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Peacemaking in lran

The questions of whether religion can contribute toward resolving and pre-
venting conflict, and to what extent a modern nation can balance culture,
politics, and tradition, were raised at the one-day conference on “Dialogues
of Peacein Idam” hosted by the UNESCO Chair for Human Rights, Peace
and Democracy at Tehran's Shahid Beheshti University.

The conference provided interaction with the seven-member delegation
of Mudlim American scholars of 1sam and conflict resolution who traveled
in Iran for ten days during October 2007. They met with Iranian experts to
better understand their approaches to peacemaking, conflict prevention, dia-
logue, and conflict resolution. They also met with lawyers, human rights
experts, nongovernmental organizations, academicians, university students,
social scientigts, senior religious leaders, and theol ogians.

Ayse Kadayifci (professor of conflict resolution studies, American Uni-
versity), and Amr Abdalla (professor and vice rector for academic affairs,
University for Peace in Codta Rica) presented various western and Idamic
models of conflict assessment and areas where these models may or may not
converge. The Iranian academicians focused on religion’s role in defending
human rights, democracy, and promoting equality. Abdul Hayy Weinman
(professor, University of New Mexico) spoke about the Sunni-Shi“ah dia-
logues, aress for reconciliation, and effective practices in dialogic encoun-
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ters within religious communities. Dr. Safi (Shahid Beheshti Law School)
spoke about the theori zation of dialogue and the problems of historical influ-
ences of culture that shape the understanding of sdf in dialogue.

Karim Douglas Crow (professor, S. Rajaratnam School of International
Studies, Singapore) discussed the historical dimensions in the early genera-
tion of Muslim communities that added to the formation of Sunni and Shi“ah
traditions. Ayatollah Seyed Maostafa M ohaghegh Damad (philosophy chair,
Shahid Beheshti) responded: “We need to focus on community building and
increasing diadogues on practical areas of governance, rule of law, and lead-
ership.” | presented atalk on “Theintersection of American-ldamic practices
and U.S. civil law” to a seminar a Beheshti’s Law school.

Faculty members of the law school, as well as of the history, philoso-
phy, anthropology, literature, and sociology departments, and undergradu-
ate and graduate students from area universities attended. Many students
fluent in French, German, and English asked about justice, international
and religious law, authority and interpretation in 1lam, and the applicabil -
ity of conflict resolution skills. There is a tremendous amount of internal
debate among liberals, reformists, |eftists, conservatives, reigious and sec-
ular people, and students and academicians. Iran has an energetic intelli-
gentsiainterested in gradual reform; the critical component was for therule
of law to protect its citizens and treat individuals as equals. Contrary to the
negative western mediaimages of mullahs dictating the thought and move-
ment of Iranians, there is an immense degree of self-criticism, reflection,
lively debate, and strong opinions.

In Qom, almost 100 miles south of Tehran, the delegation met with the-
ologians, academicians, students, and three eminent grand ayatollahs. This
center for Shi“ah higher education, both for theological and liberd arts stud-
ies, has more than two dozen universities, seminaries, and research centers
and is renowned for the shrine of FatimaMa'sumah, sister of Imam "Ali ibn
Musa Rida (d. 816 ck), the eighth Imam. The world's largest center for
Shi“ah scholarship, it is aso asignificant destination of pilgrimage.

At Al-Hauza Al-llmiyaa (The Seminary of Knowledge), one of Qom'’s
preeminent theologica ingtitutions, Shi*ah theologians and the Mudim
American scholars discussed the particular understandings of peace and con-
flict. Thereisatremendous amount of Shi“ah literatureon “just war,” thethe-
ories of which differ from traditional Sunni premises. Shi‘ah theologians
agreed that fighting, if necessary, is redtricted to defense and never for an
offensivewar. Violence results from the breakdown of peaceful relations, and
followers are theol ogically mandated to resolve conflicts peacefully.
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Al-Hauzatheologians stressed that dialogue and interfaith cooperationis
an established practicein Idam, and aresponsibility in atime when religious
extremism is on the rise. They dtressed the importance of engaging with al
leaders in order to create a peaceful world and displayed an exceptiona
degree of tolerance, offering the benefits of participation in ther culture of
debate and scholarship. The Shi“ah scholars view themselves as continuing a
rich intellectud tradition that respects others while being open to learning
from outside. Severa theologians, who have reached the status of ayatollahs,
had doctorates from western universities, and spoke two or three western lan-
guages were accustomed to interacting with western scholars and spoke of
current exchange programs with European scholars.

At least two d-Hauza theologians, while presenting their analysis in
comparative theologica terms, frequently referred to Karl Rahner, Paul Til-
lich, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Thomas Aquinas, Wilfred Cantwel Smith, and
John Wedley. They not only knew these Christian authors thoroughly, but aso
offered acomparative analysis to Shiah Idam and ways in which there may
be areas of similar discourse, thereby indicating a high level of command of
works on Christianity. They wanted Mudlim American scholars to remember
the extent of shared histories that exists between Idam and Chrigtianity.

In Qom, Moafid University’s Center for Religion and Human Rights held
asymposium at which Vice-provost Nasser Ghorbanniatold the audience: “It
is urgent and compulsory on us as scholars to have a did ogue between dif-
ferent opinions [in order] to have reconciliation and peace.” He continued:
“There are accusationsthat peace, equality, and fairness are not compatible to
the Idamic tradition. We must address these statements. However, asaMus-
lim, we need to deal with these issues serioudy and simultaneously engage
in intrafaith dialogue to find common ground amongst oursdves. We need
to recognize human dignity and equdlity.”

Dr. Abu-Nimer (USIP) said the human rights field rarely includes reli-
gious scholars or the works of theologians and that, impressively, Mofid has
aresearch center dedicated to thisarea Severd students differed on the def-
initions of peace studies and offered their versons from literature, religion,
politics, or history. One expressed the need to have a structured program
linked to western universities in order to pursue graduate studies. Another
student felt that universities in genera did not factor in the role of the arts,
music, films, and theatre in peacemaking; however, any peace studies pro-
gram must contain all aspects of culture. Among students there was a gen-
eral desire to expand the peace studies and conflict resolution program.
Faculty members were interested in working collaboratively on this project.
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Delegation members met with Grand Ayatollahs Vahid Khorasani,
Mousavi Ardebili, and Yousef Sanei, who hold public offices and are influ-
ential inthereigiousand politica culture of Iran. Inthe early 1980s, Ardebili,
redlizing that seminarians lacked a modern liberd arts educetion, established
Mofid. Today, the university receives over 25,000 applications for less than
1,600 dots. More than 4,000 sudents attend Ardebili’s weekly lectures.

The three ayatollahs represent different postions. conservative to
reformist. Each spoke about the necessity of being just to each other — that
justice must gart with the individual’s heart. Khorasani spoke about majestic
presence of the divinein al living creatures, reminding people that when-
ever one small act of injustice occurs, it is a violation of our trust with the
divine. For scholars of conflict resolution, his talk was another reminder of
merging both the mind and the heart in their work.

Ardebili, former head of the Iranian judiciary and a marja taqlid
(“sourceto follow”), insisted on greater dialogue between western and east-
ern leaders, and on the importance of not losing focus on establishing peace.
“Dialogues,” he stated, “have no obstacles. Rather, it is the individuals
involved that create difficulty in dialoging. Individuals want to find prob-
lems and obsess over them, but rarely ask themsalves ‘Who created these
obstacles?” He elaborated on dialogues ranging from religious (interfaith
and intra-faith) to the political, socia, cultural, legd, artistic, economicd,
and intellectual fields. His talk was refreshing, as it asked us to reflect on
ways individuals understand a conflict and how perception can be a factor
in resolving or exacerbating it.

Sanei, another marja taglid, is a popular scholar, activist, jurist, and
philosopher whose sermons are common on television; his websites are in
Persan, English, and French. A staunch reformist and persistent government
critic, Sanei hasvigorously opposed the devel opment of nuclear weaponsand
other weapons of mass destruction. He is extremely vocal againg suicide
bombing, religious extremism, terrorism, and fundamentalist movements,
which he says are basdless in Idamic jurisprudence. Sanei repeated: “Equal-
ity means absolute equdity — there is no room for discrimination. Those who
use religious texts to defend violence are abusers of the faith!”

For many years Iran has been portrayed as a totalitarian religious soci-
ety closed off to progress and modernity. Only in the past ten years has the
portraya of Iran begun to includeimages of asmall band of reformers play-
ing an important rolein the socid process. In redlity, however, Iranian soci-
ety isfar more complex than even these images suggest. With aliteracy rate
of 92 percent, Iran hasavibrant civil society and intellectual life. Bookstores
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sell Persian, English, French, and German materials. While a vibrant grass-
roots reformist movement exists, it contains varieties of thought on how to
improve Iranian society. It would be smplistic, if not careless, to present
Iranians as either humanists/secularists and/or religious minded. There are
individualswho traverse dl of theseworldsat certain timesin their lives. On
certain subjects, one may hold both religious reformist positions and also
humani stic idedlism. Their debates and exchanges were memorable because
these individuas spoke about their vision of an aternative society. Argu-
ments over reigion were fascinating, since some scholarsfelt that the fusion
of palitics and religion is basdess in Islamic jurisprudence. Citing western
societies as examples, some argued that a modern nation state cannot equate
the ideals of liberty and equality with the influence of religion. These heated
conversations appeared to flow naturally in this community. Nothing stood
out as unusua, and no one displayed a sense of intellectual fatigue on the
subject.

The difficult challenge, Ghorbannia said, was how two nations can over-
come intense political hogtility without losing sight of the other’s human
dignity and equality. With intense world pressure on Iran and all of the
negative images associated with that society, these comments reflected a
grander vision of peaceful coexistence.

Whether in the East or in the West, the notion of religion and religious
peacemaking is still finding its niche. Interestingly, the three grand ayatol-
lahs in Qom never mentioned religion or religious peacemaking. They
were not consumed with humanist versus religious paradigms; rather, their
concerns were about responsibility and the common good. They did not
label these as “religious,” but as part of the human responsibility to create
ajust society. The variety of these did oguesindicated how much need there
isto understand Iranians and to be open, to dialogue, and to be partnersin
peacemaking.

Qamar-ul Huda
Senior Program Officer, Religion and Peacemaking Program
U.S. Ingtitute of Peace, Washington, DC


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



