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Abstract

This paper assesses the ongoing dialogue and student exchange
between the Mennonite Central Committee (MCC) and one of
the most violent institutions in Iran, the Imam Khomeini Educa-
tion and Research Institute (IKERI). I will use this relationship
between the MCC and IKERI to examine the broader question of
interreligious transnational dialogue and peacemaking.

After a brief background of this somewhat “secretive” dialogue/
student exchange, I will evaluate its effects. Of particular interest
will be the following questions: How do we responsibly shape
Muslim–non-Muslim dialogue for peace and understanding in a
global context that is inevitably shaped by an imbalance of power
and representation? How are the acts of resistance undertaken by
the disenfranchised local/diasporic Iranian communities and the
sustained systematic violence against them impacted by a peace-
ful faith community such as the Mennonites? How does the abso-
lutization of “dialogue” coupled with self-proclaimed theological
mandates effectively strip away the archives of violence from liv-
ing memories and histories? What can examining the decade-long
dialogue between the MCC and IKERI reveal about the mecha-
nisms of perpetuation and dissimulation of imperial domination
and control? How can transnational interreligious interventions be
the nexus for infusing sensitivity and expecting accountability?

I argue that a fetishization of dialogue and a commodification of
peacemaking took place between the MCC and IKERI, resulting
in the patronage of the sign systems of existing normative ideolo-
gies of violence.1
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Background
The Mennonites Central Committee’s (MCC) involvement in Iran began
with its relief efforts in the aftermath of the devastating 1990 earthquake and
continued with the subsequent influx of more than one million Iraqi refugees
from the first Gulf war.2 The goal was to promote more interaction, particu-
larly in the form of a student exchange program similar to the one that had
been successfully tried with Eastern Europe during the cold war. The MCC
was introduced to the Qum-based Imam Khomeini Education and Research
Institute (IKERI) through contact with Iran’s permanent mission to the
United Nations in New York. Two IKERI students arrived at Regis College
of the Toronto School of Theology (affiliated with the University of Toronto)
in 1998 and 1999. One has since completed his doctorate and returned. 

The idea is explained as follows: This student exchange program allows
Mennonites to live and study among the people of Iran, while their Iranian
counterparts live among the Mennonites of Toronto. Ed Martin writes: “By
living together and studying each other’s religions, North American Men-
nonites and Iranian Muslims are able to better understand and respect each
other and to become friends.”3 This relationship continued with a few confer-
ences in Iran and Canada: in Toronto, “Muslims, Christians, and the Chal-
lenges of Modernity” (2002); in Qum, “Revelation and Authority” (2004);
and in Waterloo, “Spirituality” (2007). The 2007 conference at Conrad Gre-
bel University College was met with peaceful protest by expatriate Afghans
and Iranians. As a result, its scheduled public meetings were cancelled.4

Ayatollah Mesbah-Yazdi 
To understand what is wrong with IKERI, we must look at its founder and
chief: Ayatollah Mesbah-Yazdi.5 Hardly any aspect of this institute is not
directly influenced and dependent upon the person of Mesbah-Yazdi. In his
recent study of the Shi`i revival, Vali Nasr points out that Mesbah-Yazdi is the
most powerful and the most conservative member of the clergy in Iran today.6

He is not considered to be very learned by his own peers. A more learned and
comparatively moderate clergy, Ayatollah Yousef Sanei, is quoted as saying:
“[Ayatollah Mesbah-Yazdi] was never respected by the founders of Islamic
Republic, and … his authority was not based on religious knowledge but on
political power he had acquired since Khomeini’s death.”7 Mesbah-Yazdi is
best known for a “fascist reading of Islam,” which includes “outrageous dec-
larations, including religious support for physical violence against anyone
who dared seek alternative readings of the faith,”8 and his violent views are
no secret. For example, his own website relates his support for suicide bomb-

Tourage: Fetishizing Dialogue and Commodifying Peacemaking 137

PDF created with pdfFactory trial version www.software-partners.co.uk

http://www.software-partners.co.uk
http://www.software-partners.co.uk


138 The American Journal of Islamic Social Sciences 26:1

ings (also known as “martyrdom operations”) as permissible, even some-
times obligatory:

It is regrettable that the propaganda of the enemies of Islam has influenced
the Muslim Ummah so much that Muslims, instead of planning for the
uprooting of the Zionist regime and its arrogant supporters, have occupied
themselves with questioning and discussing the legitimacy of the Palestin-
ians’ self-defense, which is carried out under the most oppressive condi-
tions imaginable. For sure, when protecting Islam and the Muslim Ummah
depends on martyrdom operations, it not only is allowed, but even is an
obligation (wajib) as many of the Shi`ah great scholars and Maraje’,
including Ayatullah Safi Golpayegani and Ayatullah Fazel Lankarani, have
clearly announced in their fatwas.9

When Mesbah-Yazdi is asked about the legitimacy of suicide bombing
against Israeli civilians, he answers: 

Muslims should not attack those civilians of the occupied territories who
have announced their opposition to their government’s vicious crimes,
except for situations in which they are used as human shields and fight-
ing the aggressors depends on attacking those civilians.10

He has a documented anti-democratic track record of uttering state-
ments like: “It doesn’t matter what the people think, they are ignorant
sheep.”11 It is no surprise that in one of his speeches posted on his web-
site, he defends the amputation of hands and stoning to death of “crimi-
nals” as issues that are out of the debate about human rights.12 Along the
same lines, and contrary to the opinion of some Muslim scholars who
argue that social circumstances enforced slavery upon Islam, Mesbah-
Yazdi holds: “If there is a war between us and the infidels, we will take
slaves. The rule of slavery is not abrogated and is eternal; we will take
slaves, will bring them to the Islamic world and keep them with the
Muslims, guide them, make them Muslims, and then will return them to
their own countries.”13 What about differences in interpretation? The aya-
tollah opines: “If anyone tells you he has a different interpretation of Islam,
sock him in the mouth.”14

This violent opposition to a multiplicity of interpretations of Islam, anti-
thetical to the Shi`i tradition of ijtihad (independent legal reasoning) and the
historical independence of Shi`i scholars, has made his absolutist position a
subject of public ridicule. Playing on the similarity between the words mes-
bah and temsah (Persian “crocodile”), a political cartoonist depicted him as
a crying crocodile choking a journalist with his tail. In the political context
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of the time, everyone understood who the crocodile represented. Riotous
demonstrations by the hardliners ensued, and the journalist was jailed.15

Within Iran’s complex power structure, Ayatollah Mesbah-Yazdi holds
the position of “the chief ideologue of the conservative establishment.”16 This
position, the most important one in Iran’s informal power structure, consists
of a handful of clergy whose associations go back to pre-revolutionary
times.17 This close-knit powerhouse controls the Leader’s house, the judici-
ary, the Revolutionary Guards, and, most importantly, the Intelligence Min-
istry. According to Wilfried Buchta, religious justification in the form of
secret fatwas (independent religious edicts/opinions) for the assassination of
dissidents by death squads – later connected to the Intelligence Ministry as
part of a larger effort to depose the reformer President Khatami – came from
Mesbah-Yazdi and four other ayatollahs.18

After the violent backlash against the student uprising in the summer of
1999, when then-President Khatami was denouncing violence as inimical to
the rule of law and proper functioning of a civil society, Mesbah-Yazdi’s
speech at Tehran’s Friday prayer condoned and, even encouraged the vio-
lence: “The taboo that says every act of violence is ipso facto bad must be
broken, … the enemies of Islam must feel the harsh and violent hand of
Islam.”19 He encouraged the Revolutionary Guards, irregulars, and vigi-
lantes to “stop agitation for change by any means.”20 As Nasr puts it: “While
many Iranians yearned for a democratic future, Mesbah-Yazdi was looking
to the Taliban for his.”21

It is interesting to note that Mesbah-Yazdi’s cultivation and promo-
tion of intolerance and violence is not based upon jurisprudence or theology,
for which he is apparently ill-equipped. The Iranian philosopher Abdol-
karim Soroush has pointed out that Mesbah-Yazdi’s violent position is
mostly rooted in “the fascistic philosophies and philosophers as well.”22 He
argues that Mesbah-Yazdi’s violent positions are influenced by Ahmad
Fardid (d. 1994), an Iranian secular philosopher who promoted disdain for
the West based upon his uncritical acceptance of the German philosopher
Martin Heidegger’s philosophy.23 In this context, the possible link between
fostering and promoting a militant reinterpretation of traditional Shi`i Islam
by Mesbah-Yazdi24 and Heidegger’s underdeveloped idea of the possibility
of synthesizing eastern civilization and western philosophy is worth noting.25

Perhaps in the context of the Third Reich and the Second World War, Hei-
degger’s philosophical musing of this possibility was hinting at a military-
political alliance of Nazi Germany with “the East,” whoever that might be
(e.g., Hindus, Buddhists, Muslims, Arabs, or Persians).26
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What is germane to the goals of this paper, however, is that in light of
Heidegger’s well-known Nazi party affiliation we can detect more than a
hint of coincidental accord between his philosophy and the exceedingly
violent anti-Jewish rhetoric of such ideologues as Mesbah-Yazdi and his
followers, the most prominent of them being Iran’s current president:
Mahmood Ahmadinejad.27 Soroush himself, while not uncritical of the
West, calls the promotion of hatred and violence toward it by the likes of
Mesbah-Yazdi, and particularly their violent anti-Jewish rhetoric, a “dis-
ease.”28 More importantly he notes that exposing this “disease” and those
who are afflicted with it is “an obligation, particularly now that some of
these [people] are in positions of power.”29

Structural and Functional Problems
with this Dialogue 
So, one may ask, why would a most peaceful faith community like the Men-
nonites engage in a long-term dialogue and student exchange with a mafia-
like organization run by a violently intolerant petty scholar like Mesbah-
Yazdi? This question is best answered by the Mennonites themselves. For
the purpose of this paper, however, I will use this relationship to explore the
effects of this transnational interreligious dialogue on both structural and
functional levels. 

It should be noted at the outset that this is not a dismissal of dialogue,
even with a powerfully violent man like Mesbah-Yazdi, for “even a stopped
clock is correct twice a day.”30 After all, the actual world is made up not only
of pluralists and inclusivists, who are already convinced of the need for dia-
logue, but also of exclusivists. In fact, not including the extremists and
exclusivists could translate into an intolerance of the religious “others.” In
this context, Peter Donovan has gone so far as to argue that “unshakable
conservatism may well be far better placed than fallibilist liberals to engage
effectively in practical co-operation with those holding different beliefs
because there is no question of the parties involved being expected to recon-
sider their deepest traditional convictions and commitments.”31

On a structural level, the most obvious issue overlooked in the MCC-
IKERI dialogue is the historical and political context in which it takes
place. This decontextualized setting is particularly significant in a neo-
imperialist context in which many parts of the western world still thrive on
paternalistically disciplining and parenting other “juvenile” nations.32 This
decontextualized approach to dialogue is closely related to the concept of
transnational “bordercrossings.”33 Articulated by feminist scholars in the
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context of transnational-global feminist discourse on “third world”34 sub-
jects, the problematic of bordercrossing could be extended beyond the cul-
tural similarities and differences to include translational interreligious
exchange as well.

Hence, a theological issue formulated and deployed in one culture loses
its historically and culturally specific context necessary for the understanding
of its full and concrete impact on human lives as it “crosses” borders.35 For
example, consider comments by Hassan Rahimpour, one of the representa-
tives of IKERI (recorded in the 2002 Toronto conference entitled: “The
Positive and Negative Challenges of Modernity for Iranian Shi`i Muslims
and North American Mennonites Christians”): 

Although Islam has an optimistic view of humanity, it does not separate
rights from responsibility, morality from economics, the world from the
afterlife, religion from government. It is through earthly government and
law that religious morality is established.36

First of all, this is a radical/modernist departure from the “traditional”
Shi`i view, which overwhelmingly rejects the legitimacy of any earthly gov-
ernment, including that of the Shi`i jurists, in the absence of the Infallible
Imam.37 It also makes essentialist claims that are always left unchecked in a
Muslim-Christian dialogue. C. M. Naim writes that in a dialogue, Chris-
tians often fail to question Muslims’ claims that Islam is a total way of life
encompassing all worldly and otherworldly matters. These claims implicitly
endorse totalizing views of “true” or “pure” Islam; in this case, such a claim
justifies the totalitarian nature of the Iranian regime.38

More important for the objectives of this paper is the culminating last
sentence, which presents the establishment of religious morality (which is
argued to be inseparable from economics and citizens’ rights and respon-
sibilities) is presented as the government’s function. We can deconstruct
this statement, show its fallacy in the context of Shi`i political theory,
agree with it, or dismiss it as the product of a modernist militant interpre-
tation of Shi`i Islam. What we should not do, however, is lose sight of the
oppressive ideological structuration that produces this statement and, in
turn, is reinscribed by it. 

In the context of the Islamic Republic of Iran, this statement is reiter-
ated to theologically legitimate the structure of a brutal totalitarian power,
the day-to-day survival of which is contingent upon blatant human rights
abuses, imprisonment, torture, and killing. Lest we forget, open disagree-
ment with this very statement in today’s Iran carries severe consequences.
However, as it crosses the geographical/political and theological “borders”
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and is uttered in the safety of a private academic conference at a western
university, it comes across as the result of an innocently naïve misinterpre-
tation of textual/historical sources and remains unchallenged. 

This leads us to consider the intrinsic functional dissonance of this dia-
logue. Absent is a vigilantly self-critical approach to the historical and
political situatedness of the Mennonites’ decade-old dialogue project. In all
of the literature that either discusses or refers to this dialogue, there is no
mention of the abhorrent human rights records of the Iranian counterpart or
how/if the Mennonites ever plan to address it. In fact, recent attempts by the
Iranian diasporic community, some of whom are victims of the violence
committed by this very organization, to question the group during their visit
to Canada have been blocked by the invitees.39

Furthermore, the courteous terms of the dialogue have prevented an
examination, let alone an interrogation, of the violence perpetrated by
IKERI and its impact upon the lives of Iranian people even by the host
party.40 In a moment of confounded ambivalence reflecting on one confer-
ence held in Toronto, A. James Reimer, at that time director of the Toronto
Mennonite Theological Centre, refers to serious differences between the two
groups and expresses regret that “forbearance,” perhaps “too much” of it,
prevented the “tough issues,” like the “violation of human rights both in
western and Arab countries,” from being addressed.41 As may be expected,
IKERI has exploited its ties with a humanitarian peaceful religious organi-
zation (the MCC) to bolster its prestige and legitimacy within the political
confines of Iran. 

The decontextualization of dialogue produced by what I call “protective
bordercrossings” obfuscates, oversimplifies, or simply overlooks differences
and similarities between the two religious organizations. On the one hand,
information that affirms the “otherness,” “difference,” and “exoticness” of
other cultures crosses borders and becomes “iconic” and “representative.”42 It
is along these lines that the Mennonites’ literature refers to the deceptively
small but powerful and dangerous institution of IKERI with such over-
determined phrases as “Iranian Shi`i Muslims,” giving the impression that
somehow this institution is representative of all Iranian Shi`i Muslims.43 On
the other hand, this protective bordercrossing permits erroneous categorical
oversimplifications. An example of this can be found in Reimer’s words
referring to the Mennonites and IKERI as “two religious minority groups.”44

I am not sure about the “religious minority” status of Mennonites, but it is
irresponsibly dangerous to minimize the unofficial and official state resources
and capabilities at the disposal of the powerhouse ruled by Ayatollah
Mesbah-Yazdi.45
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Oversimplification is also found in encounters with the complexity of
the Iranian political/religious context. For example, Thomas Finger (scholar
in residence, Bethany Seminary, Richmond, IN) reports on his personal
experiences during his two visits to Iran to present a “Christian perspective”
at the “Mahdi Conferences” (2006 and 2007). He also participated in meet-
ings with Ahmadinejad. He asks: 

Why, then, were my discussions so lengthy, and my partners apparently
so curious and sincere? Why was I free to say whatever I wished? Why
were so many Christian books being translated into Farsi, and so many in
various languages available at the Khomeini Institute?46

These questions would have been best answered by those in Iran who are
struggling for democracy, freedom of expression, human rights, feminism,
and pluralism. Finger’s sober exposition rightly points out that dialogue is a
necessary alternative to demonization and admits that Ahmadinejad’s govern-
ment was possibly using him to create the impression of intellectual and reli-
gious freedom. However, oversimplification leads Finger to miss the many
cultural, political, and religious clues to Iran’s totalitarian regime. For exam-
ple, he minimizes the importance of Ahmadinejad’s statement about “wiping
Israel off the map” by writing: 

Regarding Israel, Ahmadinejad used a Farsi expression routinely but ques-
tionably translated as “wipe off the map.” It is clear to me that he means
removing the name “Israel” from literal maps, as has happened with
“USSR.”47

I would argue that again it is irresponsibly dangerous to oversimplify the
propensity of such totalitarian regimes for violence and to overlook the
actual acts of oppression committed by them. This danger is particularly
acute when considering Ahmadinejad’s nuclear ambitions in the context of
his distorted vision of a Shi`i messianic imperative.48

The use of the terms Ayatollah, Shi`i, imam, Iran, Khomeini, Muslims,
and others in MCC literature is sufficient to portray this institute as a stereo-
typical representative of the Iranian brand of Shi`i Islam. Surely the line of
thought promoted by IKERI can be recognized as a strand of modernist Shi`i
discourse. But the problem is not entirely one of false representation; rather,
the problem with this oversimplification is that it denies the play of differ-
ences. The tension between the recognition of some similarity (“we are both
religious minorities with valid theological points of views”) and differ-
ence (“we do not agree on the most fundamental issues such as the use of
violence to impose morality”) is resolved by what has been articulated as
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disavowal within the anti-colonial discourse.49 Disavowal is formulated as a
mode of defense whereby the subject refuses to recognize “the reality of a
traumatic perception.”50 What the Mennonite party disavows in this dialogi-
cal relationship is essentially the anti-dialogical, undemocratic, and violently
intolerant nature of Mesbah-Yazdi and his organization. It is this disavowal
that characterizes the MCC’s positions of “fixity”51 as in, for example, erro-
neously viewing IKERI as a religious minority group or maintaining dia-
logue only with this institute. Homi Bhabha’s insight is particularly relevant
here: 

The stereotype is not a simplification because it is a false representation of
a given reality. It is a simplification because it is an arrested, fixated form
of representation that, in denying the play of difference (which the nega-
tion through the Other permits), constitutes a problem for the representa-
tion of the subject in significations of psychic and social relations.52

The full impact of this disavowal could best be felt if the MCC ever tries
to reach out to true religious minorities in Iran, for example, to the perse-
cuted Bahai community. It is not surprising that this dialogue has remained
limited to abstract topics such as “From Instrumental Reason to Sacred Intel-
lect.”53 Can we imagine an open dialogue with IKERI on, for example, the
struggles or rights of gays and lesbians in Iran? Without this disavowal and
its concomitant disconcerting silence on “tough issues” (and, by necessity,
silencing the dissident voices at the 2007 Waterloo conference), the dialogue
with Mesbah-Yazdi’s organization would not have lasted this long. 

Disavowal could also be extended to the MCC’s implicit unconscious-
ness of its own historical location and epistemological coordinates. That is
to say, regardless of its self-perception and in spite of its undoubtedly best
intentions, the MCC’s mission to Iran bears similarities to the western colo-
nial project, which believes that under certain conditions the “natives” can
be reformed, even proselytized. Residues of the “White Man’s Burden” syn-
drome is evident in individual Mennonite cases. For example, Jewel Sho-
walter describes her mission’s goal, along with her husband in the Middle
East (1982-89), as

sharing the gospel in culturally sensitive ways that, … would result in
the formation of reproducing fellowships of believers among persons,
most of whom had never even met a Christian, and most certainly had
never heard of the gospel.54

If we allow that the MCC’s disavowal is at least partly about mystifying
their own location along the colonial continuum, then perhaps the function
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of protective bordercrossing is also to safeguard the MCC. In other words,
the MCC’s disavowal of its self-protective bordercrossing brings its mem-
bers close to the amnesia affecting the western humanist tradition, which
erases the West’s role in creating the discourse of “imperialist knowledge-
making and power-taking.”55

Aside from the problematic of this decade-long dialogue’s somewhat
secretive nature, a concrete example of this power-taking can be found in the
silencing of dissident voices during the last MCC-IKERI conference at the
University of Waterloo in 2007. Prior to this event, a group of Canadian-
Iranian academics, human rights activists, journalists, and victims of torture
and violence of the Iranian regime met with MCC representatives in
Waterloo to explain their objections to the terms of this conference.56 The
Iranian participants spoke of the heavy toll that confronting the Iranian
regime and the likes of Mesbah-Yazdi has taken on people’s lives both inside
and outside of Iran. In a moving gesture, they showed scars of physical and
psychological torture and trauma and pleaded with the Mennonites not to
protect these “criminals” from criticism while in Canada. The participants
left the meeting disempowered and further wounded when the Mennonites
present listened patiently and attentively and yet insisted that their “theolog-
ical mandate” to dialogue supersedes all other concerns.57

In this context, where the recognition of differences (between the two
religious organizations) and similarities (between this Mennonite group’s
dialogical project and colonial discourse) is disavowed by a rigid fixation
on a specific form of dialogue, we can speak of a fetishization of dialogue.
The term fetish first came into widespread use during the eighteenth cen-
tury in the context of the inanimate objects worshipped by so-called “prim-
itive” people. Sigmund Freud argued that something of the disavowal
(simultaneous acknowledgement and denial of a given reality, often a trau-
matic reality) is always preserved in the formation of a fetish.58 Karl Marx
used this term to describe how social relations in capitalist societies assume
the illusory form of relations between things, hence his term commodity
fetishism.59 Georg Lukàcs’ reworked version of commodity fetishism as a
theory of representation is an apt conceptual tool for unpacking another
layer of this dialogical relationship. He writes that commodity fetishism
occurs when a “relation between people takes on the character of a thing,”
when it becomes so “all-embracing as to conceal every trace of its funda-
mental nature.”60

The “fundamental nature” of the odd MCC-IKERI relationship is not
easy to pin down. Susan Kennel Harrison, coordinator of the MCC-IKERI
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student exchange program at the Toronto School of Theology from its begin-
ning until 2007, asks: 

Outside and inside the Mennonite community there has been a desire to
provide a clear label for what this exchange program is. Is it an inter-faith
dialogue? Is it an academic dialogue? Shall we call it a theological dia-
logue? Is it more adequately represented in the phrase “a dialogue of
life”? Is it peace-making? Bridge-building between nations?61

She goes on to answer that “it is all of these and more.” Why, after more
than ten years of close contact, is it so hard to point to the fundamental nature
of this relationship? The answer must be sought in the mutation (Lukàcs
would say “concealment”) of that fundamental nature in the process of dis-
avowal and reified fetishization discussed above. Residues of that fundamen-
tal nature (for example, the MCC’s sincere – if naïve – intentions) are still
present in the disavowal and can surely be recovered. At this point, however,
it is irrelevant what the nature of this exchange program may have been; even
less relevant is what ostentatious “label” we can provide for it. 

What is relevant is this dialogue’s effect on the lived experiences of
human beings. The MCC-IKERI relationship turns out to be a commodity
fetish with an intrinsic value in and for itself that overlooks all other con-
cerns. One example of such a concern related to the functional purpose of
dialogue is the absence of any measurable positive transformation in the
lives of those most negatively affected by IKERI’s violence. Dialogue with
only one particular institution in Iran will necessarily result in an exclusivist
mode of knowledge production.62 The MCC’s fixation on this exclusivist,
decontextualized, and transnational relationship has stripped away the acts
of resistance by all of those who are excluded from this dialogue, both inside
and outside of the Islamic Republic of Iran. Furthermore, it has erased the
archives of violence perpetrated or supported by IKERI. 

Conclusion
In conclusion, we must ask: “How do we responsibly shape Muslim–non-
Muslim dialogue in a global context so that instead of patronizing the sign
systems of existing ideologies of violence, this undertaking can demystify
the mechanisms of disavowal?” By no means exhaustive, here are some
suggestions: 

1. To begin with, dialogue cannot be an end in itself, for this would lead
it to become fetishized beyond recognition. 
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2. Once the fetishization of dialogue is recognized, a process of defetish-
ization must occur. Among other things, defetishization involves the
ethics of contingency that underscore the relational and contextual nature
of any dialogue and help to avoid positions of fixity. Thus, instead of a
recurrent disavowal, “multiple entryways” into the other’s culture can be
explored.63 We should be uneasy that in spite of admitted difficulties in
tabling human rights violations in this ongoing dialogue, and in spite of
the presence of many disenfranchised Iranian NGOs, charities, human
rights organizations, and individual activists desperate for resources and
global connection with like-minded people, the MCC’s only dialogue
partner during the past decade happens to be the most powerful and vio-
lent mafia-style organization in the Islamic Republic of Iran.64

3. A dialogue like the one between the MCC and IKERI could be contex-
tualized by mobilizing sensitivity and accountability to the human costs
involved. Once trust is established through a process of mutual enrich-
ment, no genuine issue of concern should be off limits. Therefore, instead
of the commodifying and fetishizing that overdetermines the value of
dialogue, that value should be measured according to the meaningful
possibilities for positive personal, social, and political transformation.
Needless to say, this transformation is best appreciated in the real lives of
the millions who are terrorized by the Iranian regime through its unoffi-
cial instruments of terror (e.g., IKERI) and those disempowered by the
terms of this dialogue. Otherwise, there are plenty of self-congratulatory
testimonies of the positive effects on those directly involved in this isola-
tive mode of exclusivist dialogue.65 Indeed we walk dangerous ground
when we acquiesce to polite silences on “tough issues,” explicitly shirk-
ing accountability and ignoring the human cost of dialogue with an
oppressive institution. 

4. The ethics of contingency also demand that a transnational interreligious
dialogue begin and end with a rigorous self-reflexivity of how our (e.g.,
the West and the MCC) self-articulations and transnational interventions
are complicit in oppressive power relations. The awareness of our own
historical location and a vigilant self-critique of our epistemological
coordinates could circumvent the possibility of dialogue becoming an
unwitting collaborator in sustaining the Iranian regime’s violent ideolo-
gies. Self-reflexivity also allows for identifying how dialogue with the
“other” refracts our own cultural biases and oppressions so that internal
group struggles with class, gender, race, and sexuality are not swept aside
in the name of interreligious, transnational dialogue. 
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