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Preface

The best way of avenging thyself is not to do likewise.
Marcus Aurelius, Meditations1

When the idea first came to me to write this 
book, it seemed an impossible task. As ridiculous as it may 
sound, even a decade after my ordeal in the Evin prison I 
was not sure that I had put my fear, suffering, and griev-
ances behind me. However, one thing seemed certain to 
me: the 125 days I spent in solitary in an Iranian prison 
created in me a visceral aversion to violence, hatred, and 
revenge. I found them pointless and just as repulsive as the 
horror of solitary itself. Revenge appeared to me as some-
thing futile, and I did not and do not consider revenge 
to be a method of achieving justice. However, one who 
is hurt commonly thinks of hurting in return, and this 
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is how the desire for vengeance is born. Revenge, there-
fore, became an unsurpassable horizon in my thoughts. 
I thought about it without believing in it. This is why I 
decided to write about it: not because I like the sound of 
the word, nor because I believe in the exemplary value of 
revenge. I consider revenge to be an unnecessary action 
whose legitimacy is not only useless, but harmful to the 
human race. 

Albert Camus called revenge “a punishment that 
penalizes without forestalling.”2 The strange thing about 
revenge is that it can never capture precisely the essence 
of what it wants and what it does. This cannot be helped: 
those of us who are vengeful carry the complete truth 
about our revenge to the grave, though in the end every 
revenge has its repercussions. All victims of violence and 
intolerance are well aware of this, for they know that 
innocence is better than arbitrariness. Nonetheless, I also 
know that no form of intolerance, harassment, or crime 
should go unpunished. Such is human justice. 

In horrific circumstances, there is a solidarity between 
human beings: without that solidarity, we are mired in 
absolute evil. There is, however, also an instance of com-
mon awareness of the suffering of victims of aberration 
and horror, and it is an awareness that defines our civ-
ilization in terms of compassion. This opens the door 
to humanity’s magnificent capacity for forgiveness. It 
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is through this capacity that we humans have to con-
front our Sisyphean fate of suffering and joy. Perhaps 
if we listen attentively for the gentle voice of hope, we 
may find it in the image of revenge that has transformed 
into forgiveness. I learned this lesson, with difficulty, as 
I learned to work past the despair and the disappoint-
ments of life. One may long, as I did, for a moment of 
peace: with myself, with my nation, and with humanity. 
After my imprisonment, the time of walls was over for 
me. I went looking for a door to open in order to free 
myself. I expected this freedom to be splendid, and yet it 
was a perpetual risk. But things were not always as rosy 
for me as they are today. There were times that I didn’t 
take freedom as seriously as life itself.

In childhood and youth, my ideas about freedom were 
undoubtedly naïve. I was naturally a very optimistic person 
who believed in the essential goodness of human beings. 
I was unprepared for savage politics and for the violence 
of solitary confinement, so when I suddenly found myself 
confronted with imprisonment I certainly didn’t know 
how to think about the ugly side of life. Everything turned 
out to be different. A gloomy cloud of bitterness and pes-
simism covered my thoughts. My jailers were squeezing 
the world to fit their goals, and I had no place in the 
world they were shaping: I had not come out of their 
ranks, nor out of the womb of the Iranian Revolution. I 
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was thrust into a drama in several acts without having 
prepared my lines. It was therefore even harder for me 
to accept that there are times in all our lives when events 
create great changes in us and we begin to look at the 
world and our existence from a new perspective, depart-
ing from our previous path. I started thinking about my 
roots and my ancestors.

I was born in a region of the world—the Middle 
East—where the notion of revenge is overpowering. One 
drop is enough to start a tribal feud or a sectarian war. As 
a result, the idea of revenge and the ideal of forgiveness 
have preoccupied me since I was a teenager. Fortunately, I 
was born into a family of forgivers and not among a clan 
of avengers who sought to take vengeance for injuries or 
wrongs done to them. However, in Iran, occasions when 
one could harbour resentment and seek revenge on one’s 
tormentors are not uncommon. Maybe we are born under 
a sky that seems to be overfilled with violence. Or maybe it 
is because when we suffer from injustice, we cannot think 
about anything else: we think about revenge. I soon real-
ized that vengefulness was not an accidental disaster or a 
horrific interlude in our history: it remained a reality of 
human existence itself, the terror of which had no begin-
ning and no ending. Fortunately, beyond the frontiers of 
injustice and revenge lay a splendid happiness of innocent 
childhood that, under the protective and loving shadow 
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of my parents, counterbalanced the active animosity and 
bitterness that I breathed in the air. In those days, in the 
late 1950s and early 1960s, I was far from knowing that 
would I have to undergo a long and difficult apprentice-
ship as the only child of a family that was dominated by 
the intense reality of tyranny. My father joined the Ira-
nian Communist Party in his early twenties. As a young 
man he was committed to intangible, emotionally charged 
concepts such as social justice, equality, and freedom. From 
the moment he started thinking about politics, joining the 
Communist Party became an instinctive choice for my 
father. However, Marx and his Communist Manifesto did 
not provide the adequate mode of thinking for my father’s 
inclination toward forgiveness. As a result, he gradually 
became suspicious of all ideologies and political parties, 
and he started to store up as much information on Marx-
ism as possible until he realized that it was useless for his 
way to an ethics of forgiveness. He finally found refuge 
in the thoughts of Muslim mystics and started sharing 
their thoughts with others. His daily fatigue from Iranian 
politics, his earlier experience with communist ideology, 
and the short imprisonment he suffered after the coup 
d’état of 1953—by the CIA and the British Intelligence 
Service against the nationalist and popularly elected Prime 
Minister Mohammad Mossadegh—tended to lock him 
up in a permanent Stoic attitude toward life. However, 
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my father’s Stoic attitude was not merely an ascetic rejec-
tion of this world: it was mostly a rebellion against the 
violence of a shameless reality in which humans were put 
to suffering and torture. 

My father tended to forget his disillusionment with the 
Iranian Communist Party (Tudeh) after the hardships he 
and some of his companions had suffered after the coup 
and the return of the Shah from Rome to Tehran, but his 
rejection of revenge against the Shah’s regime masked a 
vulnerability, a sense of pride, and a stubbornness. Through 
all these existential moods ran a beautiful soul that, as 
time passed, wanted more and more to remain pure of 
all contact with reality; a soul that was satisfied with the 
reiteration of a mystical and philosophical approach to 
forgiveness devoid of all religious content. He came to the 
conclusion that there was no right side without its reverse, 
not truth without lie, no good without evil, no light with-
out darkness, and no revenge without forgiveness.

From the very start, my father taught me to think and 
act in moral terms. He himself became aware of the line 
that separated revenge and forgiveness through his own 
father, Mamdali Khan Jahanbegloo. My father’s family 
reflected a balanced mix of Kurds and Azeris. My grand-
mother was from the Ayrom family. She was related to 
Muhammad Husayn Ayrom, a senior military leader 
under Reżā Shah. She was among those who spelled her 
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family name “Ayromlou,” using the added suffix “lou.” As 
for my grandfather, he was the descendant of a famous 
Kurdish tribe, the tribe of Jahanbegloo, which my Turkish 
friends continue to call it by its Turkic name, “Cihanbeyli,” 
a town and district of Konya Province in the Central Ana-
tolian region of Turkey. My grandfather was very proud of 
being an Iranian Kurd and had kept all the symbols of his 
ancestors, notably two swords that were given to him by 
his own father. I eventually inherited these swords because 
I was the only son of the elder son of my grandfather. For 
my grandfather, forgiveness was an art of living. Though 
a retired military man, he never praised war or violence. 
As a humanist, he considered revenge as the triumph of 
evil over good. His house was open to the poor of his 
neighbourhood: they could come and eat freely at any 
time. My grandfather and my father both considered the 
concept that forgiveness should replace revenge in all our 
decisions in life to be a thoroughly Iranian one. It is true 
that words of justice and moderation were pronounced 
for the first time by Zoroaster, an Iranian prophet, but 
Iranian history, as well as the histories of the Turks and 
the Arabs, has not always been a realm where excesses 
and extremes were avoided. 

Be that as it may, forgiveness has not yet become a 
strategy of “living together” for the people of the Mid-
dle East. The refusal to take revenge or to legitimate 
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vengeance is the starting point to which the future of 
the Middle East and the world point us. The question 
to ask here is, can Americans, Canadians, or Australians 
have the same sense of horror, disgust, and sorrow when 
they see images of Syrian, Iraqi, or Palestinian kids blown 
to pieces by rockets or suicide bombers as when they see 
acts of terror perpetrated on their own soil? The search 
for an answer to this question begins with the will to rec-
ognize our common humanity and shared values beyond 
a continuous reinvention of our victimhood and beyond 
a persistent tendency to blame the other. This is the les-
son I learned from my father, as he learned it from his 
father. For my part, I am fairly certain that I have made 
the choice to move beyond vengeance. Having chosen, I 
think that I must state that I wish to be neither a tyrant 
nor a victim of tyranny. But even more important, I think 
that I must speak out for forgiveness against revenge. 
True, in both revenge and forgiveness, the individual is 
aware of the full and irreducible otherness of the other, 
but it is only through forgiveness that we can live with the 
world rather than merely in it. After all, we are dialogical 
beings, even if we kill and destroy each other. Forgiveness 
reveals the relationship between individuals that makes 
dialogue possible. It is the condition for dialogue and is 
most realized in dialogue. Above all, it presents shared val-
ues, especially moral values, as the minimum background 
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that makes dialogue possible in the first place. Yet, even 
if forgiveness avoids revenge, it has problems of its own 
in bringing humanity together.

Here too, I must be very clear. I am unequivocally in 
favour of a forgiving justice, and I would consider its even-
tual oblivion and collapse a grave misfortune for our con-
temporary societies. However, I am also deeply persuaded 
that if we were to forget the horrors of the past, future 
generations would have to pay for it. As such, the respon-
sibility we bear with regard to the past goes beyond our 
present time. It is not just a responsibility to those who 
came before us, but also to those who will come after us. I 
must start with myself. That is, as quixotic as it may sound, 
it is my responsibility to talk and write about the hard 
times we all went through in Iranian prisons. True, I have 
already written about it, but precisely because my memoirs 
were read in so many places, it still seems necessary for 
me to think and write about the ethical outcomes of that 
experience. The question of ethics has forged ahead of and 
through me, guiding my thoughts and actions. I was simply 
pulled forward by ideas of guilt, revenge, forgiveness, and 
responsibility. It might be that I was swept into writing 
this book by the urge to find answers to all these questions. 
Time and time again, I have been persuaded that history 
is a matter of making moral choices, and those who find 
themselves confronted with the tragedy of history bear 
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a heightened responsibility to engage in a dialogue with 
their conscience. Put more clearly, any politics that is not 
grounded in conscience will hardly save us. 

One doesn’t need to be a philosopher to understand that 
violence breeds more violence. The solution to the prob-
lem is elsewhere: it is found in the ways we understand 
violence and seek to deal with it without perpetuating it. 
I am repeating this basic and self-evident fact for the sake 
of pointing out that without accepting shared universal 
moral values, humanity will have no chance to fight the 
evils of its history. Let us be frank: living in history is not 
enough; something more is necessary. Perhaps we need to 
feel that not all lost causes are lost. Time and time again, 
I have been persuaded of the huge potential for forgiving 
and not forgetting that exists within human beings. It is 
just that those who have a duty to awaken this potential 
mobilize citizens with the worst human qualities: self-in-
terest, greed, fear, and hatred. However, my experience and 
observations after sixty years is that life is the practice of 
empathy. I must confess that it is not an easy path to take, 
nor do I pretend to have taken it, but let us ask the follow-
ing question: could there be a viable mode of decent life 
if we continue overlooking empathy as a self-awakening 
from the nightmares of history? Seen in this light, human-
ity clearly remains as a promise beyond the blending pro-
cess of revenge and forgiveness. To a considerable extent, 
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what made me write this book was not the perspective of 
focusing again on the time I suffered in solitary, but to 
try to question the “otherness of others” summarized in 
acts of good or evil. This is an archeological effort to dig 
deep into the mental geography of humankind. It is this 
question that has puzzled me from my earliest encounters 
with philosophy at the age of seventeen. 

Like many members of my generation, I was perplexed 
by the intemperance and excess of emotions created by 
political circumstances and social associations. The exis-
tential and ethical problems raised by my relationships 
to my parents, professors, friends, lovers, jailers, etc., were 
almost always accompanied by conceptual problems of 
both love and hate. I realized very early that, whether 
shamefully or gloriously, humans are all capable of revenge 
and forgiveness, perhaps because we are formed by them 
before we are capable of choosing or rejecting them. I am 
reminded of the epigraph in an early book of poetry by 
the Irish poet William Butler Yeats: “In dreams begins 
responsibility.”3 My dreams and wishes raised questions: 
Why do we need love? How does love turn into hate? 
What are we to make of revenge? In what sense can we 
overcome vengeance with forgiveness?

I suspect today that all these questions are, in a sense, 
both common and ordinary, although they are rarely raised 
in relation to our everyday life. Indeed, my central thesis 
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is that questions concerning revenge and forgiveness arise 
in attempting to live up to our will and wishes, and as a 
consequence of the failure of ethics and politics in our 
contemporary world. Given this, an understanding and 
analysis of what forgiveness is and how it relates to social 
situations and political circumstances where revenge and 
resentment are dominant should be central to our present 
reflections. Unfortunately, in recent decades the issue of 
who we are, not how we can live together, has become 
more important in our so-called “global village.” In other 
words, the solid ground of our common values is no longer 
the question of how we can “be together,” but of how to 
“be oneself.” In 1786, the famous British essayist, moral-
ist, and lexicographer Samuel Johnson wrote, “Revenge 
is an act of passion, vengeance of justice.”4 These words 
now seem to be taken for granted, with revenge and ven-
geance both seen as honourable forms of violence that 
erase dishonour to one’s religion or nation. Though ven-
geance might first appear to be “warm and racy,” as it does 
to Jane Eyre in Charlotte Brontë’s novel—“Something of 
vengeance I had tasted for the first time; as aromatic wine 
it seemed, on swallowing, warm and racy”—Jane later rec-
ognizes, “its after-flavour, metallic and corroding, gave me 
a sensation as if I had been poisoned.”5 Like vengeance, 
revenge is also a deadly passion, one whose uncritical 
acceptance damages the future for human society.
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The level of violence in our present world requires us 
to ask questions about the common values that keep our 
human civilization together. Taking the long and violent 
history of “the crooked timber of humanity” into account, 
Isaiah Berlin once said that the best we could hope for in a 
“common moral horizon” was what he called a “minimally 
decent” society.6 But is even Berlin’s minimal hope possible 
today? Is there any way to build a world of diversity and 
intercultural dialogue in the face of this politics of uni-
versal hatred that renounces recognition of others? All of 
us seek relief from the frustration caused by globalization 
and the juxtaposition of cultures it brings with it, which 
feeds the rise of fundamentalism and transnational ter-
rorism. But we cannot accept the kind of response we see 
in the killings of the French cartoonists of Charlie Hebdo 
or the November 2015 killings in Paris or the massacre of 
Pakistani children in Peshawar or the kidnapping of 172 
women by Boko Haram in Nigeria. Fanatics and funda-
mentalists have always rejected and struggled against each 
other. When fundamentalism seeks to enforce sectarian-
ism through coercion and violence, it invariably leads to 
terrorism. When people believe that they have the abso-
lute truth, they end up denying other people’s existence 
and can no longer distinguish good from evil. They are 
thus unable to establish a modus vivendi among different 
values. Finding a common ground is only possible if we 
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already share enough to recognize that we must behave 
civilly. If fundamentalism, whatever its form, sanctions 
violence in its mode of thinking and its methods of acting, 
it cannot expect to be recognized or tolerated by others. 
Yet we cannot return to the politics of tyrants, whose 
motto, like that of the fundamentalists, is “rule uncondi-
tionally.” To be anti-barbarian in our time is to say “no” 
unconditionally to fanaticism—not as tyrants or “aveng-
ing angels,” who are intolerant in their own way, but by 
engaging in meaningful and empathic dialogue with the 
otherness of others. Having thus chosen our course with 
pure purpose, we can renew our trust in forgiveness as 
a cry from our hearts and minds in the face of revenge.

In other words, fighting the evil of history does not 
necessarily exclude morality. On the contrary, it gives us 
strength and the superabundance of restoring forces. In 
any case, the question remains: what should we do against 
the plague of revenge with its all-too-human face? To 
anyone eager to live and to understand, this book offers 
the agony of those who have tried to answer this question.


