For them, non-violence is the best tactic to fight tyrannies and transition from a

dictatorship into a democracy.

Non-violence has to be analysed as a mode of thinking and questioning. For Gandhi, Nelson

Mandela and Martin Luther King, non-violence was a practice to organise society and speak

truth to power. Non-violence is an essential paradigm, especially for the Middle East, where

multiple dictatorships exist and a region that lacks democratic mode of organising society.

Thus, non-violence is the best tool and moral vision for the Middle East to transform and

democratise.
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There is sufficient discourse on Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism that describes

ahimsa or non-violence and sporadic research has been conducted between Islam and

non-violence. What can you tell us about Islam and non-violence, and how is it

relevant to the Middle East?

I think the suggestion that non-violent methods do not work in the Islamic context is

false. A devout Muslim will tell you that Islam is not a religion of violence and cruelty

but a religion of peace. The Islamic and Arabic term, 'salam' means to have peace and be

saved from evil and affliction. In the Quran, there is no notion like ahimsa which is

found in Buddhism and Jainism. However, there are examples of non-violent thought or

non-violent actions in Islamic history and the Islamic context.

The first example is in the middle ages, under Andalusian Islam, an instance of tolerant

Islam which captures a famous dialogue between the Jews and the Muslims. The

example of Indian Islam under the Mughals Emperor Akbar, who is considered a

tolerant figure.

And then later you have the best example that I always bring in my class. I call them the

‘Muslim Gandhi’ that is Maulana Azad and Abdul Ghaffar Khan. Azad and Khan

worked very closely with Gandhi in the Khilafat movement and the Indian freedom

struggle.

Both of them, especially Abdul Ghaffar Khan, can be considered one of the Muslim

Gandhis. There is not much engagement with Khan's work and legacy in South Asia.

Younger generations of Indians and Pakistanis are not aware of Abdul Ghaffar Khan.

We cannot say that there have not been non-violent Muslims. It would be correct to say

that non-violence is not a concept, which we find employed by many Muslims,

especially devout Muslims and in the Islamic philosophy practically every day. 

Political detention is hugely unnecessary, but yet it is rampant in Asia and the West.

Can you explain the complexity of political detention and why does a state use it?

Political detention is a violation of human rights and fundamental individual liberties. It

is an instrument to contain and to kill any form of dissent against the state. And it's a tool

to suppress the voice of the people. Nevertheless, the way political detention is practised

is not uniform across the globe. In India, the United States, or France, one is put in jail.

However, in the Middle East, if you are a political detainee, you are tortured, there is

also an execution.



So there is the killing of expression and freedom of thought and destroying one as an

individual. We can judge every nation and every state from its detention centres. When

we want to know the state of the country's liberty and democratic conditions, you should

just look at the prisons. The number of prisons and who are its inmates shed light on the

country's democratic nature. In Turkey, the journalists are detained as they raise

questions to the government and present public opinion. In Iran, intellectuals, and

feminists are imprisoned for the same reason. In many countries, you have people who

are not supposed to be in jail. If it is an authentic democracy and it should and can

respect dissent and protest.

Political detention is an instrument used by the Middle Eastern countries to kill every

form of dissent and make sure that the state sustains power. Even the death penalty,

which I call as thermodynamics of power, and I have been fighting against it for the past

40 years, should be re-examined with political detention. The existence of death penalty

and political imprisonment shows that that country is not as democratic as it should be.

You mentioned how feminist activist, students and intellectuals, are the first

responders of political detentions—being a public intellectual, the Iranian forces

detained you at Tehran Airport in April 2006? What was your first reaction, did you

expect the captivity, and did the experience influence the way you approach your

teaching.  

I was worried much before getting into jail. I was blacklisted, censored, and thrown out

of the university and lost my job. So, there were other forms of pushing me into silence

for many years in Iran. Eventually, I was blindfolded, and the Iranian authorities took me

to Evin prison, one of the world's most terrible prisons. The first thing that you

experience as a political prisoner is—fear. You fear for your life, and there is uncertainty

about your life. I was put in the prison's high-security section, where nobody could enter,

nobody could get out, and no information came in. For the 125 days I was in prison; the

interrogations took place every day for eight hours and solitary confinement. It was

psychological torture which breaks you down. Evin Prison's experience made me

question human beings harsh treatment of each other and the use of violence.

Then you understand that the aim of the detention or the solitary confinement or

psychological torture, or any form of suffering is to force you to confess things that you

have not done. This kind of politics and statecraft accompanies the notion of conspiracy

theory and an enemy of the state. It shows that the state is not honest and tries to find

enemies, a prevalent phenomenon in liberal countries. Moreover, it proves that the

government has doubts about its democratic institutions. Dictatorships survive and strive

because of creation of conspiracy theories and having enemies.



When dissenters and non-violent actors go through an attack of political detention, it

destroys their physical and mental self. To respond to the attack, often violent

measures are taken because the suffering of pain and torture goes beyond the

maximum threshold. Thus, how far can non-violence traverse in this complicated

situation, especially in the Middle East's conflict zones?

The only thing which works is non-violence because non-violence is about having a

higher moral ground. So you do not situate yourself at the level of your jailers, tortures,

or the dictators. And this is ubiquitous in history. The philosophy of moral high ground,

sacrifice and forgiveness has been at the foundation of practically all the religions and a

central tenet of non-violence. Simultaneously, the disbelief in violence helps understand

society and organise a better community and human interconnectedness. When Mandela

left the prison in South Africa, he did not have bitterness against the whites and wanted

to invite them to be part of his cabinet and work with them. Instead of fostering enemies,

Mandela looked for partnerships and friendships. Indeed, non-violence is a positive

attitude, and every time we have experienced it in life and history, it has worked

marvellously.

When there is the abstinence of non-violence, we have had genocide and killings. The

absence of non-violence has lead to modern monolithic ideologies like Nazism and

Stalinism. It also has given rise to dictatorships in the Middle East and stops the region's

nations' progress. And you have to reboot everything from the beginning to resolve the

conundrum. I think that non-violence should be for somebody who is imprisoned and for

somebody who is thinking about the future of their country or a nation should use non-

violence as an essential paradigm to create a robust new political culture. Non-violence

and the practice of non-violence is the evolution of our ethical, cultural, political, and

moral values. For example, Gandhi was stubborn but, at the same time, very self-

disciplined. Therefore, non-violence is a process of self-realisation, self-restraint, and

self-discipline, which are quintessential in any non-violent movement coming from the

civil society or any activist and dissenter.

How different are protest movements in the Middle East compared to the region of

South Asia or the West?

There is a massive difference between the politics and state of affairs of the Middle East

and South Asia. For example, the Islam of South Asia and Islam of the Middle East are

two different modes of life, living, and thinking and with two different histories and

backgrounds. Now, even in the Middle East, we have to talk about the vast diversity in

faith, culture, and ethnics. And this diversity differentiates between a country like Iran

and Syria with a country like the United Arab Emirates which has a short history.



When discussing dissent movements in the Middle East, we have to know what has

happened in the Middle East, historically and politically. There are similarities with

India and the colonial past of some countries under the British and the Ottoman Empire.

However, the difference is how these movements evolve and what kind of support these

movements have within the state. 

There has been a limited rise of Nationalism since the Iranian Revolution in the late

1970s compared to the surge in Jihadism and Islamism. Islam has become a factor of

change which was Nationalism hundred years ago in the Middle East. Initially, people

were too nationalist towards their country, but today they are either for or against Islam.

This dichotomy is present in today's Iran, Lebanon,  Turkey and almost every other

country in the Middle East. Next, the foundations of constitutionalism are weak in the

Middle East. Unlike India and the West, some Middle Eastern countries do not have a

vibrant and robust constitution. 

Thus, there is a firm reference to the constitution when a movement problem is

unresolved in India. Whereas in Iran, how can you expect dissenters, feminists, and

intellectuals to refer to the constitution when the constitution is against human rights and

liberties. This difference is significant when analysing the Middle East movements from

the Arab Spring to the June 2009 protest in Iran.

What are the dynamics between grassroots movements or a top-down mobilisation in

the Middle East? What are the differences apart from the way they organise, and

which one is more successful? How do they shape today's the Middle East as it is

incredibly fragmented in its politics and functioning?

In the past hundred years, most of the movements in the Middle East have not been top-

down movements. I'm not referring to state formation movements, which are top-down

led by the elites who later take control of power. But I'm referring to local dissenters,

feminists, intellectuals, and civil society members whose protest movements are very

different from the top-down movements.

For example, women at the forefront of non-violent movements around the Middle East

advocate for political and social equality and combating the larger issue of gender

equality and fostering the idea of secularism. The feminist reading of Middle Eastern

history and society is not conformed to state-building, but to what kind of possible

reforms the Middle East requires.

 



Movements in the Middle East are of three types first, the Nationalist movements

second, the Secularist movements, and third Islamist movements where religion is

above the country. These three movements play a significant role in the Middle East.

But the driving force of dissent and reform in the Middle East is the grassroots and

civil society as seen in the Arab Spring and all other movements of change in the

Middle East in the last 40 years. 

In a polarised world and conflict-burdened Middle East, everyone believes their

individual and community identity is threatened. In that case, how can we solve

the conflicts in the Middle East using non-violence? And are there alternative

approaches of non-violence?

If the Middle East does not practice non-violence and become non-violent, it will not

exist. We have to admit that people are tired of all this violence. The way out of this

is not to go back to another form of violence, nor is it a top-down oriented solution.

The resolve for the conflicts in the Middle East is not just political but also ethical.

Also, the fear of one another must be reduced. The Muslim fears the Jew who fears

the Arabs, and this cyclic form of fear continues. And this why      non-violence as a

philosophy of life must be adopted. We accept our differences, and we do not need

to fear and kill each other.

The Gandhian model of action and politics should be applied to the Middle East. I

grew up in the Middle East and travelled widely across the region. I know that the

people understand Gandhian principles and resonate with non-violence, which can

help respect and tolerate differences and similarities and maybe it is the best way to

make a future in the Middle East.

Interview conducted by Naman Vakharia

Junior Coordinator at CMES 
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