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The Iranian thinker Ramin Jahanbegloo is a professor of political science at 
the University of Toronto and a leading expert in the political context of his 
country and in the philosophy of nonviolence, among other subjects. On 
July 5, he participated in the dialogue "A troubled world, where does it take 
us?" along with Rafael Bisquerra, Alfons Cornella, Sara Moreno and Carlota 
Pi. The event was organized by the Social Council of the UAB as part of the 
commemoration of the fiftieth anniversary of the university.  
 
Many of his books are dialogues with other thinkers such as 
George Steiner or Isaiah Berlin. What is particular about 
dialogue as a way of transmitting knowledge?  
 
Dialogue has played a very important role in my philosophical 
thinking. The basis of the dialogue that I have established with people from 
different cultures has been mainly the Socratic dialogue. Perhaps you do 
not get definitive answers but aporias, as in the Platonic dialogues; what's 
really important are the questions. I was a student when I wrote those 
dialogue books with Steiner and Berlin, and then other shorter ones with 
Noam Chomsky, Jacques Derrida, Emmanuel Lévinas, Paul Ricoeur ... 
There were always questions in my mind and I looked for the answer in 
other people; but you never find the definitive answers because they do not 
exist. Questioning is the most important thing for humans: without 



questions, we have no freedom, and without freedom, we have no 
questions.  
 
In an article by him, published in El País , he said that Donald 
Trump's decision to withdraw from the nuclear agreement with 
Iran increases the danger of a war. Is it also seen in Iranian 
society?  
 
Many people in Iranian society are worried about whether Iran will have 
the same fate as Afghanistan, Iraq, Syria or Libya and will become a failed 
state. A lunatic in power, whether in the United States, Brazil or the Middle 
East, can cause many disasters. I worry because I do not want to see Iran 
engaged in a war with Israel or Saudi Arabia, or in a sectarian war between 
Wahhabis and Shiites, or in a war involving the United States. Iran is 
already partly destroyed ecologically; with a war, it would be even worse.  
 
How long has it been since he travels to Iran? Can you return 
normally, could you be stopped again?  
 
I left Iran ten years ago, when I got out of prison. I have not returned 
because there is a process against me and they could imprison me. Many 
people, particularly intellectuals, are at risk. And, if you are imprisoned in 
Iran, you do not have access to a lawyer and it is very difficult to get you out 
of prison. I have many friends who returned and have spent up to two years 
behind bars. And, in fact, I do not have much family there anymore, so my 
contact with Iran is cultural.  
 
Given the emergence of figures like Trump or Matteo Salvini, 
and before phenomena such as Brexit and the rise of 
nationalisms in Europe, what can be done to preserve 
democratic values?  
 
We need a new political education and more maturity so that citizens do 
not vote for populist parties. I always say that there are "three ces" that are 
now predominant in many liberal democracies: conservatism, complacency 
and conformism.It's very dangerous. Today, it seems that there are 
dictators elected: presidents or prime ministers like Viktor Orbán who do 
not have to be held accountable at all for what they do. But they should 
answer our questions: why do they treat refugees as they treat them? Why 
does Recep Tayyip Erdogan kick 100,000 people out of work for a political 



decision?  
 
Should we recover the concept of civil disobedience?  
 
Europeans and Americans have the element of disobedience in their 
revolutionary culture: the French Revolution, the American Revolution, 
the Magna charta libertatum English, the Spanish Civil War and many 
other episodes of struggle against dictatorships, fascism and 
oppression. Only machines are incapable of disobeying: humans, unless we 
live in Orwellian 1984 , know we can disobey. The important thing is to be 
rebellious and think in terms of freedom, not only in terms of sovereignty 
and power.  
 
We seem to be more communicated than ever but perhaps we 
are less conscious, do not you think?  
 
I always say that we are more connected than ever but not 
interconnected. We receive a huge amount of information through 
Facebook, Google, Yahoo, Instagram, Telegram, etc. For me, the most 
important thing is the idea of heritage, and younger generations are 
unaware of that concept. They are considered free to choose between 
Ludwig van Beethoven and Gorillaz (the band), and they choose 
Gorillaz. And they think that Gorillaz is like the ninth symphony of 
Beethoven, Così fan tutte or the fifth of Mahler. That is relativism. Young 
people do not have cultural baggage. Now I am teaching in India and I see 
that Indian students do not read classics: the Bible, Upanishad , 
Shakespeare, Dante ... He explained in The Decline of Civilization that, 
when human heritage is lost, we go towards a "decivilization" society ": a 
society in which everything is utilitarian and instrumental, and education 
and politics lose their meaning.  
 
Has nonviolence been an effective strategy? What results have 
you obtained?  
 
Studies carried out by many political scientists show that, in the last 
hundred years, nonviolent movements have been more successful than 
violent ones. Many of the violent revolutions have failed, have led to 
totalitarianism or dictatorial regimes.But nonviolent movements like 
India's, Martin Luther King's civil rights movement or the Tunisian 
revolution have managed to promote liberal democracy and have been able 



to keep civil society in continuous peaceful struggle.  
 
Are the ideas of the referents of the culture of peace that you 
claim, such as Martin Luther King, Mahatma Gandhi, Nelson 
Mandela or Khan Abdul Ghaffar Khan, valid?  
 
Yes, very valid, given that we live in a more violent world. We need to 
understand why people like Gandhi or ML King condemned violence: it is 
not only about religion but also about how human beings can replace 
violence with empathy or friendship. In today's world, when you turn on 
the television or read the news, you see a lot of violence; the media offers 
very sensational news. There was a time when we did not need those 
feelings but empathy and feelings. For example, Germinal , by Émile Zola, 
which deals with miners in difficult situations, generates a lot of empathy 
with people who suffer.When people read it in the 19th century, it 
connected with the characters. The same thing happened with Dostoyevski 
or Tolstoy: why did Ana Karenina jump on the train?  
 
Can the voice of the university play a role in defense of 
democratic values?  
 
Yes, but the tragedy is that universities around the world have become 
diploma factories. Young people go to universities with the idea of 
obtaining a degree and only need to pass their exams, have good grades and 
get a job. The university does not go of that: originally, it deals 
with universitas -universality- and humanitas -humanity-, of which the 
Latinos spoke like Cicero. When you leave the university, you have become 
an instrumental person, as in the modern Times of Charles Chaplin. Very 
few will become writers, poets or philosophers. The students, in all the 
places where I teach classes -in Canada, in the United States, in India or 
here-, just want to follow the curriculum, and I tell them that the 
interesting thing is outside, in what you choose to read . You have to know 
that Dylan Thomas, WH Auden, Jorge Luis Borges or Gabriel García 
Márquez are part of the human heritage.  
 
Are you more optimistic or pessimistic about the future 
humanity?  
 
I am very pessimistic because I believe that humanity is becoming 
increasingly stupid. But I am optimistic in the sense that the human being 



still has the rebellion and the feeling of freedom. On the other hand, many 
people say that we can not always have a Picasso or a Miró. Is not true. An 
example: Olivier Messiaen composed an opera entitled Saint François 
d'Assise . You already know that San Francisco talked to animals; In an 
interview, Messiaen said he went to the forest to listen to the birds singing 
and translate it into musical notes. That is the enormous creative capacity 
that we still have but we need to know how to exploit it: how to turn all this 
into an "element of compassion", as Camus would say, an element of 
empathy that can change the lives of other people. While we remain 
creative and critical beings, there will be hope. 

 


