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Introduction

1

In June 1994, almost three years after my release from prison, I left Iran
illegally with my wife and my twenty-five days old son, escaping through the
rugged mountainous region bordering Turkey. As a political prisoner, I had
spent close to ten years in various prisons in the Islamic Republic of Iran
including Evin, Gohar-Dasht, and Ghezel-Hesar. My wife had also endured five
years in Iran’s prisons. At the time of our departure, she had not yet recovered
from childbirth. It was a risky, long, and arduous journey, which eventually
landed us in a Turkish jail for three months. The mistreatment and suffering of
my wife and our infant son in the Turkish prison were heartbreaking and
intolerable.

Thanks to the widespread support of many Iranian and non-Iranian human
rights organizations and the help of the European Labor Unions, we managed to
fight off extradition back to Iran. After our release from prison, we immigrated
to Sweden.

2

Since leaving Iran, I often considered writing my prison memoirs to document
the events I had witnessed for ten years in the prisons of the Islamic Republic of
Iran. I undertook this task as a tribute to those brave and courageous political
prisoners who withstood their ordeal unbowed, and heroically resisted one of
the cruelest tyrannies in modern history. Needless to say, many of these men
and women are no longer amongst us.

I started working seriously on my memoirs in 2001. It took me several
years to develop a detailed, accurate and comprehensive account of what
actually happened in the prisons of the Islamic Republic of Iran during my
imprisonment. It must be emphasized that I have intentionally avoided
discussing my own political activities before and after my imprisonment simply
because my primary goal in this book is to illustrate life and events inside Iran’s
prisons. For the same reason, I have not described my family’s imprisonment in
Turkey, the physical and mental abuses that we were subjected to, and our daily
fear of being extradited to Iran, most certainly to face execution.

Thus, the four volumes “Neither Life nor Death” should be regarded as a
prison memoir and not an autobiography. It is also worth mentioning that my
memoir reflects only a tiny portion of the crimes of the medieval regime of the
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Islamic Republic. There are many more untold stories and I hope to tell my
share of them at some other juncture.

3

In the 1990s, several books and reports were published on Iran’s political
prisons and the gross violations of human rights by the Islamic regime of Iran.
While these works offer a general picture of the prison situation in Iran, they
suffer from various shortcomings. Since my main intent in writing my prison
memoirs has been to record an accurate and comprehensive account of the
events to be passed on to the future generations, I took it upon myself to
carefully study the existing prison literature. To my surprise and dismay, I
encountered many instances of exaggerations, unreal and unbelievable statistics,
inconsistencies and contradictions that depict a distorted view of the crimes of
the Islamic Republic of Iran in the prisons.

My critique of the existing literature is presented in context in each of the
four volumes. My intent here has never been to criticize a person or a group, or
even to question the sincerity of the authors. My only goal has been to present
and clarify the truth as I experienced it.

4
As a political prisoner of ten years (1981-1991), I became a witness to the mass
execution of thousands of political prisoners in the summer of 1988. In July
1988, Ayatollah Khomeini appointed a three-member committee to interrogate
all remaining prisoners and sentence them to death if they still stood by their
beliefs, regardless of their sentence. For four days, as I sat and waited for my
interrogation in the “Death Corridor” with indescribable pain and anguish, I
watched my friends being taken for execution. I consider myself extremely
lucky to have survived that summer. And now I have the chance to present an
eyewitness report of the 1988 mass executions along with other human rights
violations in the prisons of the Islamic republic throughout the 1980s.

I have tried very hard, with very few exceptions, to focus on those events,
which I experienced and witnessed myself. In those rare instances when I
included second hand account of events, I have meticulously verified their
accuracy. Understandably, a lot of rumors circulated in the prison environment.
I have done my best to exclude them from these volumes.

Subjects and events covered in this book:

. Widespread arrest of the sympathizers of various political
organizations and groups, political activists, and their relatives
. Arrest of ordinary people under the pretext of unlawful

political activities or even suspicion of such activities
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Justifications presented by the various government-
controlled propaganda outlets, including those at schools, universities,
factories, etc.

The official orders given by Khomeini and the judicial
branch of the government allowing torture, murder, and the mass
executions of political opponents and their sympathizers

Physical and psychological torture during interrogation,
everyday life in prison, in court, in the prison clinic, and before execution

Executions, death under torture, and the continuation of
abuse even after official release from prison

Abuse of the families of political prisoners

Condition of women prisoners — sexual abuse and rape in
prisons

Issues of mentally ill prisoners

The condition of children and youth in the prisons — their
abuse and execution

Efforts to indoctrinate and brainwash youth to participate in
execution squads

Prisons’ workshops, prison labor, and the exploitation of
prisoners

Suicide in the prisons

Survival and survival techniques in the prison cells

How to keep one’s sanity in extraordinary circumstances
including extended solitary confinements

The public prosecutor of the revolutionary courts,
Asadollah Lajevardi, also known as the “Butcher of Tehran” and his
ideological and psychological orientation

Analysis of the judicial system of the Islamic Republic of
Iran and its leaders

Forced confessions

Forced ideological indoctrination in prisons and obligatory
participation in religious ceremonies

Detailed description of the “Grave and Hell” section of
Ghezel-Hesar prison, where prisoners had to sit blindfolded in a box for
months and listen to recantations by broken prisoners

Planning and preparation of the 1988 mass-executions

Day-by-day account of the 1988 massacre and the prison
atmosphere in the “Corridor of Death”

Causes and consequences of the 1988 massacre of prisoners

Organized attempts by the government to cover up the
massacre
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Role of each executive committee member in planning
organizing, and carrying out the massacre

Detailed account of how the mass-executions were carried
out

Statistics on the number of prisoners executed in 1988

Failure of the United Nations’ Special Representative on
Human Rights in Iran, Reynaldo Galindo Pohl, to investigate and expose
the 1988 massacre of prisoners in his two trips to Iran

Prison conditions in the aftermath of the 1988 mass

executions

Comparison of political prisons before and after the 1979
revolution

Thesaurus of terms used in prisons of the Islamic Republic
of Iran

I have done my utmost to portray a realistic picture of the political prisons
of the Islamic Republic of Iran. In this endeavor, I did my best to be honest
about my own shortcomings and weaknesses. However, I am sure that I have
not covered everything. My role in this book should be understood as a humble
witness to one of the darkest chapters of my nation’s history, who, with all his
frailties and weaknesses, struggled hard to maintain and defend his humanity.

As a witness to the crimes of the Islamic Republic and as a survivor of the
1988 massacre, I am prepared and, as a matter of fact, eager to participate in and
defend these accounts before any international tribunals that may investigate the
gross violations of human rights in the Islamic Republic of Iran.

Iraj Mesdaghi
irajmesdaghi@yahoo.com
Stockholm, 2004
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