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Praise for 
voices of a Massacre

   “Once again the lesson must be learned that not all massacres are reported and acknowledged as the brutal and systematic killings that they are. What geopolitical reasons are there for having kept the history of the Great Massacre of 1988 in Iran from being told? This indispensable volume, Voices of a Massacre, takes the reader through that history, exposes the well-constructed oblivion to which this history has been consigned, and assembles the testimonies of political prisoners and those who mourn their losses. It documents the various arduous efforts to appeal to the government, the media, and international authorities to recognize and condemn this crime, and weaves together the acts of resistance among those who are fighting for this history to be told and known. This is an urgent and belated book that draws on multiple archives to establish the systematic death-dealing of the late 1980s in Iran, as well as the unforgivable and complicitous silence on this period of lethal violence. That history is established through many voices and genres, all of which constitute a living testimonial, a collective act of mourning, and a resounding call for justice.”

   Judith Butler, Maxine Elliot Professor of Comparative Literature, University of California, Berkeley, and author of Precarious Life and The Force of Nonviolence 

   “Nasser Mohajer writes for the same reasons as George Orwell—‘desire to see things as they are, to find out true facts and to store them up for the use of posterity.’ This is an invaluable testimony to the shameful 1988 prison massacres that the authorities denied, regime historians tried to vaporize, and many others either minimized or glossed over its medieval essence. The Inquisition that oversaw the mass executions was not only horrific but also unprecedented in the whole of Iran’s long history.”

   Ervand Abrahamian, Distinguished Professor Emeritus of Iranian and Middle Eastern history and politics, Baruch College and Graduate Center, City University of New York, and author of A History of Modern Iran

   “Voices of a Massacre is a testament to the human capacity to resist, survive, remember, and respond ethically to others—even at the very limit of what a person can bear. It is gut-wrenching and difficult to read, and that is precisely why we must read it, as slowly and carefully as necessary to absorb what has happened and to grasp what must be done. The book is a truly amazing achievement.”

   Lisa Guenther, Queen’s National Scholar in Political Philosophy and Critical Prison Studies, Queen’s University, Kingston, and author of Solitary Confinement: Social Death and Its Afterlives 

   “Voices of a Massacre is an unsparing account of Untold Stories of Life and Death, vital for understanding the cruelty of the Islamic Republic of Iran, yet unique in presenting human qualities of resistance, hope, despair, and fear under the condition of imprisonment. Through insightful narrations one can imagine and sense people’s desire for survival when pushed to life’s extremes. An agonizing, but not-to-be-evaded read.”

   Shahrzad Mojab, Professor, University of Toronto, and author of Revolutionary Learning: Marxism, Feminism and Knowledge

   “Voices of a Massacre is a valuable response to the ‘duty of memory.’ Through both analysis and testimony, it provides a profound series of reflections on the shocking 1988 mass killing of political prisoners that continues to cast a long shadow on the people of Iran. By surfacing the historical truth, this unique collection helps confront the culture of denial and impunity that stands in the way of a better future built on the supremacy of human rights.”

   Payam Akhavan, Professor of International Law, McGill University, and author of In Search of a Better World
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‌A Note on Translation and Transliteration

   In translating oral testimonies, interviews with former political prisoners, state officials, and “religious authorities,” I have sought to be faithful to the voices of those who bore witness rather than alter the wording of their accounts to adhere to the traditional standards of written English.

   Unless otherwise indicated, all translations from Persian, French, German, etc. were undertaken by the contributors to this volume.

   As there is no consensus on a comprehensive and conclusive method of Persian–English transliteration and the anglicization of Persian words, I have used a modified version of the system of transliteration employed by Encyclopædia Iranica. Furthermore, I have done my best to remain true and get as close as possible to the contemporary pronunciation and current phonetics of the dominant intonation, dialect, accent, and diction in Iran (in the light of classical Persian poetry). I have also tried to present a standardized and unitized English spelling of Persian words, even when citing direct quotations from English-language sources, in order to engender a sufficient degree of consistency. Moreover, Arabic words and terms have been persianized. However, in exceptional cases, where a term or concept has already entered the English lexicon, I have maintained the Arabic transliterations (e.g. jihad, surah, Iftar).

   I have abstained from using diacritical marks, except for the < ﻌ >, which has been transliterated with < ' >, as in Shi'ite and shari'a. The word < ق > ,< ﻗ >, or < ﻘ > has been transliterated with a < q >, as in Qom and Qurban. Ezafe-constructions (connecting two or more words through an unstressed -e and -ye) have been transliterated with an < e >, as in Bang-e Raha’i, and < ye >, as in Cherikha-ye Feda’i-ye Khalq.

  

 
  
    


‌Foreword

   Angela Davis

   Pernicious examples of state violence that produce (and reproduce) collective trauma also generate demands for memorialization that can imprint the memory of the trauma on the historical record, while assuaging our sense of incredulity in the face of such violence. Käthe Kollwitz’s 1924 lithograph Nie wieder Krieg (Never Again War) calls out for a collective memory of the pain and violence of war and at the same time announces a mandate that mass brutality should never be repeated. In his 2010 Geometry of Conscience, an installation on the grounds of the Museum of Memory and Human Rights in Santiago de Chile, Alfredo Jaar memorialized those whose lives were lost or forever damaged by the Pinochet coup and dictatorship. In Buenos Aires, in the Parque de la Memoria, there is a Monument to the Victims of State-Sponsored Terrorism during the military dictatorship, 1969–83. And finally, over 150 years after the putative abolition of slavery in the US, there are new and innovative efforts to memorialize the foremothers and fathers of many of us who continue to struggle for an end to racism today. In 2006, the Toni Morrison Society celebrated the author’s seventy-fifth birthday by inaugurating its Bench by the Road Project. This project was a response to Morrison’s reflections on the absence of memorials to slavery:

   There is no place you or I can go to think about or not think about, to summon the presences of, or recollect the absences of slaves… There is no suitable memorial, or plaque, or wreath, or wall, or skyscraper lobby. There’s no 300-foot tower, there’s no small bench by the road…1


   Thus far, the Society is responsible for the installation of twenty benches, including in Harlem, Paris, and Fort de France, Martinique.

   But there are also instances of exceptionally virulent state violence that have been subject to official cover-ups and for which there has never been the opportunity to publicly and internationally memorialize those whose lives were systematically, ruthlessly, but also covertly extinguished by the state. One of the most dramatic examples of unacknowledged, large-scale state terrorism is the 1988 Massacre of political prisoners in Iran. Estimates regarding the numbers of those subject to extrajudicial execution range from 4,000 to more than 10,000. Neither those executed nor their families were informed of their fate. Nasser Mohajer’s Voices of a Massacre is a much-needed collection of narratives and writings by survivors, family members, researchers, and others who are determined to prevent the erasure of this massacre from the historical record.

   As a longtime political activist in the US, my own trajectory has been deeply influenced by progressive and radical resistance in Iran. Some of my most prominent political memories involve solidarity efforts in the 1960s directed against the Shah of Iran. I was involved in the German Socialist Student Organization in 1967 when Benno Ohnesorg was killed by the police in Berlin while participating in a rally against the Shah, and I still have vivid recollections of the intense fear evoked by SAVAK—in the US, in Europe, and, of course, in Iran. At that time solidarity with progressive movements inside Iran was a crucial dimension of contemporary anti-imperialist practices. If we then challenged US military incursions in Vietnam and stood in solidarity with the Vietnamese people, we also challenged US support for the Shah and stood in solidarity with the Iranian people. Given this history, should we not be self-critical today regarding our failure to serve as effective allies of progressive movements that refuse to permit the rulers of the Islamic Republic to continue their cover-up?

   As a scholar whose research interests revolve around the emergence and evolution of the prison industrial complex and the central role of structural racism, and as an activist who has helped to organize numerous actions and campaigns over the years asserting the human rights of prisoners, I count myself among those who are especially concerned about the politics of the proliferation of prisons under the Islamic Republic of Iran. The official refusal to admit governmental responsibility for the 1988 Massacre is linked to the increased use of the prison as an apparatus of repression. Thousands of people are currently behind bars in Iran, and while we know that the United States claims the highest rate of incarceration in the world, Iran, which also has a high rate of incarceration, has come to rely on prisons and executions as a response—amongst other repressive measures—to pressing social, economic, and political problems. 

   As a former political prisoner who once faced the prospect of execution by the state and whose life was saved by a massive international solidarity movement, I am deeply troubled about the fact that we in the US—particularly those of us who see ourselves as allies—have not more closely followed the situation of political prisoners in Iran. Granted, it is true that an official and extensive cover-up of the 1988 extrajudicial execution of thousands of political prisoners prevented even family members of the executed from discovering the fate of their loved ones. As readers of Voices of a Massacre will learn, many were under the impression that their relatives were on the verge of being released—especially those who had been imprisoned for such relatively minor acts as distributing opposition literature or being in the company of those who were known to be members of oppositional political groups. Some had, in fact, already completed their sentences. It was also the case that prisoners, who witnessed the disappearance of their imprisoned comrades, were sometimes under the impression that the disappeared had been released or moved to another facility. From the Death Commission that interrogated prisoners and handed down decisions on those who were to be summarily executed to the mode of execution—often mass hangings—and the clandestine burials of the bodies, an almost impermeable cloak of secrecy obstructed the circulation of knowledge regarding this massacre that is so vast that it continues to strain our imagination today.

   However, as Voices of a Massacre underscores, that cloak was first perforated by the tenacity of family members who refused to believe that they would never learn the fate of their loved ones and who would not temper their resolve to learn where their relatives were buried. Thanks to the passionate obstinacy of family members of victims and survivors, and thanks to the work of Iranians both within the country and those, like Nasser Mohajer—political exile and scholar of modern Iranian history who has meticulously and consistently researched and documented the Islamic Republic of Iran’s prison system—living abroad, the truth regarding the massacre has slowly trickled out. Like the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo in Argentina, the Mothers of Khavaran have taken the lead, demonstrating the strength, political acumen, and perseverance that we have witnessed in other women’s formations that have developed in response to similar political conditions. The Mothers were among the first to call for information regarding those who had been disappeared, and because of their insistence the mass graves in Khavaran Cemetery were discovered. Largely due to their persistence in attempting to find their loved ones and to identify those officials who were responsible for the extrajudicial executions, the gates to the Khavaran Cemetery were locked in 2004. Five years later, authorities bulldozed the cemetery.

   The regime’s response to the Mothers of Khavaran—and to others who continue to press for information about the massacre and who insist on the right to memorialize the victims of IRI state terror—is an indication that they continue to feel threatened by ongoing efforts to extricate the 1988 Massacre from the shroud of official secrecy. The subtitle of Amnesty International’s 2018 report Blood-soaked secrets is “Why Iran’s 1988 prison massacres are ongoing crimes against humanity.” Amnesty International’s focus on one of the most heinous chapters of state violence in Iran’s recent history is further prompted by the ongoing official campaign to repress the commemorative efforts of survivors, families, and human rights defenders, and to demonize the victims and distort the facts about the extrajudicial execution of political dissidents in the 1980s. It is all the more relevant as many of those alleged to have been involved in the 1988 enforced disappearances and extrajudicial executions hold or have held positions of power in Iran. They benefit from a continuing atmosphere of secrecy and impunity in the country. The report persuasively argues that the crimes of enforced disappearance committed by the Iranian state are not only situated in the past but continue until such time as the authorities “fully disclose the truth about the fate of the individuals concerned and the location of their remains.”2

   The Iran Tribunal—a people’s tribunal modeled after the Russell Tribunal, organized in 1966 by Bertrand Russell and Jean-Paul Sartre to investigate US war crimes in Vietnam—which included such renowned international jurists as John Dugard, Michael Mansfield, and Patricia Sellers, had already found the Islamic Republic of Iran responsible for flagrant human rights violations. Their verdict, released on February 5, 2013, declared that:

   
	
(I) The Islamic Republic of Iran has committed crimes against humanity in the 1988–1989 periods against its own citizens in violation of applicable international laws;

	
(II) The Islamic Republic of Iran bears absolute responsibility for the gross violations of human rights against its citizens under the International Covenant of Civil and Political Rights; and,

	
(III) Customary International law holds the Islamic Republic of Iran fully accountable for its systematic and widespread commission of crimes against humanity in Iran in the 1980–1989 period.3




   
   
   There may be those who argue that these events took place long ago and that there is little to be done today, but the fact that it has been more than thirty years since this atrocity took place is an even more compelling reason why an international solidarity movement is needed to support the demand to render the Islamic Republic of Iran accountable for past as well as ongoing acts of repression. Current governmental authorities are responsible for the continued repression of those who want answers and who want to be able to mourn and memorialize those who were subject to extermination and summarily buried in mass graves simply because they opposed the theocratic regime. As challenging as it has been to begin to tear away the cloak of secrecy, this story of flagrant repression is now clear. While the actual magnitude of the massacre still remains to be confirmed and many more specific details will continue to be revealed, voices of this massacre call out to us. We cannot remain silent.

  

 
  
    


‌Preface

   Nasser Mohajer

   History, despite its wrenching pain,
Cannot be unlived, but if faced
With courage, need not be lived again.


   Maya Angelou

   This book is about a massacre that occurred in the summer of 1988 inside the prisons of the Islamic Republic of Iran (IRI), as the result of a fatwa, or religious edict, issued by the Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. Those slaughtered, estimated to be between 4,500 and 5,000, were women and men, young and old, Muslims and Marxists who were serving their sentences, some even scheduled for release.1 The vast majority were survivors of the waves of mass executions initiated on June 20, 1981, following the ousting of Abolhassan Banisadr, the first President of the IRI, by Islamic fundamentalists. The exact number of victims of these waves of executions between the middle of 1981 and late 1983 is not known. Estimates fluctuate between 5,000 and over 10,000.2 However, the arbitrary mass detention of members and sympathizers of an array of political parties of the time is well established:

   [T]housands of political prisoners were held because of their non-violent political or religious beliefs or activities, or their relationship with people who had engaged in opposition to the government. Arrest, detention and legal procedures all appeared to be arbitrary. Detainees were held for long periods before being charged and when trials did take place they lacked the safeguards which would ensure a fair trial.3


   The survivors of the mass executions of 1981–83, the majority of whom became victims of the 1988 massacres, were subject to ideological indoctrination in addition to undergoing harsh physical and psychological torture. Some repented, embraced Islam, and became collaborators of their jailers. Some committed suicide, or lost their sanity and never regained their mental health. Most of the detainees, however, stood fast, enduring pressure and pain without succumbing to the whims and wishes of their wardens. This resistance and perseverance were perceived by leading prison officials and state authorities as a disgraceful defeat. In fact, it was through their penitentiary system, as ordained by shari'a (Islamic law), that the IRI leaders first encountered the bitter taste of defeat. This defeat epitomized the unfeasibility of returning to the Age of the Prophet Mohammad, and crafting the ideal of Madinat al-Fadilah,4 in a semi-developed country such as Iran. But the Islamic fundamentalists did not admit defeat; instead they opted for revenge.

   This revenge, long-planned and meticulously plotted, was inflicted on non-conformist prisoners of conscience immediately after July 18, 1988, when the IRI was forced to accept UN Resolution 598, which stipulated a ceasefire in the eight-year war with Iraq. In effect, this decision, which Ayatollah Khomeini likened to “drinking from the chalice of poison,” also marked the defeat of the strategy of “exporting the Islamic Revolution” to other so-called Muslim countries, a strategy regarded by the leaders of the IRI as the pre-condition for establishing their ideal Muslim community in Iran. Accepting the ceasefire and the UN Resolution also meant ending the war economy, the state of siege, and the extreme restrictions imposed on the social and cultural activities of Iranian people under the pretext of the war. It also meant abandoning the policy of self-reliance, ending the isolation of Iran from the “world of arrogance,” opening the borders of the country, and re-establishing relationships with small and big “Satans.” The influx into such a social environment of thousands of avowed dissidents who defied the theocratic state, even under torture, was clearly a grave peril that the IRI had to quell in advance through pre-emptive action.

   The heinous crime began on July 28, 1988, and continued until late August of the same year, under total secrecy, behind closed doors and with extensive deception. The military incursion of the Iraqi-based National Liberation Army (NLA), the armed wing of the People’s Mojahedin Organization of Iran (PMOI), became an excuse for the sudden lockdown of detention centers and the severance of all channels of communication of prisoners with the outside world. Soon prisoners were being retried by a board of four in inquisition tribunals. They had no comprehension of what was happening and were entirely unaware that certain types of responses regarding their faith or organizational affiliation would send them straight to the gallows. It was weeks before the other prisoners realized that their cellmates had not been relocated as they had assumed, but had in fact been executed following the verdict of the board of four. They also learned later that non-Muslim female political prisoners had been horrendously tortured to make them embrace Islam, though in vain.

   The families of the victims were kept in the dark too, and were deceived into thinking that their imprisoned loved ones were alive and that visits would resume in a short while. It was two months before they heard the shocking news, when they were summoned by prison officials to formally receive the belongings of their loved ones in the waiting rooms of penitentiary facilities. The bereaved families immediately started to spread the news, and thus became the initial source for dissemination of the reality of the massacre. Through their courageous and relentless efforts, it was learned that many of the bodies of the executed communist prisoners were buried at the dead of night, in individual or mass graves in what the Shi'ite theocracy called the “Cemetery of the Damned,” later informally named the Khavaran Garden by the democratic opposition. It was also due to the arduous collective action of the families that the identities of 1,345 men and women who perished during the summer of 1988 were tracked down and presented to the Special Rapporteur of the United Nations Human Rights Commission, Amnesty International, Human Rights Watch, and other concerned organizations.5

   The disclosure in March 1989 of three letters written by Ayatollah Hossein Ali Montazeri was a watershed in the struggle to establish the reality of the massacre.6 Two of the letters were written to “his Auspicious Presence, the grand Ayatollah Imam Khomeini,” and one to members of the board of four. Besides vividly depicting the contours of the massacre and Montazeri’s vehement opposition to Khomeini’s fatwa, the letters also reveal that “several thousand” were executed “in a few days” by the “majority decision” of the board members.7 These letters, which resulted in the dismissal of Ayatollah Montazeri as Velayat-e faqih‌8 (Supreme Leader) in waiting, shattered all doubts regarding the dimensions of a national crime, though the details were still indeterminate. It was only years later, following the flight of some of the survivors of the Great Massacre, that particulars of the crime became known. Soon after escaping the IRI and taking refuge in European countries or North America, the survivors started revealing the inferno they had been through. The testimonies they provided to human rights organizations such as Amnesty International and to some parliamentary committees, the interviews they gave to expatriate Persian-language media outlets, scholars, and researchers, and the speeches they made to gatherings and in meetings of the Diaspora and others, enabled concerned individuals, artists and human rights activists to comprehend some aspects of the Great Massacre. Prison memoirs also shed light on many dark corners of this horrendous event and contributed to a better understanding of how the massacre had been carried out in different detention centers. Based on data, descriptions and narratives provided by former political prisoners, Iranian researchers, political analysts, writers, and artists in exile have produced a number of articles (mainly in Persian and English) on the massacre.9 A few scripts, documentaries, and movies have also been made, including Born in Evin by Maryam Zaree, 2019, and Morgen sind wir Frei (Tomorrow we are Free) by Hossein Pourseifi, 2019 (both in German),10 together with some short stories, songs, and even lyric poems and dances.11

   Observing the anniversary of the Great Massacre has become a tradition among the Iranian opposition in exile, who hold memorial events at the same time that the families and friends of the massacred gather in Khavaran Garden, or in their private residences if barred by the security forces of the IRI from assembling in the Garden. Despite all these endeavors, this episode, unprecedented in Iran’s modern history and recognized as a crime against humanity by Amnesty International, the UN Commission on Human Rights, and the Parliament of Canada, among others, has received scant attention in the US, Europe, and elsewhere. A case in point was the total silence of the international mass media on the thirtieth anniversary of the Great Massacre, which was roughly contemporaneous with the Tiananmen Square Massacre. The New York Times editorial is telling:

   Here is an anguish and a mission shared by many people around the world scarred by great atrocities, whether survivors of the Holocaust; or relatives of the “disappeared” in Argentina; or those who carry the memories of the Soviet gulag, the Armenian genocide in Ottoman Turkey, the Khmer Rouge killing fields of Cambodia, the massacres in Rwanda or any of the other mass murders of modern times.12


   The absence of Iran from discussions of more or less similar tragedies is one of the reasons why this project, Voices of a Massacre, was undertaken. The book’s foreword is written by the distinguished scholar and ex-political prisoner Angela Davis. Professor Davis, who popularized the term “prison-industrial complex,” has written extensively on penal systems and is at the forefront of the worldwide prison-abolitionist movement. She emphasizes that the historical record of the 1988 massacre needs to be buttressed by a collection of first-person narratives and writings to tear down the “cloak of secrecy” around this flagrant crime by the IRI.

   In Chapter One, the present author provides a narrative of the massacre based on the testimonies of political prisoners and bereaved families; prison memoirs; assertions and declarations by the leaders of the IRI; available documents from the archives of entities such as the British Foreign Office, Amnesty International, and UN bodies concerned with human rights; and the news outlets of the IRI and its opposition. As will be seen, these documents at times highlight the indifference of some Western governments to the early reports of the massacre, due to their desire to avoid placing into jeopardy the resumption of political and diplomatic ties with the IRI. Chapter Two then provides eyewitness accounts and testimonial narratives, by five women and four men of various political persuasions, of events that unfolded in the prisons. Chapter Three is a survey of how the massacre was carried out in cities other than Tehran, and includes the testimony of one of the survivors of Vakilabad prison in Mashhad. The next chapter is devoted to the efforts of the bereaved families to find out why and how their dear ones were executed, where they were buried, and the discovery of mass graves in the “Cemetery of the Damned.” It also describes the founding of the Mothers of Khavaran movement and the struggle to thwart the destruction of the Garden of Khavaran, which is crucial evidence of a historical crime.13 Chapter Five covers the testimonies of the sons and daughters of the executed: how they lived through and experienced the tragedy; their struggle to unearth the truth; and the steps they took against historical oblivion. An epilogue to this chapter contains three articles describing the different approaches and attitudes adopted by the bereaved families and survivors towards strategies for seeking justice against a Theocracy that is not accountable and that has striven to conceal the crime, hiding it with impunity as a state secret.

   At the time of writing, no other monograph on the Great Massacre of 1988 exists. The massacre is discussed at some length in Ervand Abrahamian’s Tortured Confessions: Prisons and Public Recantations in Iran (1999) and Geoffrey Robertson’s The Massacre of Political Prisoners in Iran, 1988: Report of an Inquiry and in his Mullahs Without Mercy: Human Rights and Nuclear Weapons. The present book offers a more focused and in-depth perspective on the Great Massacre.

   This volume contains contributions solicited by this editor and specifically written for this book. Three of these, the accounts of Mehrdad Neshati Melikiyans, Nasser Kh., and Mahnaz Saida, were originally oral interviews conducted by the editor and subsequently rearranged as testimonial narratives.

   The approach used throughout this book is that of presenting a contextual perspective through historical chronicle, political analysis, and legal review. It is inspired by the work of several scholars on the role of narrative in furthering historical and personal memory. As noted by Paul Ricœur:

   People do not remember in isolation, but only with help from the memories of others… and they preserve their own memories with help from commemorations and other public celebrations of striking events in the history of their group.14


   Ricœur further focuses on the role of the historian in this regard:

   Speaking about memory necessarily means speaking about forgetting, because one cannot remember everything. A memory with no gaps would be an unbearable burden; it is a cliché to say that memory is selective. Narrative structure, which memory and history have in common, confirms this law of the necessity of forgetting. A narrative always consists of only a limited number of events, selected in the operation of narrative composition. The methods of academic history merely raise this necessary selectivity to the level of a strategy for, respectively, understanding and explanation.15


   The present project also draws on the concept of “living testimony,” as espoused by the prominent filmmaker Steven Spielberg, which gives voice to victims of modern genocides. The University of Southern California’s Shoah Foundation, which he founded, has in recent years gone beyond its original remit of the Holocaust to record material on other mass killings in recent world history. Here too, unlike the foundation’s other efforts and findings, the Great Massacre of 1988 in Iran is not documented through currently available audiovisual sources. Anyone wishing to engage on such a project would have to produce a careful narrative combining the testimonies of affected and bereaved families, news and reports from the opposition journals, leaks of information from within the IRI elite, and material deriving from international organizations and Western government archives.16

   The biggest challenge, however, is the IRI authorities’ resolve in concealing the truth about this state secret and the truth of the massacre. Unlike the previous round of mass killings, in 1981–83, during which lists of those executed were regularly published in daily newspapers and during evening news bulletins, the 1988 Great Massacre have been systematically denied by nearly all factions and personalities of the post-Khomeini era. The publication of Ayatollah Hossein Ali Montazeri’s memoirs on the Internet in 2000 pierced the state omertà in this regard. Montazeri’s continued high standing within the Iranian polity and society following his estrangement from the IRI meant that his explicit description of Khomeini’s involvement in the massacre was read closely by a broad stratum of Iranian society, which had become interested in politics again following the emergence on the scene of Hojat al-Islam Mohammad Khatami in 1997. Sixteen years later, Ayatollah Montazeri’s son Hojat al-Islam Ahmad Montazeri made use of the Internet again to publish the only substantial non-print source to date, a long audio recording of his late father’s dialogue with members of the board during the massacre. Ayatollah Montazeri is heard stating that the IRI would be forever tainted by the ongoing crime.

   The publication of the audio prompted a coordinated reaction within the IRI establishment. A week after Ahmad Montazeri’s initiative, the head of the judiciary, Hojat al-Islam Sadeq Larijani, urged the rest of the political elite to “come to the scene and shatter these devilish whispers.”17 He also stated at that time that the Monafeqin—the term widely used within the IRI nomenklatura to describe the PMOI—of the 1980s were “worse” than the Daesh/ISIL of the present, and declared that the IRI should not permit a “distortion of history” by allowing the “disasters caused by the Monafeqin” to be forgotten.18 The IRI elite closed ranks around Larijani and vehemently supported his directive.

   Despite this, the state-imposed taboo on discussing the 1988 Great Massacre has progressively weakened in recent years. During the presidential campaign in the spring of 2017, President Hassan Rouhani made thinly veiled references to the role of his main opponent, Hojat al-Islam Ebrahim Raisi, as a board member during the crackdown. Many Rouhani supporters framed participation in the contest as a choice between “reformism” and someone with the blood of thousands of political prisoners on his hands. Hojat al-Islam Mostafa Pourmohammadi, a key member of the board of four, had gone on to hold high public office in the decades following the massacre, serving as interior minister to Mahmoud Ahmadinejad and justice minister to Hassan Rouhani. On July 25, 2019, he presented a mendacious account of the rationale behind the killings of the Monafeqin and his role in the purge, but finally accepted and recognized that such a historical event had indeed occurred. This caused an uproar among human rights activists. For example, Amnesty International stated:

   Recent statements by Mostafa Pourmohammadi, advisor to Iran’s head of the judiciary… defending the mass extrajudicial executions of 1988 provide shocking confirmation of the authorities’ willful flouting of international human rights law both at the time and now a stark reminder of the sense of impunity that senior officials linked to the killings enjoy.19


   Unlike Pourmohammadi, Ebrahim Raisi, currently the head of Iran’s judiciary, has never talked about his role in the killings. The increasing perception, among observers of Iranian politics both inside the country and abroad, is that he is one of the leading contenders to succeed Ali Khamenei as Supreme Leader. His celebration as an equitable judge by prominent personalities such as Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif confirms that the IRI continues to pretend and portray the massacre as a pre-emptive act of “self-defense” against the “challenge” posed by the thousands of political prisoners who, in the summer of 1988, refused to defer to its authority despite having suffered years of infernal existence in Iranian prisons.

   Pourmohammadi’s remarks came in the midst of a concerted effort within various spheres of the IRI to construct a detailed counter-narrative, framing the massacre as part of an ongoing confrontation with the opposition throughout the 1980s. This effort included the creation of award-winning cinematic films such as Majara-ye Nimruz, or “Midday Affair,” which was steered by the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC), who acted as consultants in providing an account of the hunting down and annihilation of that segment of the PMOI leadership which was based inside Iran at the end of 1981. The counter-narrative also included the publication of extensive “histories” of radical organizations such as the People’s Feda’ian and PMOI, which were in significant part sourced from prison interrogations conducted under duress in both the pre- and post-revolutionary eras. As such, the IRI has sought to turn the tables by claiming that the opposition was the instigator of political violence during the 1980s and to seize control of the narrative concerning this dark age of contemporary Iranian history.

   Over time, the narratives of members of the IRI intelligence community have converged on a number of points. The remarks made by the long-serving intelligence minister Hojat al-Islam Ali Fallahian in July 2017 contained a scenario that had in part been previously alluded to by Hojat al-Islam Larijani and later reiterated by Hojat al-Islam Pourmohammadi. This scenario had three main components: first, reduction of all political prisoners of different persuasions to the ranks of the PMOI, as if there were no communists or partisans of other political trends and tendencies in jail. Second, that the PMOI were worse and more dangerous than Daesh/ISIL and that they were “nothing more than criminals and terrorists.”20 And third, that the Mojahed prisoners were planning a riot, with an insurrection to follow in coordination with the PMOI forces that were to invade Iran with the support of the Iraqi military.21 This scenario received the tacit endorsement of the Supreme Leader Khamenei, who asserted on one occasion that those who pass judgment on the 1980s have to exercise vigilance so that “martyrs and executioners do not change places.”22

   The main task of this volume is not, however, to expose lies or uncover secrets. It seeks instead to embody what Primo Levi defines as the “Duty of Memory,”23 the objective being to gain insight into the historical reality and portray the subtle details of the “policy of cruelty” implemented by the IRI throughout the 1980s. In the words of Lynn Novick, co-director with Ken Burns of the mesmerizing ten-part documentary on the Vietnam War:

   It is a shortcoming and self-humiliating to constantly say that they have lied; there is no doubt that they have lied. But what we really want to do is to show what has happened.24


   Therefore, it is imperative that we prevent the massacre from being consigned to oblivion. With history erased and this crime against humanity obscured from the gaze of current and future generations, what was “perpetrated yesterday could be attempted again tomorrow.”25

  

 
  
    


‌Chapter One

   In Hindsight

  

 
  
    


‌The Great Massacre

   Nasser Mohajer

   Although thirty years have elapsed since Ayatollah Khomeini ordered the purge of political prisoners throughout Iran, the Great Massacre of 1988 is still an open file. All past and present leaders of the Islamic Republic of Iran (IRI) have maintained a policy of silence about this crime, and any reference to this atrocity is considered a political taboo by the Islamists in power. Yet, because of the surviving political prisoners, who fled Iran and landed in Western Europe and North America in the 1990s, as well as their families who stayed in Iran and fought to unearth the facts of this heinous crime, we now know that following Ayatollah Khomeini’s fatwas of 1988, all political prisoners were re-interrogated and retried in inquisition-like tribunals. Thereafter, thousands were taken blindfolded to the gallows and thousands flogged, day after day, to submit and succumb.

   “Cleansing” of the incarcerated was carried out in total secrecy. Not only were the detainees kept in the dark about the task of the commission that re-interrogated them, and the process of re-interrogation, but the authorities also refrained from revealing the burial sites of the executed, and forbade their families from holding public memorial services. Hence, many aspects of this massacre are still obscure. We still do not know the exact number of men and women killed during that bloody summer. We still do not know where they were buried. We still do not know why the IRI decided to undertake such a “cleansing” measure. And we still do not know the names of all the officials involved in the preparation and implementation of the deadly fatwa.

   Accurate answers to these questions may never come to light as long as the IRI is in power. Yet, personal narratives of ex-political prisoners who survived the Great Massacre make it possible to reconstruct the events as they unfolded in summer 1988 in Tehran’s two notorious prisons, Evin and Gohardasht. The political context and the chain of events at the time help us understand and allow us to draw rational conclusions about some of the underlying motives behind this crime, unprecedented in modern Iranian history.

   The Pretext

   On July 18, 1988, it was reported that Hojat al-Islam Ali Khamenei, then President of the IRI, had notified Javier Peréz de Cuéllar,1 secretary-general of the United Nations, of Iran’s acceptance of UN Security Council resolution 598 and the truce with Iraq. The news astounded political observers, as the IRI had resisted all international mediations throughout the eight-year war with Iraq, insisting on continuing the Jihad (holy war) until the overthrow of the “infidel Ba’athist regime of Saddam Hossein” and conquering of the city of Karbala as the springboard to “liberate Jerusalem from the occupying Zionist regime.” The surprising news was confirmed when Ayatollah Khomeini publicly endorsed the assertions of Ali Khamenei:

   … on accepting the Resolution which, in fact, has been quite a bitter and unpleasant problem for all, me in particular…, due to certain events and factors, which I refrain from mentioning at this moment, I have given my approval to the Resolution and ceasefire… Making this decision was more deadly than taking poison. I submitted myself to God’s will and drank this chalice of poison.2


   This was on July 20. On July 25, the People’s Mojahedin Organization of Iran (PMOI) dispatched its Iraqi-based armed forces to the western border of Iran. The PMOI’s National Liberation Army (NLA) crossed the borders to deal the “final blow” to the “Reactionary Islamic Regime.”3 As part of an overall strategy named Forough-e Javidan (Eternal Light) Operation, the PMOI called on the people of Iran to “rise up.”4 Yet, neither in Tehran nor anywhere else in Iran did people heed the Mojahedin’s call to take to the streets! Ignored by the masses and cornered in the western zone of Iran, they were quickly and brutally crushed in Karand5 and Eslamabad6 by the combined forces of the Pasdaran (Revolutionary Guards), the Basij (the Islamic militia), and other irregular armed bands and vigilantes. Some 1,263 NLA militants were killed7 in what the regime called the Mersad Operation.8 Dozens of Mojahedin were captured and immediately executed on the spot and many dispatched to Evin and Gohardasht prisons.9

   With the suppression of this three-day operation came vengeance.10 The social base of the IRI in general, and the Iranian Hezbollah (Party of God) in particular, deeply upset about the outcome of the war and heartily despising the Monafeqin (hypocrites), flamed the anti-PMOI fever into frenzy, roaming the streets of big cities, calling for the execution and annihilation of the “Mojahedin breed,” and taking the law into their own hands. They even arrested ex-Mojahedin, who had been imprisoned, served their sentences, and stopped political activism once released.11 The prevailing mindset of the supporters of the regime is described in the three instances given below.

   First, a Tehran daily reflecting the views of the “hardliners” of the Islamic fundamentalist state wrote: “We request that his Great Holy leader confront the criminals vigorously and get rid of them at once and forever.”12 Second, during the Friday prayer of Tehran on August 16, Chief Justice Ayatollah Mousavi Ardebili claimed:

   … they don’t know that people consider them inferior to animals. People are totally against them. There is immense public pressure on the judiciary as to why they are not executed. A number of them are in prison… people say that every single one of them must be executed. On the one hand, the judge has to deal with a number of problems… On the other hand, there is the pressure of public opinion. Most of all, I should thank these wretched beings who have made our task easy. We put dozens of them on trial. Files are brought in and taken out. I regret that only one fifth of them are dead. I wish they would all be wiped out so that this problem would be solved once and for all.13


   Third is this quotation from a petition signed by “thousands of people from Arak” (an ancient city 260 kilometers south of Tehran):

   We ask the people in charge of the judiciary to punish these heartless Monafeqin to the highest degree; to punish those who have taken refuge abroad and are involved in espionage activities against the system in Iran and are shamelessly attacking Iran’s militarily, spilling the blood of the children of this nation and were captured in the recent Mersad Operation to be brought to justice and not to tolerate or forgive.14


   As disingenuously as the procession organized and staged by the grey eminences of the Islamic theocracy, vengeance was on the move and genocidal mania escalated, with imprisoned Mojahedin throughout detention centers in Iran summoned to the inquisition tribunals and hundreds sent to the gallows.

   The Background

   We now know that Ayatollah Montazeri was behind the 1984 prison reforms, the pinnacle of which was the dismissal of Assadollah Lajevardi,15 the chief prosecutor of Tehran, known as the “Butcher of Evin.” However, forbearance or abstention from indoctrinating prisoners of conscience was not condoned by the principal authorities of the IRI. By mid-1986, the rift between Ayatollah Montazeri and Ayatollah Khomeini became insurmountable. The schism, though, at that time was invisible to many except the higher echelons of the politico-religious establishment. It became visible only after Ayatollah Montazeri was removed from the position of Khomeini’s “heir apparent.” Two years prior to the massacre of the political prisoners, Ayatollah Khomeini had written to Ayatollah Montazeri:

   I request that you consult the pious men who know about the country’s affairs. Then put that into effect so as to not, God forbid, harm your reputation, which would harm the reputation of the Islamic Republic. The irregular release of some hundreds of Monafeqin was granted by the order of a committee, whose sympathy [toward Monafeqin] and good intentions have led to an increase in the number of explosions, terrors, and thefts.16


   In the turbulent and troubled days following the military excursion of the Mojahedin, the same point was raised by Assadollah Lajevardi:

   Unfortunately, the manner in which the Monafeqin have been dealt with during the past years has been against the interests of Islam. According to the information at hand, most of the people who were set free from prison in the name of tavab [repentant] rejoined the Monafeqin and a number of them perished in the Mersad Operation. From 1981 until the end of 1984, when the Monafeqin were harshly dealt with, they couldn’t even attract ten people to their organization, but then after the Monafeqin were treated with slackness and leniency, and their members were set free as repentant. Because of this release [of prisoners], we are witnessing the attacks on Eslamabad and Karand… Who is really responsible for shedding the blood of the innocent Basijis [the Islamic militia] who were martyred by the Monafeqin and now landed in heaven?17


   The authority Assadollah Lajevardi is alluding to as “responsible for shedding the blood” of the murderous forces of the IRI is Ayatollah Hossein Ali Montazeri, who was publicly disgraced, deemed persona non grata,18 and stripped of all political power awhile before Lajevardi was reinstalled as head of Iran’s prisons in the winter of 1998. The pejorative term Monafeqin was again utilized for dissidents, thereby adding fuel to the fire. The leadership of the IRI was well aware that the employment of this derogatory term made it easier to justify repression. The documents at hand leave no doubt that the ruling cabal had long considered the extermination of steadfast opponents as the order of the day, if they were forced to accept the ceasefire with the Iraqi regime. They were aware that some rules and regulations would have to be relaxed, and a range of social, political, cultural, and even foreign policies would inevitably have to be modified or altered in the post-war period.19 Evidence also reveals that the plan included assassination of both the “Monafeq” and “non-Monafeq” dissidents inside and outside of the country.20

   Thanks to the efforts of the political prisoners who lived through the nightmare of the Great Massacre, we are now able to construct the chronicle of one the most dreadful crimes of the last quarter of the twentieth century.

   The Schema

   It seems to me that it was in the winter of 1987 that the regime finally made its decision… between November and December 1987, all the prisoners were re-interrogated, one by one: ‘Do you still believe in your organization? Do you accept the legitimacy of the Islamic Republic? Do you say your prayers?’ According to the answers given, the prisoners were divided into different groups. The changes continued with the transfer of prisoners. In the fall of 1987, all the prisoners with life sentences were moved from Gohardasht to Evin prison; they would be kept in separate wards as well…21


   Sometime later:

   They separated all the Mojahedin from the leftist prisoners. In fact, they divided the prison into two areas. The first area, which included wards 1 and 2, was exclusively for the Mojahedin. The far end of the prison, which included the wards connected to the auditorium, was the second area and exclusively for the leftist prisoners. In order to confuse the prisoners about the layout and the organization of the wards, they changed the numbering of the wards as well. For instance, they numbered the section of the Mojahedin and the left-leaning prisoners differently, splitting each into two main groups and separating the prisoners according to the length of their sentences. Prisoners who were sentenced to less than 10 years, were placed in special wards. Prisoners sentenced from 10 to 15 years were all put into one ward… while prisoners with sentences of 15 years to life, were all taken to Evin. In addition, those who had accepted to take part in staged interviews and make “confessions” were placed in Ward 14. Concurrently, all the “Mellikesh”22 prisoners were transferred to Gohardasht prison and were housed in Ward 10.23


   And yet later:

   A few days before the announcement of accepting UN [Security Council] resolution 598 and Khomeini’s speech in which he likened the acceptance of ceasefire with Iraq to drinking from a chalice of poison, I was walked to a section of the prison clinic which was exclusively for the sick prisoners in solitary confinement. There, I saw lots of bags stacked on top of each other. On one of the bags, I saw Hossein Qalambor’s name and concluded that probably he and some others… had been transferred from general Ward 316 to solitary confinement. This all happened at the same time that the daily 45-minute sessions of fresh air were eliminated. The situation had become very bizarre.24


   Imam’s Verdict

   Indeed, it was a bizarre situation, and Ayatollah Khomeini took the utmost advantage of it by putting his plan into action. In response to Ayatollah Montazeri, he proclaimed:

   As the treacherous Monafeqin do not believe in Islam; as whatever they say is stemmed from their deception and hypocrisy; as they have become apostates of Islam, according to the claims of their leaders; as they wage war on God and are engaging in classical warfare in the western, northern, and southern parts of the country with the collaboration of the Ba’athist Party of Iraq, and also spying for Saddam [Hossein] against our Muslim nation; as they are tied to the World Arrogance25 and have inflicted foul blows to the Islamic Republic since its inception, it follows that those prisoners throughout that country who remain steadfast in their position of nifaq [dissension] are considered to be muharib [waging war on God] and are condemned to death.26


   This verdict was not made public and was never mentioned by anyone in the politico-religious establishment, except for Ayatollah Montazeri. The latter saw the massacre of political prisoners as not in the long-term “interest of Islam, the revolution, or the country, nor beneficial for the prestige of the Velayet-e faqih [Guardianship of the Islamic Jurist] or the Islamic Republic.”27 Thus, during that very bloody July, to “absolve” himself from religious duty, Ayatollah Montazeri wrote two private letters to “Imam Khomeini” and one to a religious judge, Hojat al-Islam Hossein Ali Nayyeri. The letters surfaced months later, after the carnage:

   About your Excellency’s order to execute the existing Monafeqin in the prisons: the execution of the arrested in the recent event has been accepted by the society and the people. There doesn’t seem to be any negative effects. However, execution of the existing prisoners (those who are serving or have completed their sentences) in the present situation, to begin with, will be perceived as hatred and vengeance…28


   It was also through these letters that we first learned that Ayatollah Khomeini had appointed Hojat al-Islam Ali Nayyeri as the shari'a judge for the Inquisition Tribunals and asked him to immediately examine the cases of the “counter-revolutionaries” in order to determine who should be executed. Yet again, it was through these letters that we came to know the identities of the other members of these kangaroo courts: Morteza Eshraghi, Tehran’s prosecutor; Ebrahim Raisi, deputy prosecutor; and Mostafa Pourmohammadi, who was then the Intelligence Ministry representative in Evin prison.29 We also learned through these letters that the verdict could not be based solely on the decision of the judge, the prosecutor, or the Minister of Information; the majority’s approval was required.30

   Much later, when the prisoners’ contact with the outside world was resumed, we found out many details of those inquisitorial courts and realized how the executions were being ordered. For instance:

   In determining who should be executed, not only the interrogators, the wardens and their deputies, but also the prosecutors voiced their opinion. Even the Pasdars [Revolutionary Guards] were influential in deciding whose life would have to be taken and whose would be spared.31


   As to the legal proceedings, it was clear from the onset that even those who had served their sentences and were about to be released—whether Mojahed or Marxist—would have to appear before the Tribunal and might be condemned to death. This point is addressed in Montazeri’s letter to Nayyeri, the shari'a judge: “Furthermore, the execution of those without recent activities is to question all judges and their past judgments. On what grounds do you execute someone who had not been sentenced to death (before)…?”32

   The Executions

   There were certainly some criteria for executions of political prisoners. It seemed that any male prisoner who remained steadfast in his opposition to the IRI and was not willing to bow to pressure met the criterion to be executed. In the case of women, they decided to take the lives of the Mojahedin women and to break the spirit of the “apostate” Marxist women. They established the same rules and regulations for both male and female inmates in Evin and Gohardasht prisons.

   On July 27, they took all the television sets out of the wards and stopped the prisoners’ access to newspapers and to fresh air (havakhori).33 They also suspended the prisoners’ family visits until “further notice.” They even prohibited sick prisoners from going to the infirmary.34

   On July 28, 1988, the Tribunals went to work. They started with Mojahedin, men and women. They took them out of their cells blindfolded, lined them up in the hallways, and took them one by one into a room that was to become the interrogation chamber and the headquarters of Nayyeri, Eshraghi, Raisi, and Pourmohammadi. Then, they began their inquest: “Do you still believe in the Monafeqin? Are you willing to give a public interview in the presence of other prisoners and condemn the organization you are affiliated with?” And the interrogations did not stop there.

   In his second letter to Ayatollah Khomeini, Ayatollah Montazeri cites some examples of these interrogations:

   Three days ago, a shari'a judge from one of the provinces was saying—the intelligence chief or the prosecutor, I can’t recall which one—was trying to ascertain if a prisoner was still holding fast to his beliefs. He asked the prisoner if he was prepared to condemn the Monafeqin. The prisoner said: “Yes.” He asked him: “Are you willing to give an interview?” The answer was “Yes.” He then asked: “Are you willing to go to the front to fight in the war with Iraq?” The answer was “Yes.” “Are you willing to walk over landmines?” The prisoner said: “Are you implying that all those who are willing to go to war are ready to walk over landmines?” The interrogator concluded: “So it is obvious that you are still holding on to your political beliefs and are steadfast in your positions…”35


   Execution was undoubtedly the punishment for the prisoners who were steadfast in their opposition to the IRI. However, before the execution, they were allowed to write their last testaments:

   In the afternoon, one of the guys who had been checking the ward in front of ours realized that someone was tapping a message by Morse code through the window of one of the cells… it was a brief and clear message: “In the unjust court, the amnesty commission of the regime has convicted me to death, and I will be executed in a few minutes. They’ve brought me here to write my last testament…”36


   Ironically, the executions began with the Mojahedin women: “They executed all Mojahedin women, except for one who was in solitary confinement…”37

   The massacre began in Evin on July 28 and in Gohardasht on July 30. It went on until August 15, with short interruptions. It recommenced in Evin on August 28. The members of the “Death Commission,” who had posed as an “Amnesty Commission,” now turned their attention toward the leftist prisoners:

   The communist prisoners, who were in separate cells, were unaware of the massacre of Mojahedin… The inmates of Ward 7 in Gohardasht had seen Davoud Lashkari through the fence carrying a load of thick rope to the surrounding areas inside the prison compound. On another day, the inmates of Ward 8 had seen a stack of slippers, and on the following day, they saw a truck covered by tarpaulin with a few Revolutionary Guards on top of the truck securing the ropes. It looked as if there was a cargo of meat under the tarp… One day, the inmates of Ward 6 saw through the fence a number of prisoners queuing to use the outdoor toilets. Five Revolutionary Guards and Davoud Lashkari, the man in charge of executions in Gohardasht prison, surrounded them in a strange manner. Through the fence, the blindfolded faces of the inmates could be discerned. They were waiting in line with pale and gloomy faces. There was a murmur in Ward 6, “They are the ones sentenced to death!” Only the inmates of Ward 20, because of where their cell was situated, had clearly seen through their bathroom fences that the Revolutionary Guards were carrying the dead bodies of the executed to the trucks parked in the prison yard.38


   The time had come for the prisoners affiliated with an array of left-wing organizations to be “eradicated.” On August 28, they called several names and told the prisoners to put on their blindfolds, get out of the ward, and line up in the hallway:

   They took the guys, one by one, into one of the side rooms connected to the ward in front of ours. Sitting there was Davoud Lashkari along with a few Revolutionary Guards interrogating the prisoners. Those who asserted that they were not Muslims and that they didn’t say their prayers were seated on the left side of the hallway, and the ones stating they were Muslims were seated on the right side of the hallway. Those on the right side of the hallway who refused to pray were taken to solitary confinement to be beaten with cables until they acquiesced. At each praying time—morning, noon, and night—they received twenty lashes. Those inmates who agreed to pray were taken to Ward 8. The ones seated on the left side of the hallway were taken in groups to the first floor (the administrative section of the Gohardasht prison). There, in a room, the same interrogations were repeated in front of Eshraghi…39


   More questions were asked, such as “Do you still believe in your organization? Will you agree to a public interview? Will you cooperate with us and give us information?” At this point, if any of the inmates’ responses was still negative, they would be seated on the left side of the entranceway and later would be sent in groups to the slaughterhouse. No matter to which leftist group, organization, or party they belonged—Peykar, Razmandegan, Sarbedaran, Ranjbaran, Kumeleh, Sahand, Sazman-e Vahdat-e Komunisti, Feda’ian (Minority), Rah-e Kargar, Feda’ian (Majority) or the Tudeh Party—

   they were taken to the Hosseiniyeh [place of worship] to be hanged. Some were crying and some cursing… Some smiled and hopelessly waited for the last seconds of their lives. Some of the guards were competing with one another to perform the executions in hope of a greater oblation. A smaller group of guards were restless and traumatized from seeing so many corpses. Some of the inmates fought back and attacked their captors but were beaten fiercely. The executions were conducted very quickly.40


   The slaughterhouse in Gohardasht was the auditorium, while in Evin it was the parking lot of the prosecutor’s office. The condemned were hanged in both prisons.41 Once the Mojahedin women were dealt with, it was the leftists’ turn in Evin. It was early September:

   
They summoned a number of [female] inmates from each room—this time all leftists—to go for interrogation. Then the prison authorities came for the prisoners’ bags and belongings. Three individuals were removed from our room. They took a number of inmates from every room… Two or three weeks had passed before the first group of leftists returned. Up until that time, we had no clue as to what was happening to them. They were… placed in the adjacent room. For the first time, we learned from this group about the Death Commission (via Morse code, of course). They explained that a special commission… had come to prisons. In addition to being asked to identify themselves and explain their charges, they had been asked whether they prayed or considered themselves Muslims. If the inmates responded with a “No” or refused to answer the questions altogether, the Death Commission concluded that they were Murtads (apostates) and issued the punishment accordingly… Five sets of lashes within twenty-four hours, corresponding to five daily prayer sessions… Next, they informed us that most of them had endured fourteen days of lashing before they broke down…42

A few of the female leftists in Evin had gone on hunger strike, and one committed suicide. No one died under torture and only one leftist woman was executed: Fatemeh Modaresi (Fardin), a member of the Tudeh Party. However, not even one Mojahed woman came back from the sanatorium’s solitary confinement cells.43

Ultimately, we found out that they had executed almost all female Mojahedin prisoners who were Mellikesh. With the exception of three or four, all intransigent female Mojahedin were killed.44



   
   
   It was only after the resumption of prison visitations that the depth of the tragedy became known to the prisoners.

   Death Toll

   All the wards in all detention centers went through the same “housecleaning.” According to numerous accounts, only two Death Row inmates in Evin outlived this inferno and did not perish in the Great Massacre. Out of 1,100 prisoners in Gohardasht, only some 200 survived.45 More or less, the same scenario played out in other major cities of Iran: Kermanshah, Shiraz, Isfahan, and so forth. It is almost impossible to furnish an accurate number of men and women who lost their lives in that carnage, due to the IRI authorities’ total silence on, and obstruction of, any investigation into this crime. The lack of accurate figures is the reason why some independent researchers, like Ervand Abrahamian, only speak about “thousands who were executed in that ‘calculated planning’.”46 In spite of this fact, some survivors of the Great Massacre, as well as Amnesty International, have calculated that between four and five thousand men and women were killed during that bloody summer.

   It is important to note that in September 1989, exactly a year after the Great Massacre, a grassroots association in Iran, blossoming out of the struggle of the bereaved families during the bloody summer and fall of 1989, disclosed a list of 1,345 victims of the “national catastrophe of 1988.” The association acknowledged that they had not yet acquired the names of many of the “people’s martyrs slain in cold blood.”47 Soon after this list was published, one of the Iranian opposition journals in exile published a list of 1,387 names of the perished prisoners. The journal also warned that the list “is still unfinished and incomplete. It may also contain some inaccurate data due to lack of independent research.”48

   The secrecy of the executions, covert transportation of the slaughtered prisoners, and concealed burials in unknown mass graves, coupled with measures to hide from view the IRI’s blood-spattered hands, make an accurate accounting of the fallen impossible. It should not be forgotten that the IRI has never admitted the existence of mass graves of the victims of the 1988 Massacre anywhere in Iran.

   The End of Waiting

   For days, weeks, and months, the distraught families of political prisoners waited at the prison gates, asking for news about their loved ones. Some were hopeful and thought they would be able to see them. Some feared a humanitarian catastrophe had occurred and that the birds would never sing again. Many had brought money and the deed to their houses with them, to obtain a signed receipt (which was an indication that their loved ones were alive). What did they then receive? A resident of Saltanatabad received a note, in the shape of a ten-dollar bill, which said: “Brother… Please attend on… at… o’clock in Saltanatabad Kommitteh. Signed, Saltanatabad Kommitteh.”49

   The family members residing in Tehranpars, Naziabad, and other zones of Tehran received similar letters. This was during the second half of November, 1988. Then, “On the designated day, from 6 a.m. on, there was a hubbub in front of the Kommittehs of ‘Golsahra’ (on Saveh Road), Zanjan (Zanjan Avenue), Khavaran (near the Golestan Khavaran), Naziabad, Tehranpars and… At 9 a.m. they called the first names in ‘Golsahra Kommitteh.’ After a long and excruciating wait, finally one person came back with a bag. A second bag was given to a father… a third bag… a fourth bag.”50 The bags containing the belongings of their loved ones was conclusive proof that they were dead.

   That experience set off the movement of the families of the executed political prisoners. They took actions such as sit-ins in front of the Ministry of Justice, gatherings in front of the judiciary, and collecting 370 protest signatures for an appeal to the United Nations High Commissioner of Human Rights, as well as contacting activists and organizations outside of the country. The Iranian immigrant and exiled communities in the diaspora responded immediately and effectively. They contacted internationally known human rights organizations, the press, political parties, progressive intellectuals, and all concerned individuals the world over in order to inform the public and also raise awareness and sympathy about the “national catastrophe” in Iran, the dimensions of which no one yet knew. This worldwide campaign finally led to a reaction from European and American human rights organizations, international media, political parties, a few governments, and the European Parliament. They demanded that the Iranian government allow a UN investigative committee to inspect the conditions in prisons.51

   The IRI leaders’ reaction to this wave of concern and queries was deceitful and devious. They categorically denied the extermination of political prisoners in custody. They claimed that the executed were either captured on battlefields in the western border cities of Iran, or else were associates of the Monafeqin inside the detention centers, responsible for instigating prison riots in case the “Eternal Light Operation” proved victorious.52 This political ploy was masterfully promoted by two of the leading IRI officials in public speeches in Tehran. Two examples are characteristic: In a question-and-answer session at Tehran University, a student who seemed to be a supporter of Ayatollah Montazeri asked Hojat al-Islam Khamenei, President of IRI: “Why is the Islamic Republic uninterested in human rights issues and forbids entry of the United Nations experts to investigate the suspicious executions in Iran…?” Ayatollah Khamenei answered:

   This question sounds like the questions asked by the foreign media… about the executions, the mass executions in Iran; it has the same implication, of course, the Monafeqin radio says the same thing. In our Islamic Republic we have execution as a form of punishment… those inside prison with links to the Monafeqin who embarked on an armed attack inside the territory of the Islamic Republic, in your opinion, how should they be treated by us? Should we pamper them and give them a treat with sweets and candies?53


   Hojat al-Islam Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani’s assertions are noteworthy as well. Then the second-highest ranking strongman of the IRI, he retorted:

   This false and strange propaganda that the Monafeqin have recently orchestrated in Europe and Western countries about a few thousand of their forces being executed in Iran is to justify to the world the loss of their members in the Mersad Operation… There are always elements who can’t be dealt with in any other way but to be put down. We must crush these people. There must always be a state of fear for such traitors and unrighteous people.54


   Not only the “traitors and unrighteous” were subjected to a state of terror, but their grieving families also had to undergo cruel treatment. Yet, “the Politics of Cruelty”55 didn’t stop the families from pursuing their just cause of seeking the truth. They had scores of unanswered questions burning in their hearts. There was a quest for answers, “an unquenchable thirst in the darkest of nights.” They put it in words in an open letter to Ali Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani:

   Finally, after months of waiting, the prison gates were opened, but we couldn’t even visit our spouses, fathers, children, and our loved ones at their graves. Your criminal republic is not only involved in a mass killing of prisoners, but also refuses to reveal where they are buried. In many cases, it used the financial bonds and bail posted by the families, along with serious threats, to ensure that the relatives would not hold funerals or any other ceremonies for the victims. This is one of the basic rights of every human being… Was this your gift to the suffering people and the anguished families of the political prisoners on the occasion of ending the destructive eight-year war… ?56


   They concluded by asking Rafsanjani the following questions:

   
	
1. On what grounds did you kill them?

	
2. In which court, by which committee, and according to which written law were they executed?

	
3. Why were the prisoners who were sentenced long ago and who had already served their sentences suddenly exterminated behind closed doors in a matter of two to three months?

	
4. Why do you refuse to publish the real number of the victims of this massacre and evade publicly answering the explicit questions from people and the families of the political prisoners?57




   
   
   
   To date, none of the heads of the IRI have been willing to answer these questions. The chapter of the 1988 Massacre of the political prisoners in Iran is still open, and the last word has not been uttered.

  

 
  
    


‌Chapter Two

   Voices of Survival

  

 
  
   ‌Testimonies (Women’s Prison)

   
‌This Is a Warning: 
“We Plan to Kill You”

   Mahnaz Saida1

   In December 1981, when I was arrested on a charge of affiliation with the PMOI (People’s Mojahedin Organization of Iran), I was fifteen years old and in my second year of high school. In a trial that was over before you could even blink, I was sentenced to five years of imprisonment and an additional five years of probation. I was released near the end of winter 1986, but I was required to report either weekly or biweekly to a Kommitteh (the regime’s unofficial parallel police) in Vosoogh Ave, one of the major Kommittehs in Tehran, as did many political prisoners. We had to report on our daily activities, associates, and opinions on national and foreign affairs.

   One day in November 1987, after the typical questions, the chief interrogator closed his notebook and said, “Today I want to talk to you about something serious. I want to tell you that we’re planning carnage. We have a slaughter and purge plan. We plan to kill you.”

   “What do you mean?” I said. “I don’t understand.”

   “Let me tell you something. I can see that you’re not even twenty, yet you’ve spent five years in jail. I know you think I’m telling you lies, that I’m bluffing to scare you. I know all this. But what I’m telling you is true. I’m warning you. There’s a list of all the people who have not collaborated with us.”

   “You mean I’m on your list even though I have already served my sentence and wasn’t even given one day of remission?”

   “Exactly.”

   “Well, how are you planning to kill me?”

   “For instance, on the street. Or on a road. This is a new plan. Believe me! Your name’s on this list and I don’t want your name there.”

   “What exactly do you want from me?”

   “Collaboration.”

   “Well, if you really have good intentions and want to save me, write that I’ve collaborated. I’m not interested in politics anymore. I’m going to high school and I will be graduating soon.”

   “It’s not as easy as that. We need some evidence to show that you’ve collaborated with us. Something real.”

   “You know, I can’t do this. I can’t even think about it. I’m not up to it!”

   I left the Kommitteh bewildered. It was quite obvious from his tone that he was telling the truth. What could I do? I told myself, “I’m living an ordinary life and going to high school. I have no political activities whatsoever. But they’re still threatening me openly and blatantly. I don’t want to sacrifice my life for nothing. I’m doomed to extinction here in Iran. I must flee the country.”

   At the time the PMOI had operatives who would contact released political prisoners who wanted to join the National Liberation Army and smuggle them to Iraq. I decided to do this, and preparations were made for the journey. However, on the day of my departure, in January 1988, I was arrested at the airport.

   After interrogation, I was transferred to Evin prison and interrogated again by the Prosecutor’s Bureau. I was in solitary confinement for two or three months. In April 1988, I stood trial. Nayyeri, the shari'a judge, asked me, “Why are you back?”

   Returning to prison, especially for Mojahedin women, was a serious offense. Those who were arrested and incarcerated again were called “repeat offenders” (mojaddadi). To reduce the term of my imprisonment, I had to bargain with Nayyeri. “What else could I do other than flee the country?” I said. “You even went so far as to lay a trap for me!”

   I told him about my last interrogation at the Vosoogh Kommitteh. We argued for about an hour. Nayyeri completely denied the existence of such a plan.

   “There’s not a shred of truth in this,” he said. “We have courts, we have judges. How is it possible to kill someone who’s living her life and doing her studies just like that—for no reason?”

   “The interrogator’s words were serious,” I insisted, “and I took them seriously. I had no other choice than to escape. I didn’t want to get killed on the street.”

   My insistence was useless. Nayyeri sentenced me to three years of imprisonment and ten years of probation. I was transferred to the ward. There I saw some friends I had been with before and told them about the regime’s plan to exterminate all political activists. To some friends I said, “The country is in turmoil; it’s pregnant with events. Political organizations can’t remain silent under such circumstances. The PMOI has certainly planned some operations. We should take some things seriously, and the regime’s plans to eliminate the opposition is one of them.” I also talked about my fears and worries with Hamdam Azimi, a woman with clear views about the political situation of the time. From the very beginning of my incarceration, I was trying to convince my friends that the regime was planning to slaughter us.

   In August 1988, we had already heard on the radio about the ceasefire with Iraq. We all knew some changes were underway, but we had no idea what those changes would be. One night, around eleven or eleven-thirty, Zahra Falahat’s name was called over the loudspeaker. In the ward, rumor was that Zahra Falahat was one of the operatives of the PMOI and that she had helped some supporters of the organization flee the country. Zahra associated with no one in the ward. She spent most of her time studying Arabic. I think she was in Cell 9 of Ward 2, where “repeat offenders” were held. Zahra began to pack her things up with sangfroid. But the voice on the loudspeaker was impatient: “Ms. Zahra Falahat report quickly to the ward’s control desk, in full hejab!”2

   It was 11:30 p.m. No one was ever taken for interrogation at such an hour, especially those whose interrogations had finished. Zahra Falahat’s interrogation was over, and she was “awaiting a trial verdict,” which meant the court had yet to rule on her case. Calm and poised, she left the ward with a smile. She gave her ethnic Baluchi dress to one of her friends before she left. Zahra leaving the ward gave many of us the premonition of disaster.

   A couple of days later, female Islamic Revolutionary Guards (pasdars) raided the ward. Anxious and furious, they rummaged around—checking under the beds, in the inner folds of the bags, everywhere. We had curtains and behind them we had installed some small shelves. You could not put anything behind those shelves. But the pasdars even searched behind those too. In the end, they took away the televisions and shut off the radio news broadcast. We were kept completely in the dark. But somehow we learned about the PMOI’s military expedition to Iran, though we knew nothing about the details.

   From that day on, almost every day a few prisoners were called for interrogation. Throughout this time we were constantly trying to understand what was going on. My friend and I thought there must be a massive operation out there, which would explain why the guards were so agitated.

   Soon after, from one of the locked dormitories in the ward downstairs where nonreligious prisoners were held, we heard the news that a new squad had arrived at the prison. Some of the girls had heard the pasdars laughing loudly as they said to each other, “Did you see how she danced on the gallows?” They mentioned some prisoners by name, including the names of prisoners who we later learned were hanged the next day.

   The girls downstairs had passed on the information upstairs. We had an ominous feeling, but no proof yet. When they called someone for interrogation, they did not ask the person to bring along her stuff. And yet, not a single one of those called had returned. Had we become blind and dumb?

   The very first week they called my name along with some other “repeat offenders.” Prison officials were especially irritable when it came to some of the prisoners in Cell 9 of the ward upstairs. My name was called out, along with eighty-seven others. We were all taken to the ward’s administration area where we waited for more than one hour. Among us was Azadeh, a cautious and independent-minded girl whose father was a dentist. “Last night I dreamt that I was in my father’s office,” she said. “My father was going to treat my teeth. But as soon as he turned on the light, all the lights went out.” Parvin trembled at this and her expression suddenly fell. Parvin, who later fled the country and joined the PMOI abroad, was good at interpreting dreams and also divined through the interpretation of the Odes of Hafez3 (a form of divination using the Divan of Hafez in which passages are chosen at random and the future foretold from them). Azadeh asked Parvin, “What’s the divination of this dream?” Parvin dodged the question. Once Azadeh was taken back to the ward, Parvin said softly, “Azadeh’s dream was not good. Darkness is not a good omen.”

   This dream and its divination made the atmosphere even heavier. There was a feeling that something momentous was about to happen. But what? Nobody knew. Sometimes we were overcome by hopefulness and would say, “It’s nothing. They just want to transfer some of us to Gohardasht prison. They are trying to figure out the hierarchical organization within the ward.”

   I was not optimistic. I could sense the onset of the slaughter. The Haji who was responsible for the admission and discharge of the prisoners usually would deliver one document and receive another from the senior guard. The first document dealt with the delivery of the prisoner and the second one indicated to where the prisoner was being transferred. At that time, the senior guard was a woman named Rahimi. She was an older woman who appeared kind, but was in fact ruthless. With a glib tongue, she tried to run the ward tactfully. Prisoners referred to her as “a wolf in sheep’s clothing.” As the Haji was about to deliver the prisoners, Rahimi pushed me forward. “Here, take her. She is the worst Monafeq [hypocrite] of all.”

   “But I don’t have the papers to take this girl,” the Haji said. “Where should I take her?”

   “Take her with the others.”

   The Haji had no choice but to take me. I waited for the others outside the ward. The pasdars were seen in every corner and kept a watchful eye on us. As soon as anyone raised her head or moved the slightest bit, they would beat her up. The Haji was religiously not permitted to touch unrelated members of the opposite sex as they were not Mahram. The prisoners were in chadors (Islamic full-body cloaks) and blindfolds, so it was difficult to recognize anyone. When they were taking us out of the solitary ward, I realized that another group of prisoners were also waiting. They were probably from the communal ward adjacent to the solitaries. When we left the building, we encountered yet another group of prisoners who were waiting in line. They lined us up behind the others. We had to hold on to the chador of the person in front of us and follow her. We were under strict surveillance. Such high-security control was surprising. The pasdar accompanying us shouted aggressively: “Keep your heads down! Don’t talk!” If they heard the slightest sound, they would hit the suspect hard on the head.

   They took us to Building 209, formerly Evin’s dispensary. Building 209 had a large steel door. The door opened and we entered a hallway filled with girls (and a few guys, if I remember correctly). The dense crowd was a clear indication of an extraordinary situation.

   They lined us up along the wall. We were all forced to stand, as there was not enough room for anyone to sit. We waited for an hour or two. This time was unlike the times before when you could peek from under your blindfold or whisper to your neighbor. The pasdars’ attitudes were unusual. One by one, they called out our names. Finally, my turn came.

   They led me into a room. I was told to remove my blindfold, and when I did, my eyes fell upon Nayyeri—the same religious judge who had tried me a month or two earlier. Two people were sitting on his right and two on his left. Two people were standing on either side of me too. The windows were covered with dark military blankets. It was a terrifying setting. It certainly did not look like a courtroom. Nayyeri asked me my name.

   “Mahnaz Saida.”

   “Offense?”

   “Monafeqin.”

   “Will you give an interview?”

   The only line I had clearly drawn for myself from the very first day I entered prison was not to collaborate under any circumstances. Till that day I had always refused to give an interview. But that horrifying setting and the constant fear that never left me after the last interrogation in Kommitteh Vosoogh—a fear with which I lived and had transmitted to my friends too—caused me to say, “Yes, I will give an interview.”

   “Will you sign a letter of repentance?”

   “Yes.”

   “Go outside. There’s a text. Sign it.”

   They took me to a small cubicle. The text was short. “I, …, who have been arrested on a charge of affiliation with the Monafeq, hereby declare my abhorrence toward all counter-revolutionary groups.”

   I didn’t understand why I had to condemn the other groups, but I signed the text anyway and left the cubicle. After waiting in that swarming hallway for a while, they took me to a solitary cell. I was alone in the cell, but after a while, they brought in two more prisoners: Nasrin, whose family name I don’t remember, and Makhsoos Bokhara’i. They had also been interrogated and had given the same responses as me. In that moment I learned how the executions and purges were taking place.

   That night I could not sleep. Around three in the morning I heard noises; sporadic cries. Then I heard cell doors open and slam shut. I woke my cellmates. “There are strange noises. I guess something’s going on!”

   We were all ears. “That’s Halwaie’s voice,” one said.

   Mojtaba Halwaie was the military commander of the prison and head of the execution squads. Makhsoos knew him well. We quickly put on our scarves, chadors, and thick black socks, and sat waiting. Usually as they approached a cell, the guards would shout, “Cell! Observe your hejab!” This time, however, they barged in without any warning. They probably expected to find us asleep and without the hejab—giving them an excuse to harass and torment us even more.

   There was a female guard accompanying Mojtaba Halwaie. Her appearance surprised me. She was around twenty-seven years old, wearing make-up: mascara, kohl, and her maghnae (an Islamic scarf for women) was well back on her head under the chador. What did a guard with an appearance like that want from us at three o’clock in the morning?

   Halwaie was dressed in full military uniform. He was wearing combat boots and had a gun at his waist. He was surprised to see us ready. Irritated, he asked our names hurriedly, then our offenses. “You got away with it tonight,” he said, shaking his head as he was leaving our cell. “But tomorrow is another day.”

   As soon as Mojtaba left, we started a discussion about what he meant by “you got away with it.” Were we going for interrogation again the next day? Was it possible? We had no idea. But we were certain that tragedy was headed our way. Halwaie had given us his message.

   We were in that cell for a week before they transferred us downstairs to Ward 1 with the locked dormitories. We were fifteen or sixteen inmates brought there from various cells. News of our arrival reached the girls in Ward 2. I realized that many girls from our ward were missing. But there were still some inmates who held on to the belief that soon the girls would return in groups.

   For two or three weeks after our return to the ward, the doors remained locked. We were allowed to use the washrooms only three times a day. The guards treated us very rudely, much worse than before. “You got away with it, but you’re dreaming!” they kept saying.

   We felt that it was not over yet. The sense of being suspended between life and death behind those closed doors was constantly with us. After two or three weeks, they returned us to our former ward, Salon 2, which was very sparse. When they took us, we were many. When we returned, we were only a few. The atmosphere was heavy, very heavy. The twenty to thirty inmates who had survived were those who had never had “issues” in the ward. They weren’t die-hard tavabs (repentants), but they got along well with the pasdars. Some of the survivors were not affiliated to any political group, and one or two were royalists.

   We asked each other, “Who did they take? How did they take her? How did she go?” Question after question. Those who had not gone through interrogation asked, “The ones who have returned, how did they return? How come they were brought back? Where are the others?” We had no answers. We were almost certain that the ones who had returned were the only ones who had not been sentenced to death for one reason or another. Maybe they had been more on the alert than others. Maybe they had capitulated. Maybe they were lucky. Maybe…

   Prisoners who had been taken in groups were returning one by one. A ward holding 150 to 200 prisoners was reduced to 70. The ward was bare and gloomy, and the feeling that something terrible was going to happen prevailed.

   Eventually, newspapers were allowed in the ward. They brought back the television and, without any prior notice, we were called to the Hosseiniyeh. Going to the Hosseiniyeh was mandatory. The guards would look in all the rooms to make sure that no one had remained in the ward. The market for interviews was booming. After a few sessions at the Hosseiniyeh, we found out what was going on: prisoners were being taken for interviews in alphabetical order.

   “Introduce yourself. What is your offense?”

   If you were a supporter of the PMOI they would ask, “If we arrested Masoud Rajavi, your leader, would you finish him off with a bullet?”

   If the prisoner responded, “You haven’t arrested him yet,” they would say, “Right now we’re going to execute some of his supporters and sympathizers. Go downstairs and finish them off!”

   What was even more horrifying is that a few prisoners actually succumbed to this pressure.

   One day they called me to give an interview. I was not expecting it. They asked what my offense was, and then, “Would you kill Masoud Rajavi?”

   “No.”

   “Why not?”

   “I’m not a murderer and I don’t like the thought of killing people.”

   The Hosseiniyeh shook with shouts of, “Monafeq!” “Monafeq!”

   “You won’t kill him because you’re still a Monafeq.”

   The behavior of the person sitting up there, together with the crowd in the Hosseiniyeh, frayed my temper and nerves to an absolute minimum. The only thing that came to my mind was, Masoud Rajavi is an idea, an ideology. You can’t kill an ideology with guns and bullets, you can only fight against it with a new way of thinking. I didn’t know what would happen next. The Hosseiniyeh was once again shaking.

   “Down! Get lost!” the interviewer said.

   I went back to my place.

   “Why did you say that?” one of my cellmates whispered.

   It was a strange feeling. I felt that such singular moments crystallized the innocence, endurance, and legitimacy of many inmates. “It’s just as well to be hanged for a sheep as a lamb! I’m fed up. Fed up with these programs too. What else can they do?”

   I remember the day I was sitting with Azadeh, such a calm and quiet girl. Azadeh said, “If we have to pay the price for our people’s liberation, what are our lives worth? Let’s give our lives!” I will never forget the ring of her voice. Or Hamdam’s: “Look Mahnaz, if you stay alive, and I hope you will, bear witness! Testify. Tell them how they took groups of us, what they did to us.”

   The echo of such words is unforgettable. I can still see the smile that accompanied such words, invigorating the ward. Such composure and willingness to accept one’s own death, merely in the hope of freedom for one’s people. That’s all. For years they had endured torture and the cruelty of prison life. I don’t know if they could see the possibility of a fundamental change and a bright future for the country. But they had great hopes and did not fear death. May God bless them!

   Despite all this, there were still some girls in the ward who doubted the executions. They believed that there were still many inmates in solitary confinement. For people like me, however, it was as clear as day that they were all gone.

   One day the guards came to our stagnant and gloomy ward and said, “Go to the workshop. You must work.”

   A large number moved toward the workshop, among them many who had previously refused to go there. They did not want to give any excuse to the pasdars.

   After a while, Zamani came to the ward’s Control Desk. At that time Zamani was the representative of the Ministry of Intelligence in the prison. I had never had direct contact with him but had heard he was rather blunt. He was one of the main architects of the slaughter and purge of political prisoners. Zamani was feared by everyone, and it was generally believed that we should be watchful in our dealings with him.

   Every day he spoke with a group of prisoners. Gradually, I suppose he came to know everyone. Then he gave furlough to some prisoners, whether they had asked for a leave of absence or not. The ward was no longer what it had been. We did not have the same spirit. The absence of our friends was conspicuous, but we were not permitted to even mourn or cry. The few tavabs who had remained in the ward reported our every movement to further their own cause. For instance, a girl named Jamak had become even more collaborative than before—hoping to be granted a pardon by reporting on us. And she succeeded.

   What horrid days!

   Translated from Persian by Niloo

  

 
  
    


‌Summer 1988

   Anahita Rahmani4

   Summer 1988 started with a peculiar calm. The prison, to a great extent, had been freed from the upheaval of 1981–82. Our daily routine was specifically set: English and French language courses, the physics of Einstein’s theory of relativity, the psychology books of Pavlov, and newspaper articles about the socio-economic conditions that would circulate around the group page by page. We read them carefully so that we might see an indication of the struggle in some corner of the world, or to understand any reference as to what new decisions the state would make regarding political prisoners. We went for walks in the open air for part of the day, we jogged, and we played with a cloth ball that we had made ourselves.

   But those were hard days for Soussan,5 a particularly beautiful young woman who had caught the eye of interrogator Zamani. He brought her in for interrogation every day, each day using a different excuse. Her political opinions and ideas were investigated. Zamani was part of the Intelligence Division and played a significant role in the interrogations of political prisoners before their executions. Through physical and psychological pressures he tried to push Soussan to write a “statement of recantation.” But Soussan resisted. In the beginning she defended her ideas, but later she adopted a policy of silence. Every time she came back from interrogation, we would encircle her and ask questions. With a bruised body and tired mind, she answered our questions about the news of the “Interrogation Division” and the information that had been exchanged. In one of the interrogations, Zamani had told her, “A dangerous situation is awaiting the prisoners. Many of them are to be killed. It would behoove you to issue your statement of recantation right now and save your life.” We laughed at these threats. We believed strongly that Zamani was trying to trick and scare Soussan into a statement of recantation. We were immersed in our own world and were largely clueless as to the disaster that was unfolding around us. Even though we had seen indications of an evolution in the situation, we couldn’t have imagined the terrifying reality that was awaiting us.

   During this period I was deeply involved in serious studies with my circle of friends, who were more or less of the same ideological persuasion. We had reduced texts to small handwritten copies. We read them carefully and took meticulous notes, then had lively discussions about every detail and came up with good questions. We asked ourselves how, in the future society, we could develop Iran’s backward economy without dependence on oil or multinational corporations. Could we develop technologically and boost the economy without giving rise to class divisions? Could we take, as a model for developing Iran, the road that revolutionary China—not the current capitalist China—took? We were concerned with how we were going to deal with political dissidents and our political enemies in the future society. We should not let any of our enemies be arrested. We wanted to destroy the prisons altogether. No, it would be better to transform the prisons into museums so that people would know at what extraordinary cost despots and reactionaries were overthrown and the new society was charted and built. But did the country need so many museums while there were still not enough hospital facilities and laboratories for the citizens? We thought we would just convert a few of the prisons into museums—just to keep people from forgetting the past! But was it not better to think of the path to revolution instead of charting the outlines of the future society that we would build after a successful revolution?

   *

   The prisoners, known as Mellikesh, were separated from the rest of us. Soussan was among them. During visitations we heard that the men’s division had been divided more extensively. During the month of Ramadan they sent some of the PMOI to solitary cells and brought others to our division.
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