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ABSTRACT 

Over the last three decades, many women and men who were political prisoners in the Middle 

East have come to Canada as immigrants and refugees. In their countries of origin, they resisted 

oppressive social policies, ideologies, and various forms of state violence. Their journeys of 

forced migration/exile took them away from their country, families, and friends, but they arrived 

in Canada with memories of violence, resistance and survival. These former political prisoners 

did not want the sacrifices that they and their colleagues had made to be forgotten. They needed 

to find effective ways to communicate these stories. This research was conducted from a critical 

feminist‒anti-racist perspective, and used life history research to trace the journey of one such 

group of women and men. This group of former political prisoners has been meeting together, 

using art as a mode of expression to share their experiences, inviting others to join their 

resistance against state violence. Interviews were conducted with former political prisoners and 

their supporters and artist facilitators who were part of the art workshops, performances, and 

exhibits held in Toronto, Canada from January 2010 through December 2011. This dissertation 

examines the importance of memory projects and of remembering in acts of public testimony and 

the significance of providing spaces for others to bear witness to those stories. This research also 

contributes to the body of knowledge about the role that remembering, consciousness, and praxis 

play in individual and community recovery, rebuilding community, and continued resistance. 
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PROLOGUE  

It was a Saturday afternoon in March and I was standing in a classroom at the Ontario Institute 

for Studies in Education at the University of Toronto, watching women and men as they sat 

around tables working diligently with small pieces of modelling clay. I was co-facilitating a 

series of art workshops as part of an Ontario Arts Council and Toronto Arts Council funded 

project called Words, Colour, Movement: Remembering and Learning Through the Arts. We had 

invited various artists from the Toronto area, including playwrights, visual artists, and dancers to 

facilitate art workshops with former political prisoners from Iran. The intention was to introduce 

the participants to different modes of expression for resistance against state-sponsored violence. 

This was the second week of an art workshop with artist and illustrator Barbara Reid. Barbara 

had encouraged participants to think of an idea, person, or experience and then had shown them 

techniques for creating images. Initially, the room was filled with chatter as people talked to each 

other about what they were going to make or asked for a particular colour or tool. After a few 

minutes, the 14 participants sat quietly, working on their art pieces.  

 It started with a single voice, softly singing a song; another voice joined and then another, 

until everyone in the room was singing, spontaneously, one song after another. As the people 

around the table sang, their voices grew louder and stronger. In the collective singing, they began 

to remember what had been at the root of their resistance, the possibility of a world where 

oppression was gone and people were free. In the many years that had passed since they first 

sang those songs, each of them had faced incredible obstacles, but they had survived not to 

forget. 

   

  xiv 



 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

I worked overseas for three years with an international NGO, and a large part of my job was 

working with women employed in  alternative trade projects in the rural areas of Bangladesh. 

The women with whom I worked made a wide variety of handicrafts, which included woven 

carpets and fabric. My job was to work with the women and to talk to them, so that the 

organization could understand how to run programs that met their needs, and so that we could 

understand the impact that working on these projects had on their perceptions of themselves, 

their quality of life, and their place in the community. To do this, I spent hours sitting with the 

women, talking with them as they worked on different handicrafts. One of my favourite places to 

do this was in a small village in the south-western corner of the country, with a weavers’ project. 

I loved to watch the women weave beautiful designs on carpet looms and wonderful patterned 

fabric with simple back-strap looms. Sometimes, their patterns were printed on paper and 

consulted every few rows, but other times, the patterns emerged through the imagination and 

skill of the weavers. As we sat together, we talked; they were eager to hear about my life, about a 

world far away, and I was eager to hear their stories, to understand their lives. As we talked and 

remembered together, our stories wove together and in the end, we were left with the gift of a 

fabric of a sort, a gift of new understanding and friendship.   

 I think it is because of this experience that I connect our interactions with other people, 

with their stories, and with new understanding to the act of weaving. This dissertation represents 

the weaving together of many different lives: my life, the lives of women and men, former 

political prisoners from Iran, who participated in art workshops and acts of testimony, the lives 

of the different artists and facilitators who participated in the memory project Words, Colour, 

Movement: Remembering and Learning through the Arts (hereinafter referred to as Words, 

1 



2 

 

Colour, Movement), the audience members at public events that were held to showcase art 

created through the workshops, and even you, dear reader, as you read about and come to 

understand the significance of the experiences of these former political prisoners, the art 

workshops, and the public performances.  I see the story of the women and men that participated 

in the Words, Colour, Movement project in a vertical frame.  The story that I have incorporated 

into the weaving starts at the bottom and moves up to the top.  It begins with hills that represent 

the resistance of the young women and men who opposed the Iranian governments in the 1970s 

and the 1980s, first the Shah and then the Islamic Republic of Iran (hereinafter referred to as the 

IRI).  Much of the planning and strategizing done by people involved in the resistance movement 

in Iran was done in the hill areas in the north of the country.  In many of the stories that I have 

heard, the time that people spent in the hills together was a time of community building, and a 

time that instilled a sense of hope.  It was the dawn of a new day, a new time when people would 

be free from oppression.  In my weaving, a new day is dawning, and there is a growing light 

behind the hills.   

 The weaving is then split by a dark stripe, representative of the violence of the Islamic 

Republic of Iran, as they tried to systematically eliminate any and all resistance.  This included 

imprisoning, torturing and executing thousands of young women and men.  However, the Islamic 

Republic of Iran was not able to completely eliminate resistance.  Within prison, community 

flourished and strengthened the resistance of those who were imprisoned.  Prisoners made art out 

of small stones they found in their cells or from date pits, made embroidery from threads they 

pulled from their clothing and wrote poetry on small pieces of paper, using pencils that were 

smuggled to them.  Those who had knowledge about particular subjects, shared it with others, 

informal schools were established.  These life affirming acts made cracks in the darkness,  
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allowing light to shine through.  In the weaving, there are cracks in the darkness that lead to 

muted colours, growing into brighter and deeper combinations.  This represents the resistance 

that continued to grow as people left prison, left Iran and established themselves and their 

families in new countries.  The brightest colours, approaching the top of the weaving represent 

the work of bearing testimony to their experiences through different art mediums, inviting others 

to bear witness to their experiences.  The weaving ends with a row of poppies, growing strong.  

The poppies represent the act of remembering in all of its strength, the stories of these women 

and men will not be forgotten.  This dissertation is one act, in solidarity with those courageous 

women and men, that traces their journey, of remembering, of resistance and of possibility. 

 This weaving, created on my own loom, is my creative contribution to the body of 

resistance art, in good company with the many pieces of resistance artwork you will encounter in 

this dissertation. So much of my task for the last decade has been working alongside people, 

introducing them to and supporting them through the art creation process. In the final stages of 

my dissertation writing, I was inspired to reflect bodily on the process of the Words, Colour, 

Movement project by weaving the different pieces of colour and texture together into something 

whole.  I also wanted to make my contribution to the art that was created by and for political 

prisoners.  This weaving represents how I have seen the journey of these women and men, as I 

have been a witness to their experiences of violence, their resistance and their courage to talk 

about their experiences in acts of public testimony. 
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Figure 1: Weaving As Process 
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Remembering as Resistance 

One of the strong threads that runs through this dissertation is that of remembering and 

resistance. I think this is illustrated beautifully in a story that one of the participants in the 

Words, Colour, Movement project wrote this past winter. Omid, whom you will meet in the next 

chapter, wrote this story, a fairytale of sorts, in an effort to ensure that he always remembers 

those who sacrificed their lives in active resistance against the IRI. This is one of the stories that 

is currently in the process of becoming a digital story for the Remembering Not to Forget project 

that will be discussed in Chapter 6. He dedicated it to “Those who I know and those who I do not 

know so that your sacrifice will be remembered and not occupy the realm of forgetfulness”, and 

he dedicated the story to “The thousands of Sasans and Arghavans who have died at the hands of 

evildoers” (Omid, 2013). I have paraphrased the story below; it was originally written in Farsi 

and then translated into English (Omid, 2013). 

There was once a young couple from a village in northern Iran who came 

down to the city to work with many other young people to resist the 

oppression of the IRI. They were very much in love and they were full of 

hope, like the new leaves and blossoms in the springtime. The young man, 

Sasan, disappeared into the darkness of the IRI prison system and the 

young woman, Arghavan, searched for him everywhere. She became 

depressed but as she continued to try and find him, she became full of 

energy, hopeful that one day she would find him. Everywhere she went—

to jails, to government offices, to graveyards—she heard the same answer, 

“he is not here”. She was in search of her other half and nothing short of 

finding him could satisfy her. She began to believe that Sasan, like so 

many other young people who resisted the IRI, Sasan had been hung in the 

gallows. Years of searching had worn her down, she was not the vibrant 

woman that she had once been—her hope was gone. She finally decided to 

return to her village home. It was difficult to return because she had 

changed and she did not know how or where she would fit. Eventually, to 

support herself, she returned to the skill that she had learned as a child, 

carpet weaving. Arghavan hired a young boy to read her the patterns as 

she wove. After a few days, the pattern reader began to notice that the 

woman was not following his directions and a different pattern was 

emerging. He watched her work on the pattern each day, wondering what 

it would become. The process was hard, Arghavan’s back ached and her 
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fingers were full of painful cuts. After months of work, the woman sat 

back and declared that she was finished. She asked her pattern reader to 

help her unroll the carpet from the loom. As they unrolled it, the image of 

a young man appeared—it was Sasan, as she had known him in the spring 

of their love. Though they destroyed his body, no one could destroy his 

memory, it would live forever in her heart and in the hearts of all of those 

who saw Arghavan’s art. 

 

Omid’s story emphasizes the importance of remembering in the process of healing and 

resistance. There is a subtlety to his story only apparent in the original Farsi, where the same 

word is used for both gallows and loom—the word D’ar. In Omid’s story, although the IRI 

intended the D’ar (gallows) to rob people of life, through her D’ar (loom), Arghavan made or 

created life. For Omid, this is the ultimate resistance, turning a tool of violence into one that 

creates life and possibility. 

 What I have learned is that remembering is important for each of us to do, particularly if 

we want to move on from our own experiences of violence, integrating those experiences into 

our understanding of the world (Herman, 1992). Remembering, however, does not come without 

a cost. It can be painful and, at moments, remembering those experiences can make you feel as 

though you will splinter into pieces. However, as you are willing to remember the pain, you will 

also remember the best of who you were—you will experience a feeling of release. In the case of 

the women and men who participated in the Words, Colour, Movement project in Toronto, 

Canada, the process of remembering reminded them of their resistance and propelled them 

towards further acts of resistance.  

 I began this dissertation with a Prologue that illustrates the role that art creation can play 

in the process of remembering and resistance. You will find many examples of the intersection 

between art, the act of remembering, and resistance in the pages of this dissertation. This kind of 

art educates, raises awareness, communicates urgency, evokes memory, teaches history, and 
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builds community (Brookfield & Holst, 2011, p. 170). The women and men who participated in 

this research participated in important learning journeys where they actively engaged in what 

Allman calls critical praxis, through art creation, acts of witnessing, and acts of public testimony 

(1999, p. 89).  

 Chapter One will introduce you to how I came to be involved in this research project, as 

well as the context of former political prisoners from Iran. I have also chosen to use the first 

chapter to introduce you to the participants in the Words, Colour, Movement project, and to the 

three writers and a film-maker whom I also interviewed, and who have recently written memoirs 

and produced films about political prisoners in Iran. Following this, you will have the 

opportunity to see and experience some of the artwork produced by participants in the project. 

Chapter Two will begin by introducing you to the Words, Colour, Movement project in the form 

of a narrative. This is followed by my research questions, my methodology, and the statistical 

analysis of my research data. In a typical dissertation, there is often a separate chapter for the 

literature review and another for the data analysis.  However, instead of structuring my 

dissertation in this way, I have written two thematic chapters that integrate both the literature 

review and my data analysis. I chose to do this in order that the literature and my analysis of the 

research interviews could be in dialogue with each other. This chapter, Remembering, 

Resistance, and Community Building, will discuss the connection between the act of 

remembering, resistance, and community building in the literature and explore how remembering 

has enabled both resistance and community building through the Words, Colour, Movement 

project. Chapter Four, Memorialization: State Violence and Public Testimony, will explore the 

connections between memorialization, state violence, and public testimony.  Chapter Five will 

practically examine ways in which groups of people who have experienced state violence can be 
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supported in their continued resistance. This chapter is my practical contribution to adult 

educators and practitioners working with people who have experienced state violence.  This is in 

the form of a manual that I developed as I worked with the women and men who were part of the 

Words, Colour, Movement project. Chapter Six will summarize what I have learned through the 

research process and suggest possibilities for future work in understanding and supporting people 

who have experienced state violence.  

Setting the Context 

Figure 2: The Journey of Memory, Memoirs and the Arts 

Memory, 
Memoirs and 
the Arts 2005

Talking Prison, Creating 
Art and Making Justice

2010

Lines of Resistance: 
Political Prisoners from 
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2010-2013
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2011
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2009-2013

Funding 
from 
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 I want to introduce the larger context of the work with former political prisoners from 

Iran.  I have included a visual representation of the different parts of the larger project that my 
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dissertation discusses above. In the following two pages, I have chosen to include a short 

narrative to contextualize the different pieces of the project, including a timeline.  The process 

will be described in more detail in Chapter 2. 

  Shahrzad Mojab, my co-facilitator, has had a long term commitment to the community 

of former political prisoners from Iran.  Her work began long before I arrived at OISE and met 

the first former political prisoner.  She began to look at the body of memoirs written in Farsi that 

had emerged from women writing about their prison experiences- she established a project, 

called Memory, Memoirs and the Arts, to document these memoirs and to provide a space for 

these women’s voices. In 2006, Shahrzad organized a series of art workshops: Words, Colour, 

Movement, including writing, movement and art workshops. A memoir emerged from the first 

writing workshops- We Lived to Tell (2007), telling the stories of three women who were 

political prisoners in Iran. 

When I started at OISE in 2006, and began working with Shahrzad, she invited me to 

work with a woman who was a former political prisoner from Iran and had recently come to 

Canada as a refugee. I worked with her for a year, using the text of her narrative as an instructive 

text to teach her English grammar and vocabulary, combined with artistic expression. My MA 

thesis documents this process.  At the end of my MA research, the women that had participated, 

expressed interest in continuing to create art, they saw its potential as a form of resistance.  I 

worked with them to apply for some money from Ontario Arts Council and Toronto Arts Council 

and were able to start a series of workshops, Words, Colour, Movement: Remembering and 

Learning through the Arts, that brought together former political prisoners and various Toronto 

based artists, engaging participants with multi model of movements (dance, theater) and colors 
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(visual arts). The workshops encouraged former political prisoners to reflect on their experiences 

of prison and of migration, with a focus on their survival and resistance.   

The art created through the workshops has been featured at three different events.  The 

first was an event held at Hart House Theatre in June 2010- Talking Prison, Creating Art and 

Making Justice (hereinafter referred to as Talking Prison), and featured both drama and dance 

based on work done in the workshops.  Following this event, a number of people from the 

community of former political prisoners as well as a number of different artists joined the 

workshops.  In April 2011, we held a week-long event to end executions in Iran- with an exhibit 

entitled Lines of Resistance: Prison Art from the Middle East (hereinafter referred to as Lines of 

Resistance). It was held at Beit Zatoun Gallery in downtown Toronto and featured a number of 

events- including a presentation and storytelling by former political prisoners.  Later that year, 

we held an event called Political Prisoners: Beyond the Wall, the Word, the Art (hereinafter 

referred to as Political Prisoners- where we screened the dance created for Talking Prison and 

where a number of memoirs and reports written by former political prisoners were launched.  

Since January 2013, we have been working on a digital storytelling project: Remembering, Not to 

Forget, with the intention of increasing access to the stories of former political prisoners through 

digital means.  

Introducing Purpose of my Research and Research Questions 

I set out to describe the experiences of former political prisoners from the Middle East as they 

engaged in a process of remembering and resistance through a series of art workshops, public 

exhibits, and performances; to understand the role that collective remembering and art creation 

plays in rebuilding and realigning community in the diaspora, and helping women and men to 

resist and overcome various forms of state violence; and to understand the significance of the 
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role that the people bearing witness to stories and experiences of state violence play in 

community rebuilding and resistance of those who have experienced state violence.  My research 

questions emerged as I thought about the process:  What role does the act of remembering play 

in resistance? How do acts of public testimony enable people who have experienced state 

violence to realign and rebuild community? What role does communal remembering play in the 

recovery process of people who have experienced state violence? and What role do people 

bearing witness to stories of state violence play in the continued resistance of communities?  The 

answers to these questions will be discussed in Chapters 3 and 4. 

 The methodological approach that I used to conduct my research was Life history 

research.  I drew on my experience as a participant‒observer in the art workshops and acts of 

public testimony; I interviewed 21 women and men who participated in the art workshops, in 

interviews ranging from 1 ½ - 3 hours from May 2012- February 2013; and I analyzed both 

documents and artifacts- memoirs, films and artwork. Another significant data source from 

which I drew was my own participation as an observer and facilitator in the art workshops. 

Participant observation is a widely used methodology in many disciplines, including but not 

limited to cultural anthropology, sociology, communication studies, and education. It aims to 

gain a close and intimate familiarity with a particular community and their practices through an 

intensive involvement with people in their everyday environment over an extended period of 

time (Douglas, 1976). This was the case in my research.  My commitment to this group of 

women and men has spanned the last seven years.  It is that journey and its significance that is 

recorded in the pages of this dissertation.  In the end, it is my hope that you, the reader, will learn 

from the journeys of my research participants and become more aware of acts of injustice in the 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cultural_anthropology
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sociology
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Communication_studies


12 

 

world around you, but also more aware of the importance of each of us taking action to resist 

violence in its many forms.  

Making Connections to Adult Education and Social Movement Learning 

One of the areas of learning that has been of particular interest to adult educators is social 

movement learning.  This is learning that some adult educators suggest can happen informally as 

learners are engaged in protest movements critiquing the social and political order (Foley, 1999; 

Hall and Clover, 2005), while others suggest that this kind of learning is attributed to the focus 

on training for leadership and other key players that various social movements have had 

historically (e.g. as in the case of the civil rights movement (Horton & Friere, 1990). Of 

particular interest to this dissertation is the possibility of art in enabling both consciousness and 

resistance- for example, the body of knowledge that has emerged from Latin America with 

theorists such as Friere (1973) and Boal (1979).  Leona English and Peter Mayo (2012) discuss 

the many different fronts of social movement learning and caution that one needs to be careful of 

applying Western models and understanding of social movement learning to non-Western 

contexts.   

 My dissertation draws from the work that has been done on consciousness raising within 

social movements  (Allman, 1999; Brookfield & Holst, 2011).  My entrance point is that of  

“successful” learning within social movements.  I suggest that if a social movement is 

“successful” in training its members, and strategically opposing the existing social and political 

order, they will come up against resistance from that same order.  Through my dissertation, I will 

explore how systematic state violence attempts to destroy social movements that oppose their 

social and political rule and how those movements can be realigned and rebuilt in diaspora. 

Before you start reading the first chapter, there are three things that I want you to consider as you 
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read:  my approach to working with people in the context of academic research;  how I have 

conceptualized and understand the terms “violence” and “trauma”; and how I have 

conceptualized and have chosen to use the terms “healing” and “recovery” . 

A Note on Research Participants 

My particular standpoint is as a feminist researcher and this position has informed this entire 

process from the way that I formed my questions to the way that I have understood the things 

that I have both seen as a participant-observer in the project and the way that I have understood 

participant reflections on their experiences.  One particular example of this is the way that I see 

myself in relationship to my research participants. So often when research is done within the 

academy, research participants become objects that are being observed or having data gathered 

about them, rather than subjects who are co-researchers. In many ways, it is easier to do research, 

whether quantitative or qualitative, if research participants are perceived as having information 

to give and that is where the relationship ends. This is especially true in the case of research 

participants who have experienced violence in some way. Often the deficits of people who have 

experienced violence are focused on rather than their assets, demonstrated in their survival and 

their capacity to tell their stories. Kerka (2002, p.1) suggests that this deficit perspective puts the 

focus on the victim of the violence rather than looking at changes that need to happen at a 

systemic level. In doing this, there is the risk that research participants will be objectified even 

when the intent is to do research meant to benefit them. I worked as a service provider in the 

social service sector for a number of years before I chose to come back to graduate school. 

During that time, I had a troubled relationship with academic researchers. They frequently came 

into the community with which I was working, enthusiastic about engaging with community 

members; however, at the end of their research, neither I nor the community members ever heard 
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from them again. This left the community feeling as though they had been the victims of what I 

came to term “drive-by researching”, the term I used to describe the phenomenon of academic 

research from the perspective of marginalized communities. My colleagues and I often discussed 

the violent impact that academic researchers could have when they came into our community, 

met with people, gathered their data, and then left the community to use that data to build their 

own careers. This violence was more subtle than other forms of violence that people in the 

community experienced, but it had the same kind of impact, appropriating voice and silencing 

rather than empowering the community.  In recent years, I have noticed that there are others 

engaged in Participatory Action Research who use similar terminology when describing this 

phenomenon—“Drive-by research”, “Parachute research” or “Helicopter research”. All of these 

terms indicate a superficial if not negative relationship with research participants. Whether the 

researchers intended it or not, this kind of research had a negative effect, because it only served 

to further marginalize the community. When I returned to school to pursue my MA degree 

almost seven years ago, I was committed to finding ways to do research that honoured the people 

with whom I worked, approaches that even included them as co-researchers.  

Looking at the way that knowledge is generated and valued from the perspective of 

feminist epistemology, I have chosen to disrupt the discourse of who has the right to create and 

articulate knowledge in a dissertation.  I will be introducing you to each of the research 

participants in the first chapter, because they play a central role in the research.  Without my 

research participants, this dissertation would not have been possible—all the data I have gathered 

through the research process are experiences that belong to them and any knowledge that is 

generated through this dissertation is because of their willingness to learn and to share that 

knowledge with others. I feel such a great weight of responsibility to tell the story of how all 
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these people have come together—and to tell it well. I am fully aware of the privilege I have 

been given in having the opportunity to do so. I am thankful for the trust that a group of women 

and men put in me—to hear their experiences, to help them find ways to tell their stories, and to 

learn with me how to be community and how to continue to resist the forces in this world that 

threaten to destroy the best of who we are.   

An Important Note on Violence and Trauma 

Trauma is a term used quite frequently in speaking of people who have experienced violence. 

The literature often refers to trauma when discussing the impacts of violence. I have deliberately 

chosen to talk about violence rather than trauma in this dissertation, because so often—when 

trauma is discussed—the violence that has caused the trauma is rendered invisible. If we choose 

to talk only about trauma, then we are talking only about the impacts of the violence, the 

symptoms of violent acts. Herman says that “traumatic events violate the autonomy of the person 

at the level of basic bodily integrity”, and that traumatic events destroy “the belief that one can 

be oneself in relation to others” (1992, p. 78). The traumatic event that Herman refers to is the 

violent act articulated in the therapeutic language used by psychologists and other medical 

practitioners. Choosing to talk about trauma rather than violence also runs the risk of 

individualizing experiences of violence and missing the importance of community in the 

recovery process. The danger in doing so is that the focus becomes the individual and their 

symptoms rather than the cause of the injury to the person or community.  

 In this dissertation, there will be times when I use the word trauma, simply because it is 

impossible to avoid using this term when discussing literature on people who have experienced 

violence. However, I want to emphasize that it is violence, not trauma, that injures both 

individuals and communities. It is violence that can cause people to forget who they are, and it is 
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violence that is at the root of this and also maintains social relations that  gives certain people 

power and privilege and prevents others from accessing that same power and privilege. When we 

see violence for what it is, we have the possibility of moving beyond the experience of violence, 

to a place where it is possible to overcome it. Violence leaves its mark on each person it touches; 

however, the lives and experiences of the women and men that are the subject of my dissertation 

demonstrate that an individual or group can take the things they learned through their experience 

of violence and transform them into further acts of resistance and positive change.  

Living Beside: Understanding the Process of Healing and Recovery  

 The challenge that each person that has experienced violence must face is that in order to 

move forward, s/he must confront the memory of what they experienced and often, remembering 

that experience, is the very thing that they would like to forget (Kirmayer, 1996, p.193).  Tal says 

that “bearing witness is an aggressive act...born out of a refusal to bow to outside pressure...a 

decision  to embrace conflict rather than conformity....its goal is change” (1996, p.7).  The goal 

of the women and men that participated in the Words, Colour, Movement project was to speak 

about their experiences of violence and to say to their oppressors through acts of public 

testimony, “What you did was wrong and we will not be silent any longer”.  Essentially, they 

wanted the perpetrators of the state violence to be held accountable for their acts, to admit what 

they had done and ideally, to apologize.  I have already stated in the above section that acts of 

violence can make us forget who we are and so part of the process of moving forward, needs to 

be about remembering who we are and what we are capable of, things that were often taken for 

granted before the experience of violence. 

 If we look at it this way, part of moving forward needs to be about recovering the things 

that we lost.  Two of the terms that are often used in trauma literature, are the terms “healing” 
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and “recovery”.  The women and men who participated in the Words, Colour, Movement project 

did not set out with the intention of seeking personal healing or even to move through a process 

of recovery.  However, as you will see in the pages ahead, there was a distinct process that 

occurred as participants met together, a process that I refer to as both a “healing process” and of 

“recovery”. These were changes that I observed, and that the women and men who I interviewed 

also observed- in the lives of individuals and in the life of the community.   As you read the 

words “healing” and “recovery” in the pages ahead, I want to be clear what I intend by using 

these terms.   

 When I think of the terms “healing” and “recovery”, I am not referring to a complete 

reversal of the impacts of violence on individuals or on the community.  On the contrary, I 

believe that people who experience violence will retain the impact of that violence for the rest of 

their lives.  They will never be the same people that they were before they had the experiences 

that caused them to lose people that they loved, to leave the country that they loved and to lose a 

sense of who they were. Tanya Lewis (1999) problematizes the concept of recovery in her book, 

Living Beside, which examines  how an individual can perform normally after their memories of 

incest return.  She suggests that an individual’s capacity to recover is very much dependant on 

their present situation, that there are many things in each day that remind the survivor of violence 

of their experiences.  In this way, she suggests, one can never fully recover because they are 

always reminded of the violence that they experienced (1999, p.18). She also suggests that the 

recovery process cannot be looked at as a linear one, that there is not necessarily a point when 

we reach a completely healed or recovered self (1999, p.31). Instead, Lewis uses the term “living 

beside” to refer to the process experiencing greater freedom, and moving towards a place of 

more strength and possibility (1999, p. 119).  She says: 
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Living beside means acknowledging the traumatized parts of self as they arise 

in daily life.  It means honouring them and giving them space for expression.  

As soon as I resist and refuse these parts of myself, I quickly move back into 

relationships and a sense of self that reflect past patterns of survival.  When I 

honour the trauma, I gain the flexibility to move into different parts of myself 

to create new possibilities (1999, p. 120).  

 

I would agree with Lewis that the process of healing and recovery cannot be regarded as a 

finished process.  Throughout the text, as I refer to either healing or recovery, I am referring to a 

process.  The best way that I can describe this process is that as the people who participated in 

the Words, Colour, Movement project, were willing to remember, willing to give acts of public 

testimony and to bear witness to their experiences of violence, they experienced a greater sense 

of freedom and became more aware of how to move forward, able to engage with themselves, 

with others and with the world around them in new ways.  This process was beautifully 

articulated by Shannon Blake, who you will meet later on in my dissertation.  She was one of the 

artist facilitators who participated in the Words, Colour, Movement project and gave this 

observation about the project participants:   

I think that the workshop participants have chosen to live a life that is 

constantly in conversation with the event.  I think they seem to be trying to 

generate meaning out of the experience by having it continue to motivate their 

political activities, and to motivate their political and personal values- around 

equitable anti- capitalist living.  I think that this project is about redeeming that 

experience.  They are using the story of the violence that was done to them and 

turning it into a tool that they can use to fight against the perpetrators.   

(May 16, 2012).    
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CHAPTER ONE: LEARNING TO RESIST VIOLENCE 

Yenna Wu (2011, p.1) defines political prisoners as “those incarcerated due to their active and 

passive involvement in political activities [and] prisoners of conscience associated with non-

political activities such as religious practices”. Many political prisoners advocate for human 

rights, challenging their governments to implement non-violent and democratic political policies 

and practices. For their resistance, they are detained, because they are suspected of being “anti-

regime or harmful to the state” (Wu, 2011, p. 1). In the case of dictatorships, political dissidents 

and activists are often “disappeared”…tortured, incarcerated…assassinated, or executed without 

trial (Wu, 2011, p. 1). If they survive, political prisoners are often forced to flee their countries, 

because they are perceived and treated like enemies of the state. Many of them end up in 

countries like Canada, often after being in limbo for many years. Nor do their stories and their 

struggles end when they arrive. They face the same challenges as most immigrants settling in a 

new country (Beiser,1999), but these are often intensified by their experiences of violence prior 

to migration. Although their voices, once strong, have become muted because of language 

barriers and the energy they need to invest in survival, their political convictions do not 

disappear but rather propel them to action. The difficulty for them is in trying to re-establish a 

sense of community and a renewed sense of purpose in this new context. As they go through the 

process of settling, they are faced with the impacts of the various types of violence they have 

experienced. This can lead to them to wonder how to move forward, continue resistance, and 

find resources to help them recover from their experiences of torture and incarceration.  

 In the following chapter, I will introduce you to a group of former political prisoners 

from Iran who were actively engaged in resistance against the IRI in the 1970s and 1980s and 

imprisoned for their acts of resistance. Following their imprisonment, they were forced to leave 
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Iran—because the state continued to practice violence against them—and become refugees in 

Canada. I will begin by providing some background information about the experiences of 

political prisoners from Iran as they left Iran and began to settle in Canada, and then look broadly 

at how violence is practiced against individuals and communities by the state, with a particular 

focus on the impacts of violence. I will then contextualize my understanding of violence by 

describing my own journey towards understanding the impacts of violence that led to my work 

with former political prisoners from Iran. The journeys of the women and men who participated 

in the art workshops and the acts of public testimony are the central focus of this dissertation. As 

a result, it is important for me to introduce you to them before I begin to discuss what I 

discovered through my interactions with them. A large part of this first chapter is dedicated to 

this task. I will be introducing all the research participants: the former political prisoners and 

their family members who participated in different parts of the Words, Colour, Movement 

project; the former political prisoners who have written memoirs about their prison experiences 

and one who has produced documentary films; and finally, the artist facilitators who played an 

integral role in the process.    

The Context of Political Prisoners from Iran 

 The Islamic Republic of Iran (IRI) is an example of a dictatorship that has perpetrated 

many acts of violence against those resisting its religious ideology, policies, and practices. Over 

the last 33 years, the Islamic Republic of Iran has tried to eliminate individual and community 

experiences of resistance from public remembering (Amnesty International, 1990; 2009). When 

political prisoners were released from prison, conditions were tied to their behaviours—both 

their words and actions. Many of their families avoided talking about prison and hoped that the 

former political prisoners would forget about the politics and resistance that had resulted in their 
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imprisonment. If former political prisoners stayed in the country, their experiences were made 

invisible through the restrictions placed on what they could say and where they could go, and 

through the express wishes of their families who feared they would be imprisoned again if they 

continued active resistance. Those who left the country had to deal with the process of settling in 

a new country—a process that demanded all their time and energy. Often, this process involved 

the challenge of learning a new language. One of the impacts of these different forces that—

tacitly and overtly—required that former political prisoners forget their experience of state 

violence was a silence about both the violence these women and men had experienced and the 

active resistance they had practiced against the IRI. To remain silent was an impossible task, 

even had they wanted to remain silent. The experiences of torture and incarceration were not 

experiences they could simply absorb into their understanding of the world and of themselves. 

These former political prisoners were profoundly affected; their experiences had shaped and 

marked them individually and as members of any collective. 

 When they left prison, and eventually left Iran, they brought with them the presence of 

the many friends and colleagues who had been executed by the IRI in the Iranian prison system.  

Shahla Talebi describes the presence of these people as the “ghosts of justice and freedom” 

(Talebi, 2011, p. 11) . As they left Iran and transitioned into exile, the presence of these friends 

and colleagues travelled with them, compelling them to find ways to continue to resist. The 

presence of these ghosts made it impossible to forget what they believed and what had happened 

as they resisted the regime both outside and inside prison. They needed to find ways to express 

those stories: to remember, not to forget.   

 The Islamic regime sought to destroy its opponents and the memory and history of 

resistance through refusing to allow any form of memorialization for those executed by the IRI, 
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or to allow the publication of memoirs by former political prisoners within Iran. One of the 

results of this strategy is that the generation of Iranians born after the 1980s has very little access 

to the experiences of former political prisoners. During this time, many memoirs have been 

written by former political prisoners from Iran living in exile. Although these memoirs were not 

allowed to be published in Iran, they were written and published by the many Iranians living in 

the diaspora. Until 2007, however, these memoirs were published in Farsi, a language less 

accessible to second-generation Iranians living in the diaspora. This generation grew up, as a 

result, knowing little of the resistance that was a significant part of their own history.  

 However, the violence of the IRI did not end in the 1980s or 1990s. The Iran Human 

Rights Documentation Centre and international human rights organizations like Amnesty 

International have continued to document the many acts of violence the IRI has perpetrated since 

they came to power following the Iranian Revolution in 1979. Acts of violence perpetrated by 

the IRI and the resistance of the Iranian people gained international media attention following 

what many considered a fraudulent Iranian presidential election in 2009. The world watched as 

the IRI used its security forces to brutally attack, arrest, and imprison the people of Iran as they 

held peaceful demonstrations.  

 Around the world, women and men who were former political prisoners in Iran had 

already begun to seek ways in which they could continue to resist the IRI. They had settled in 

exile, but re-establishing a sense of community had been challenging. As they watched the 

uprising in 2009 from a distance, and observed the way the IRI suppressed the movement, it was 

reminiscent of their own experiences of both violence and resistance. In Toronto, Canada, a 

group of women and men who had been former political prisoners came together to remember 

and resist state violence. This dissertation will discuss their stories of resistance, how they re-
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established community, and how they worked towards recovering from the effects of state 

violence through learning to use art as a tool to resist oppressive state practices in Iran and 

around the world. 

The Impacts of Violence 

We live in a world where acts of violence are becoming increasingly normalized. Violence is 

used to control and destroy. Violence is not just an action perpetrated by the “other” or the 

“stranger”, but is a tool used by every state to maintain power either within itself or in respect to 

other states. I defined violence elsewhere as “physical, psychological, economic, political, and 

all other structural forms which intend to harm, denigrate, exclude, and obstruct an individual or 

a group of people to function freely, fully, and without fear in society” (Mojab and Osborne, 

2011, p. 265). Critical anti-racist and socialist feminist scholars expanded the definition of 

violence to include “a wide range of acts, attitudes, ethics, morality, policies and social historical 

structures” including but not limited to “patriarchy, colonialism, capitalism and imperialism” 

(Bannerji et al., 2001; Burstow, 2003; Enloe, 1988, 1989; Hajdukowski-Ahmed et al., 2008; 

Mojab, 2000, 2006; Mojab and Macdonald, 2008; Mohanty, 2003; Rebick, 2005, UN, 2010). 

 Using this broad definition, it is evident that most people in this world are impacted in 

some way by violence. Violence can be insidious, as in the case of structural violence that affects 

how one is able to function in the world, or it can be overt, as in the case of violent acts that 

serve to control and exploit individuals or communities. Acts of violence can silence opposition 

and obscure individual and community identity, making people forget who they are and what 

they are capable of. Menjivar suggests that “only when verbalized do these [more insidious] 

forms of violence become visible and [are] connections to broader structures made” (2011, p. 1). 
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It is important to both identify and speak about experiences of violence, if there is to be any hope 

of opposing forces that exercise it.  

Violence can affect people in many different ways, but one of the most fundamental 

impacts of violence is on our capacity to learn. Jenny Horsman, a scholar and literacy educator 

believes that, in order to work effectively with the presence of violence in the classroom, one 

must begin by recognizing its existence. When this happens, the possibility for learning is 

opened. If a silence is maintained about the extent of violence in society, learners are diminished 

and their experiences pathologized. When the experiences of learners who have encountered 

violence are honoured, and programs designed and implemented to support them, learners will 

come to both value themselves and further develop their skills (Horsman, 1999, p. 78). Rather 

than addressing these issues as aspects of individual healing, educators need to focus on helping 

learners gain control, connection, and meaning, so that they are able to set goals and make 

changes in their lives (Horsman, 1999, p. 82).  Magro, in her work with adults who have 

experienced war, suggests that helping learners “build bridges” from prior knowledge to new 

knowledge is an important step in that process, connecting their experiences before they were 

impacted by the violence, to their current situation (2006, p.72). 

In the trajectory of my own learning, I see that the educator must be aware of the whole 

person. Friere suggests that education should go beyond teaching “essential” or “functional” 

skills and move towards personal and social empowerment, integrating critical reflection and 

personal development (Friere, 1973). The most profound experiences I have had have been when 

people with whom I am working have been able to move towards both personal and social 

empowerment. Over the last 15 years, I have worked with people in  marginalized communities: 

some, geographically based (e.g. the subsidized housing community of Regent Park in Toronto, 
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Canada); others, dependent on social circumstances (e.g. women who were single female heads 

of household in rural Bangladesh); and others, the result of political action against the ruling 

force (e.g. former political prisoners from Iran). In all of these cases, my work with these groups 

required an awareness of the role that violence can play in creating and sustaining control and 

maintaining social relations. As a community development worker and community organizer, my 

work has also been informed by an awareness that, although violence seeks to control and 

maintain social relations, once people are reminded of their capacity and their strength, they can 

become active agents in continuing to resist violence.  

Understanding and Learning to Resist Violence: A Personal Story 

I grew up in a white, middle-class home. As a child, I moved around a lot, because of my 

father’s studies and employment. As a result, I was always meeting new people and having to 

negotiate new social situations. From this, I learned to watch carefully and to respond to the 

social cues that were essential to my success in these new spaces. I was not always successful at 

navigating social situations effectively; nevertheless, this capacity has been a tool that has served 

me well in my adult life. The home in which I grew up was structured, with traditional 

conservative Christian values. Although for the most part, this meant a fairly legalistic view of 

the world with rules that dictated what was right and what was wrong, it was also a viewpoint 

that encouraged me to look outside of my own life and experience, to be aware of and respond to 

the needs of others. In the beginning, for me, this entailed the practice of “charity”, being aware 

of the needs of those “less fortunate” and responding to those needs out of my resources. As I 

grew older and had more opportunities to interact with new people and new ideas, I became 

dissatisfied with practicing charity, because of its limitations. Charity was only responding to 

needs or perceived needs; it always put me in the position of power, ensuring that social relations 
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were maintained. Charity also did not require the best of what I had to give, only the excess. 

Charity did not require me to change, and it did not provide me with a plan to effect positive 

change.  

 I discovered a concept that had more potential when I started high school. This was the 

concept of “justice”. Justice invited me to look at the world differently, to ask questions about 

why things were the way that they were, and then to take steps towards change, in my life and in 

the lives of others. In high school, I became involved with Amnesty International and wrote 

endless letters to different governments demanding the release of “prisoners of conscience”. I 

became aware of international politics and the role that Canada played in maintaining global 

power structures. I began to look for ways to contribute to change. I continued to practice 

charity, but partnered it with a practice that looked for solutions and the possibility of change. It 

was an exciting time in global politics, and I wondered what was possible in this new world.  

 By the time that I got to university, I was frustrated by the injustice I saw in the world 

around me. The 1991 Gulf War had just occurred and I was aware that this was not a war 

defending democracy, but rather a war defending the “right” to resources like oil. I started 

thinking about the way that news was reported and the way that some lives were privileged over 

others. I went to my first protests against the Gulf War, pleading for a peace that I still believed 

was possible. 

 The 1990s for me was a time of learning and growing, understanding my place in the 

world and understanding my culpability in maintaining inequality and injustice. I also felt a huge 

weight of responsibility—recognizing my privilege as a woman born in North America in the 

20th century. I became aware of the ways in which everything I had was dependent on the fact 

that someone else did not have. I recognized the role that my ancestors had played in oppressing 
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other population groups, for example, white settler occupation of Aboriginal land, and felt the 

guilt of the privilege I had not earned but had simply been born to. It was overwhelming. I knew 

that I needed to do something with my privilege to effect positive change. 

 I continued being politically active, attending protests on policies that affected housing 

and income or protesting Canada’s involvement in international actions such as the War on 

Terror. During this time, I also started to find ways to understand and learn from people who had 

experienced various forms of injustice, through volunteering with homeless organizations, food 

banks, and organizations that worked with refugees. I wanted to hear the stories of those who had 

experienced injustice, so that I could understand their experiences and contribute somehow to 

their recovery process. After I graduated with my BA degree I decided that I wanted to 

understand more fully the context of many of the women and men with whom I had been 

working. I applied to do an internship with the Canadian International Development Agency 

(CIDA). The application took me in a different direction than I had expected, and I ended up 

accepting a contract with a large international NGO to work with a Job Creation Program in 

Bangladesh.  

 My job was to visit with and listen to the stories of women who were single female heads 

of household, who had been either widowed, divorced, or abandoned and who were now 

working in various project that produced handicrafts for “fair-trade” organizations: in Canada 

and the US, Ten Thousand Villages and SERVE USA and around the world, Oxfam, TEAR UK 

and Global Village. I talked with these women and then wrote their stories for various of the 

NGO’s publications, including those used for fundraising/development. I also used the data I 

gathered to feed into the programs the organization was running to assist women in improving 

their quality of life. 
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 As I travelled all over rural Bangladesh and developed relationships with many of these 

women, I also began to develop a greater understanding of oppression and its connection to 

different forms of individual and structural violence. Women talked about the ways in which 

they had experienced physical violence—from a father, a husband or a mother-in-law. However, 

they seemed to have little awareness of structures of patriarchy, colonialism, and imperialism. 

For many of them, the different types of violence that were part of their everyday existence had 

become normalized. Kleinman (2000, p.226) suggests that violence is not simply a collection of 

events, but rather the “ordering of the social world and making (or realizing) culture that 

themselves are forms of violence” and that violence is “multiple, mundane and perhaps all the 

more fundamental because it is hidden or secret violence out of which images of people are 

shaped, experiences of groups are coerced, and agency itself is engendered”. 

 I recognized that the solution for these women with whom I was working was not just the 

opportunity to earn an income. This allowed them to provide for themselves and their families, 

but did very little to change the way they perceived themselves or were perceived by others. 

They still lived in a context that was shaped and sustained by the violence of patriarchy, 

colonialism, and capitalism.  All of their actions and interactions were moderated by the male 

members of their community- they had very few opportunities for autonomy when making 

decisions pertaining to their lives.  When any woman chose to try to push those boundaries, she 

was punished, either by social isolation or by overtly violent acts.  One of the most common 

questions that the women I worked with asked me was “Bangladesh, kemon lage”, which means, 

“How do you like Bangladesh?” The conversation that always followed demonstrated the lasting 

impact of the violence of colonialism on the lives of these women: 

Bethany:  I like Bangladesh very much. 
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The women: Really, how can you?  It is such a poor country compared 

to your country. 

Bethany:  I think that you have many riches around you. 

The women:  (laughing)  What do you mean? Look at our country. 

There are poor people everywhere.  Look at our homes, look at our 

clothes.  We are not rich women.  Compared to your country, we have 

nothing. We are poor. 

 

I would go on to talk about their connection to the natural world, their communities and the value 

that they placed on family.  I would tell them that in Canada, there were people who died alone, 

that there were people with no family.  They would be shocked but always come back to the fact 

that their country was substandard and because of this, they did not measure up when compared 

with me or my country.  The handicrafts these women were producing provided them with 

income; however, that income that was still part of the larger capitalist wage and commodity 

exchange system. I questioned whether this “fair-trade” system about which I had been so 

enthusiastic prior to arriving in Bangladesh was really “fair” after all if all that it did was make 

people feel better about the way certain social relations were being maintained.   

 With this realization came the responsibility to try to effect change by encouraging 

dialogue and structural changes. I met with resistance from national staff as I tried to implement 

small changes that gave the women more input into the governance of the projects that they were 

involved or allowed them the opportunity to move beyond their place in the social structure.  

Through conversations with the national staff, who were mostly men running the projects, I came 

to understand that although they were committed to helping these women, they saw real 

limitations on what the potential of these women were.  This was evidence of the violence of 

patriarchy and capitalism at work.  Although there was a focus on the projects on educating 

women and their children so that they could improve the quality of their lives, project staff did 

not feel that these women had potential for leadership.  When oversight positions came available 
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in the projects, the women working in the projects were not made aware of them and therefore, 

not given the possibility to advance themselves or their daughters.  These opportunities were 

offered to women and men from the middle class who were university educated and therefore 

were perceived as having more to offer to the project.  The knowledge and capacity of the 

women who were making the handicrafts were not honoured or respected because of their gender 

and their socio-economic status. 

 One of the goals of my efforts was to provide spaces and conversations that would allow 

women to come to a greater awareness of their own agency, an awareness that had become 

obscured through their experiences of violence. Storytelling was an important part of this 

process. I worked with these women, inviting them to tell their stories. As women told their 

stories orally or through drama, I began to see positive changes in them. Many women told me 

that this had been the first time that anyone had ever asked them their story. They shared that 

telling their story was very important to them, but that I was sitting there listening to them was 

even more important. I began to see positive changes in many of the women, as the storytelling 

began to remind them of who they were and about their capability.  Shova, a woman that I 

worked with had been married at age 12 and then shortly after her marriage, became pregnant 

and lost her son to a fever in infancy.  Her husband left her and so she was alone.  In Bangladesh, 

a women without a male family member is a women without a name and identity.  This status 

did make her a candidate for handicraft project and she joined the project when it was first 

established.  She had worked in the project for 20 years and was skilled at making handicrafts 

from small pieces of locally grown leaves.  She was well respected by her coworkers because of 

her experience.  She often trained new women working with the project. On my first visit to the 

project, she sat with me and showed me how to make stars out of the dried leaves.  She also 
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started helping me to learn Bengali- teaching me words like “shokto” (a Bengali word meaning 

hard) and “narom” (a Bengali word meaning soft) by showing me the difference between our 

hands.  Her hands were hard and calloused because they were hands that had done manual labour 

her whole life and mine were soft because I had never been required to spend my days engaged 

in manual labour.   

 As my language developed and I was able to talk to her, I asked her about her life.  She 

was hesitant at first because she said that no one had ever asked her to tell her story. She began 

pouring out her story and as she told it, it became clear to me that despite the fact that she had 

achieved many things in her life, she felt that she was inferior to others because she did not feel 

that she had an identity or a place in society.  She was overwhelmed with the sense of loss that 

she had experienced and when she thought of herself, she could only think of herself as a women 

without an identity.  Over the years that I worked in Bangladesh, I spent time with Shova each 

time that I visited her project and deliberately engaged her in thinking about what she had 

achieved and about her identity. I also had conversations with the national project staff about 

affirming her experience and abilities, acknowledging the important role that she played in the 

project.  The last time I saw Shova, I visited her home.  We walked across the rice paddies, to a 

small piece of land where she was building a house for herself and some of her relatives.  She 

introduced me to her nephew on that visit, telling me that she had decided that she could help her 

nephew have a bright future, the way that she would have liked to have supported the education 

of the son that she lost.  As she told me this, her smile lit up her face.   

 I reflected back to the first day that I had met her, over 2 and a half years before.  The 

woman that I had met was much different than the women who I saw standing before me now.  

As I thought about the transformation that had taken place, I was sure that it was connected to 
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the way that Shova saw herself in relation to the world around her.  It was at this time that I 

began to understand that violence can make us forget who we are, and that one of the most 

effective ways of fighting violence is to engage with people in ways that remind them of who 

they are and what they are able to do. 

 Once I returned to Canada, I started working in Regent Park, a subsidized housing 

community in the downtown east side of Toronto. I was hired because of my ability to speak 

Bengali and my experience working with diverse communities. The position for which I was 

hired was community engagement worker (community organizer) and community development 

worker. My job was to work with the residents of Regent Park to ensure that they had a voice in 

the process of their community being “revitalized” or “gentrified”. In this case, the people I was 

working with were highly educated, people who had had power and economic means in their 

own countries. Here in Canada, however, they had become people who did not matter anymore. 

The violence of structures like market economy and labour market racism ensured that these 

people who had many important things to offer were forced into service jobs—construction, cab 

driving, childcare, and working in the food service industry—if they were able to find 

employment at all. They had encountered opposition to their attempts to re-establish themselves, 

comments such as “No Canadian work experience? No Canadian education? No job.” After 

having difficulty settling, they had ended up in subsidized housing, their sense of self and of 

purpose obscured.  

 My work in this community was similar to work I had done in Bangladesh, in that it was 

work that required me to deal with the impacts of violence on individuals and communities. 

Because violence begets violence, some of my work entailed helping women and children out of 

violent domestic situations or working with youth who were engaged in gang violence. My other 
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work was meeting with residents, helping them to understand that they could have a voice in the 

changes occurring in their community. Increasingly, however, I became aware of my own lack of 

power in respect to those who had more power and were unwilling to share that power in more 

than a lip-service manner, for example, the Toronto Community Housing Corporation (TCHC) 

and policy makers at all levels of government.  

 My solution was to continue to work with women and men, using art as a tool to engage 

and to resist. I worked on many different projects, partnering with local artists, to help residents 

create art to tell their stories. The process was good. There were moments of clarity, a growing 

sense of community, and people began to think of possibilities for change. In the end, however, 

the changes in the Regent Park community happened exactly the way they had been originally 

proposed. Those who hold power rarely surrender it. At one Community Forum held by the 

TCHC close to the end of my time working in Regent Park, I remember a particularly poignant 

moment when one of the residents stood up and said, “None of this would even be a discussion if 

we were people who had money. If we weren’t poor, you wouldn’t have the power to move us 

from our homes.”And, in the end, that was it. The violence of poverty was at the root of the 

power that the government and TCHC exerted over the residents of Regent Park. Through the 

process, they experienced the violence of marginalization, as their lack of economic power left 

them with few options to effect change. 

 At the end of this experience, I felt defeated. However, I was not willing to give up. I 

wanted to take some time to reflect on my years working in community development, on the 

different things I had seen and done. I decided that one way to do this would be to apply to 

graduate school. And so, I applied to the program in Adult Education and Community 
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Development at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education at the University of Toronto 

(hereinafter referred to as OISE/UT) and started my MA studies in September 2006.   

 I wanted to find answers to some of my questions about communities affected by 

violence and effective ways of developing and supporting resistance. I also wanted to examine 

the possibilities of storytelling and art in enabling resistance and recovery in people who had 

experienced violence. I wanted to deal with some of the root causes of oppression, rather than 

being caught in the trap of always treating the symptoms of larger problems and never being able 

to strategize towards making lasting positive change. My intention was to do research in Regent 

Park, to try to understand more fully what had caused and perpetuated the oppression that I had 

seen firsthand.  

Although I remained committed to answering those questions, as I began to work with 

Dr. Shahrzad Mojab, my focus shifted from Regent Park to other communities. Shahrzad invited 

me to work with a woman who was a former political prisoner from Iran, who had recently come 

to Canada as a refugee. I worked with her for a year, using the text of her narrative as an 

instructive text to teach her English grammar and vocabulary. I made the choice to change the 

topic of my MA thesis to the use of narrative in teaching English language skills to people who 

had experienced violence. As part of my MA research, I conducted learning sessions with three 

former political prisoners from Iran, and conducted art workshops with the same group of 

women. All these women wanted to learn how to express themselves more effectively in English, 

so that they could tell their stories of torture, incarceration, and resistance. I focused on the 

impact that violence had on learning, and looked at the way narrative and the arts could begin to 

mitigate the impacts of violence. This process is documented in my MA thesis, titled The 

Learning of Embattled Bodies: Women Political Prisoners from Iran (Osborne, 2009). 
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 The women with whom I worked were interested in continuing to tell their stories and 

finding ways to use art as a tool of resistance. The topic of this dissertation came from the desire 

these women had to tell their stories, and their desire to fight against the violence that had tried 

to silence them. It is the stories of these women, and the men who joined them, that have brought 

me to a deeper understanding of how violence affects the way that people understand the world 

around them. Their stories have also taught me about the tenacity of the human spirit, how 

humans can flourish and grow in the midst of adversity, and sometimes because of it. Through 

my interaction with this group, I have also learned about the importance of resistance, of 

continuing to speak out against state violence, even when it seems as though those words and 

acts of resistance are going unnoticed.  

 This is important from the perspective of adult educators. Allman suggests that an 

educational process is an integral part of transforming educational and social relations (1999, 

pp. 1-2). She describes the importance of understanding human consciousness in order to 

develop the types of engagement that carry with them the potential to bring about “justice for all 

humankind” (Allman, 1999, p. 2). Social change has been the result of human struggle at many 

points throughout history. Allman makes a careful distinction between social reform and social 

transformation. Social reform often does not go deep enough to “destroy the roots of 

oppression”; social transformation requires an effort to look critically at the social relations that 

are at the root of the oppressive structure (1999, pp. 3-4). Allman is particularly interested in the 

critical praxis formed between thought and action. The critical praxis draws on Marx’s 

dialectical theory of consciousness; “it is the conception of consciousness as a dialectical unity 

between thought and action” (Allman, 1999, p. 89).  This critical perception of reality provides 

people with a lens through which they can see what needs to be changed; it shows people the 
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value of every human being and can create the “will or motivation” for people to risk themselves 

in a revolutionary struggle (Allman, 1999, p. 93).  

 When Brookfield & Holst discuss the “aesthetic dimensions of learning”, they describe 

how artistic creativity intersects with radical learning and education (2011, p. 145). Drawing on 

work by Herbert Marcuse, they suggest that art has a political significance, in that it causes us to 

break with our ordinary, and gives us “new forms of visual and spoken language that open us to 

new ways of sensing and feeling” (Brookfield & Holst, 2011, p. 146). They talk about the artist 

as educator, as they use different artistic media to share a particular struggle or injustice with an 

audience (Brookfield & Holst, 2011, p. 152). Building solidarity is a significant part of the 

success of community organizing, and radical art can function to build solidarity (Brookfield & 

Holst, 2011, p. 154). This type of art encourages people both inside and outside a particular 

struggle to make a commitment to contributing to positive change.   

 I started off as a facilitator and observer, watching and learning through my interactions 

with participants of the Words, Colour, Movement project. As I did this, I was welcomed into 

people’s lives, into their stories and into what they held most dear and considered most 

important. As I reflect on the past five years, I realize that I have been on a journey of discovery 

with the people with whom I have been working. I am no longer just an observer, but rather a 

participant in the important work being done as women and men have come together, formed 

community, begun to recover from the impact of violence, and given both individual and public 

testimony to both the atrocities they experienced and the resistance they have lived over the last 

four decades.  
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Introducing the Research Participants 

From May 2012 to February 2013, I interviewed 15 former political prisoners and people who 

played a support role in their lives (e.g. the spouses of former political prisoners who supported 

them through the process of prison, through exile, and through the art workshops and acts of 

public testimony held over the past three years). Of those 15 former political prisoners and their 

family members, eight were actively involved in the art workshops and events; three were 

observers at the art workshops and events; and four were in the category of writers of memoirs 

and a film-maker: Marina Nemat, Chowra Makaremi, Shahla Talebi and PanteA Bahrami. In the 

next section, I will introduce you to these women and men, describing how I came to know each 

of them through my interactions with them over the last three years and through the interview 

process.  The stories that follow contain references to three of the different events described 

above:  Talking Prison; Lines of Resistance; and Political Prisoners.  

 Another important issue I needed to consider when I conducted this research was 

confidentiality. The IRI, the entity that had perpetrated acts of violence against the women and 

men who were involved in my research, continues to be in power in Iran. When these women 

and men left Iran, they were able to escape physically from the impacts of living in a repressive 

state, but the IRI was still able to exercise a measure of control over some of them.  Many of the 

women and men whose stories you will read in this next section need to be careful about their 

participation in activities that oppose the IRI, because they have family and friends still living in 

Iran and the IRI has a strong history of harassing family members, friends, and colleagues of 

those who speak and act in opposition to the state (Iran Human Rights Documentation Centre, 



38 

 

2010a; 2010b; 2012)
1
. However, each of the political prisoners who have participated in the art 

workshops and the acts of public testimony  has done so deliberately and willingly, because these 

women and men believe strongly that it is only by taking action that change is possible. More 

than most people, they know that resisting violence and its perpetrators is essential. In order to 

protect the identity of research participants, I gave each participant the option of choosing 

pseudonyms to help protect their identities. The majority of participants chose to do so. 

Wherever participants chose to use a pseudonym, it has been noted by providing a translation of 

the Farsi or Turkish word they chose as their pseudonym. In order to further protect their 

identities, I have also changed other identifying details in their stories such as the places that they 

were imprisoned and the part of Iran that they were born or were active in. There were also 

people who participated who have already been very public in their continued opposition of the 

IRI. These participants chose to be identified in the research by their own names. 

Goli  

Goli (“Red”) was involved in the art workshops from the planning stages. In addition to 

attending the art workshops, she also facilitated one of the visual art workshops on collage 

making. Goli was born in the early 1940s in Tehran, Iran and became aware of politics from an 

early age, because of an older cousin who was very political. She completed her BA, MA, and 

PhD degrees in the United States, returning to Iran just before the revolution in 1979. While in 

the United States, she was involved with the Confederation of Iranian Students, a large 

international Iranian student movement active both inside and outside Iran; consequently, she 

                                                 

1
 N.B. I have given references for three reports that document harassment of families of current and former political 

prisoners. However, the Iran Human Rights Documentation Centre, www.iranhrdc.org houses hundreds of reports 

that document similar human rights violations. 

http://www.iranhrdc.org/
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stepped easily into the resistance movement when she returned. Goli was arrested in 1983, four 

years after she returned to Iran and was released from prison in 1986, three-and-a-half years 

later. Both she and her husband were imprisoned, leaving their three year old son to be cared for 

by his grandparents. After being released from prison, Goli spent time getting reacquainted with 

her son. This process, like that of finding work and re-integrating into society post-

imprisonment, was very difficult. Goli and her husband spent a decade in Iran after her release, 

immigrating to Canada in 1996. 

 One of the things Goli talked about in her interview was her connection to art creation. 

As a child, she enjoyed drawing, but as she got older, she stopped. In prison, she often wished 

for materials to create but had to satisfy herself with the items that were available in prison—

peach pits, date pits, and small stones. She often used these little items to create mementos to 

send out to her son. When she was in prison, she determined that if she survived, she would learn 

how to express herself artistically. And that is what she has done. Since leaving prison, she has 

taken courses with different artists, and is actively engaged with the creation of art. 

 Goli’s reflections on the workshops and the events of the last four years pointed to the 

significance of the art workshops in providing a sense of community. She discussed the impact 

of prison on her community—how, upon release from prison, it was difficult to find out where 

her friends were, how she needed to “reassemble” her community. She felt a real sense of 

closeness with the other participants in the art workshops, because they had all had similar 

experiences. This sense of community encouraged her to move forward, to engage and to take 

action. She also felt that it nurtured her sense of creativity and saw that it encouraged others to be 

creative.  As Goli sat in the audience at Talking Prison, she was very moved by her experiences 

being reflected back to her. She found the acts of public performance very powerful, because 
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they brought back memories. She also experienced a sense of pride at being able to do something 

about those memories, at being able to publicly remember those who had lost their lives in 

prison.  

Omid  

Omid (“Hope”) was born in the south of Iran and then moved to Tehran at the age of five. He 

was born into a large family, and has four brothers and two sisters. His father was an example to 

him, a social activist always trying to find resources for people who needed them. As a child, 

Omid remembers that his father gave rooms in their house to the families of political prisoners 

who had been imprisoned or executed. His father died when Omid was a teenager, and because 

he was one of the older children in the family, he took a job as an officer in the army after 

graduating from high school, in order to support his family. He felt it was important to help the 

poor, but often the army required him to help those who already had enough or to defend the 

wealth of those who were wealthy. He always wondered how he could help those he met who 

were poor and lacked resources. He found ways to do this, and was often punished for his 

disobedience. When he finally left the army, he studied in India, but eventually came back to 

Tehran; he joined a leftist group, one of many that helped to overthrow the Shah in 1979. 

 When the IRI came into power, Omid was arrested a number of times, and he spent two 

short periods in prison before he was finally arrested and charged. After being charged, he was in 

prison for over six years—one-and-a-half years of that time in solitary confinement. When he 

was arrested, he was married and had one son. His son was 16 years old when Omid was 

released from prison. Life was difficult in Iran for Omid and his family after he was released, 

because he was constantly monitored and labelled an “enemy of the state”, which made it 

difficult to find employment . Eventually, he and his family decided to leave Iran, and after 
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seeking asylum for over a year in a number of different European countries, they were finally 

granted asylum by Canada. They arrived in Canada in 2000. 

 When Omid arrived at the first art workshop in January 2010, he shyly mentioned in 

Farsi to the others in the group that he would like to participate, but was not sure if that was 

going to be possible because his English was so bad. He came faithfully to each session, and 

began to respond to the process of creation. At the first session, with plasticine, Omid worked 

very intently on his piece of art and displayed it proudly at the end of the session. After the 

second session, he asked me if he could take some supplies home, because he had so many ideas 

and wanted to work on them in the evenings. Each time we met after that, Omid would bring in 

two or three pieces he had created, and his ideas kept coming. As the workshops progressed, 

Omid began to describe his process and his artwork creations in English, no longer so self-

conscious about his language skills. He performed in the drama at the Talking Prison event, and 

continued to participate in the art workshops that followed. At the Lines of Resistance exhibit, 

Omid spoke for 20 minutes in English about the significance of the art workshops to him and 

about the importance of stopping injustice everywhere that it happened. 

 When I asked Omid in his interview why he had decided to become involved in the art 

workshops, he shared that it was because he had a responsibility to those who had died in prison. 

He also mentioned that while he was in prison, he and his cell-mates had often talked about 

making sure they told their stories once they were released from prison. Omid’s pictures always 

had a small piece of light in them, even in the darkest spaces, because he felt that we always 

need to have hope for a better life. Omid said that he had changed since he began participating in 

the art workshops; he shared that his wife liked it better when he was creating art, because he 

was more positive. Omid shared that before he started coming to the art workshops, he could not 
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see a clear picture for the future, but after the experiences of the last three years, he sees all the 

possibilities: for his own journey, for his family and, most importantly, for changing the world 

around him.  

Raha 

Raha (“Freedom”) was born in the late 1950s in the south of Iran, but her family eventually 

moved to Tehran. Like Goli, Raha went to the United States in the 1970s to study. It was there 

that she connected with the Confederation of Iranian Students. Raha arrived back in Tehran just 

before the revolution, and continued her activism with a leftist group until her imprisonment in 

1983. Raha’s husband was imprisoned with her, and was executed shortly after they were 

arrested. Raha spent eight years in prison and was released in 1989. She lived in Iran for over a 

decade, struggling to find work and a place in Iranian society. Eventually, she left Iran with her 

daughter in 2001, and then spent three years in Turkey before she was accepted as a refugee in 

Canada.  

 Raha is a political activist and, once in Canada, she wanted to find ways to be political, 

including telling others about her experience of state violence. However, she faced a language 

barrier. Raha was one of the women with whom I worked during my MA research, where I 

developed the Narrative ESL Teaching Method, using the text of her story to teach English 

vocabulary and grammar. Raha started working with plasticine in the art workshops associated 

with my research, and has continued to attend art workshops and contribute to events over the 

past three years. 

 In her interview, Raha had many things to say about the importance of the art workshops 

and the different events in which she had participated. She shared that, for about 10 years after 

she left prison, she tried to push all the memories away, because they hurt her so much. She also 
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felt that she was being pressured to forget by her family and by society—the message she 

received was “Your new life is beginning; don’t think about the past, look at yourself.”  She 

thought that this was the solution to her survival, but instead she found herself with a tangle of 

negative emotions. She was not sure what to do with them or where to begin. As she began to 

create different pieces of artwork, she felt herself beginning to calm down. She was able to take 

some of the images and experiences that had haunted her and put them outside of herself. It was 

also helpful for her to be able to talk with other political prisoners. Raha felt that the workshops 

helped her to look at her life and experiences as meaningful. As she has untangled her memories, 

Raha felt that she had learned to be a better activist, and had more passion for making positive 

changes in the world.  

Faryad 

Faryad (“Scream”) was born in the south of Iran into a family that was very politically minded. 

Faryad’s older brother was very political and she looked up to him, learning from the things he 

said and did. Her brother was arrested and tortured, because he was considered to be anti-regime. 

One of the vivid memories Faryad has of this time is of the secret police coming to her house late 

at night to take her brother, returning him to their home the next morning bloody and broken 

after a night of interrogation. Born in the early 1960s, Faryad was 17 when the revolution 

happened. After the revolution, she was involved with a leftist group that opposed the ideology 

and practice of the IRI. Faryad, her husband, and her younger brother were arrested in 1984. At 

the time of her arrest, Faryad was pregnant. She had her child in prison, and then gave her son to 

her husband’s parents so that they could care for him. She was released from prison after three 

years, but her husband remained in prison for another two years. Like many others who had 

served time as political prisoners, Faryad and her husband found it difficult to survive in Iran 
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after they were released, and so made the decision that they needed to leave. They left Iran with 

their four children in 1998, spent two years in Turkey and arrived in Canada in 2001.  

 Like Raha, Faryad also participated in the learning sessions and art workshops associated 

with my MA research. Faryad continued to participate in the art workshops and all the events 

related to the project over the last three years. Faryad found the workshops and events very 

helpful. She felt that she had spent so much of her time since leaving prison talking about how 

important it was to tell her story that she never got to the point of telling it. Once she started at 

the art workshop, she realized that she could do it. She was initially worried about the creative 

process, but once she began the process, she was amazed. She worried about how people might 

respond to the painful stories, but found ways to tell her story that focused on some of the 

positive things she learned through her experience. It has been beneficial for the project to have 

Canadians from different backgrounds involved in both the art workshops and the different 

public events. It gave her hope that change is possible when others join in resisting the IRI and 

other forces that are violating human rights. For Faryad, this whole process has been about 

forging links in a chain of resistance that cannot be broken. 

Mavi 

Mavi’s  (“Blue” in Turkish) story is similar to many of the stories you have read. However, the 

major difference in her story is that the oppression she experienced took place in Turkey rather 

than Iran. She was born in the late 1950s in Turkey, and from the time she was a teenager, was 

politically involved. She went to school to become an art teacher and continued her involvement 

with leftist politics. Mavi married a Kurdish man (the Kurds are an ethnic group in Turkey that is 

marginalized and culturally and politically suppressed by the Turkish government). Mavi spent 

some time in detention after being involved in a protest against unfair government policies. Mavi 
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and her husband applied to the United States for refugee status in 1997, and arrived in Canada in 

2002. They have two sons, age 21 and 25, who left Turkey with them. Mavi shared in her 

interview that the future safety of her sons was one of the reasons she and her husband felt that 

they needed to leave Turkey. 

 Mavi heard about the Words, Colour, Movement project through a Kurdish friend of hers 

who had just arrived from Turkey. They were both artists who used their art making as a tool to 

effect political change, and so the project was a good fit for them, despite the fact that there were 

language difficulties (particularly with Mavi’s friend, who had arrived only four months prior). 

Mavi played a significant role in making the two collaborative art pieces for Lines of Resistance. 

In her interview, Mavi reflected on her interactions with the group. She shared that it was the 

first time she had been involved in an art workshop, and that she was impressed that even though 

most of those attending the workshops were not trained as artists, they were able to create 

meaningful art. She felt challenged, because, although she wanted to create art that spoke 

strongly against state violence, it often felt to her that there was not a lot of space to discuss acts 

of state violence happening in other parts of the world. She identified the real enemy as violence 

that affects people in many different ways and in many different places in the world. She wants 

to be someone who opposes violence in its many forms.   

Kherad and Eshgh 

Husband and wife, Kherad (“Common Knowledge”) and Eshgh (“Love”) were born in different 

parts of Iran but met each other in 1991, in Tehran, after Kherad was released from prison. 

Kherad grew up in the south of Iran in a Bahá'í family. He was always someone who looked for 

the truth—for a time, he thought that the truth was in his Bahá'í faith, but in the end, was 

disappointed. In his late teens and early 20s, he found an ideology that he could support in the 



46 

 

leftist resistance movement, because they were working to improve the lives of people living in 

poverty. He was arrested for his involvement in the resistance, and spent five years in prison. 

After he was released from prison, through an administrative error he was assigned to be a cleric 

in the army. When the army discovered their mistake, he was given a dishonourable discharge, 

which made it difficult for him to re-establish himself. It was around this time that he met Eshgh 

and they fell in love. She had grown up in a religious family, and her father had arranged a 

marriage for her. She went against her father’s wishes and married Kherad. They were very 

happy together, but had many challenges trying to establish themselves. Kherad’s history 

haunted them until they were able to leave Iran in 2002. They spent two and a half years in 

Turkey before being sponsored by relatives in Canada and granted immigrant status. 

 Kherad and Eshgh heard about the art workshops from their friend Omid. When they 

arrived on the first day of the workshop, they were surprised to see that many people they knew 

were there as well. After arriving in Canada, both Kherad and Eshgh had felt isolated and 

disconnected from their neighbours. They felt that people were busy all the time, too busy to hear 

the stories of others. When they opened the door to the room where the workshop was being 

held, they felt that it was possible to forget about the busy-ness and stress of life and to sit and 

talk with friends. Another striking thing for Kherad and Eshgh about the art workshops was that 

the facilitators did not try to force an opinion on them—instead they listened and tried to help 

participants explain their ideas. This made them both feel as though change was possible. 

Making art in the workshops reminded Kherad of the art he had made in prison from scraps of 

paper that he could find in his cell and the charcoal sticks from the fire that he could find in the 

yard. As the two participated in the drama at Talking Prison, they had a sense that they were part 

of something bigger. They had never dreamed that people in Canada would want to try to 
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understand their experiences—and there they were in front of an audience of 450 people, all 

listening to their story, bearing witness to the violence that they had experienced. 

Abi 

I first met Abi (“Blue” in Farsi) in the Fall of 2010 when we attended the same class at 

OISE/UT. When I first met her and introduced myself, she exclaimed, “Oh—so you are Bethany 

Osborne.” I was surprised at her response, until she told me that she had attended the Talking 

Prison event. She told me she was interested in hearing more about the art workshops, and I 

invited her to come and join us the following weekend. Although she had not been a political 

prisoner herself, her husband’s arrest and imprisonment was the reason that she, her husband, 

and their daughter had left Iran. Abi was 10 years old in 1979 at the time of the Iranian 

Revolution, and remembers all of the changes that occurred after the Shah was deposed. She had 

grown up in an upper middle class family, with access to many resources during the Shah’s 

regime. After 1979, with the advent of the Islamic Republic of Iran and the start of the Iran‒Iraq 

War, she remembers borders being closed and lack of resources like petrol, electricity, and food. 

She also remembers that in the 1980s, there was a general knowledge that the IRI was taking 

children as young as 12 or 13 years of age from their schools for suspicion of distributing 

pamphlets—imprisoning and executing them. She also remembers that there was a time when the 

people around her stopped talking about these things. As a young woman, she chose to become a 

professional and became successful in her field. She got married in her mid-thirties to a man who 

had dual citizenship in Canada and Iran. She got pregnant with their first child and, shortly 

afterward, her husband was arrested and imprisoned. When he was released four months later, 

they left Iran and came to Canada. 
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 When Abi came to the Talking Prison event, she was impacted by a couple of different 

things, the first being the audience. Rather than an audience of an older Iranian generation, she 

saw many people who were from the younger generation of Iranians, as well as many other 

Canadians. She also remembers watching the dance, and being impressed that there were not just 

Iranians in the dance but also other Canadian dancers, and that they seemed to be really engaging 

with the subject and the performance.  When she met me a few months later, she was reminded 

of the event and told me that she had not been sure whether she would be welcome because she 

had not been a political prisoner. Once she received an invitation, she came to her first art 

workshop.   

 Abi played a supporting role in the art workshops while preparing for the Lines of 

Resistance exhibit. She came to the art workshops, contributed, and even started to create some 

of her own art pieces. She also had computer skills, and was able to help source images and 

resources to which I did not have access because I do not speak Farsi. Abi also provided me with 

interpretation in those moments in the workshops where the discussion moved into Farsi. 

Because Abi was from another generation, had not been a political prisoner and, as such, was 

part of a different world than many of the other participants, I noticed that she stayed in the 

background. She assisted and supported others, but very rarely mentioned her connection to the 

experience of political prisoners.   However, as she reflected in her interview, she felt like 

participation with the art workshops had encouraged her to become more political. She tracks 

events that are happening in Iran and around the world now, and thinks about how she can 

contribute to making the world a better place to be.  
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Former Political Prisoners who Supported the Performances/Exhibits 

The next two participants were former political prisoners who attended one or two art workshops 

and one or more of the events, but chose not to participate more fully for a number of reasons. I 

included them in the interview process in order to hear the perspective of those who had an 

investment in the work,  observed the process, and bore witness to the acts of public testimony.   

Khosrow 

Khosrow (“Well known political prisoner”) was born in a small town in Iran in the late 1940s. 

He came from a large family and had four brothers and two sisters. He spent time in prison 

during the Shah’s regime because of his political activities, namely, his work in publishing an 

anti-Shah magazine. After he was released from prison, he was unable to complete his studies or 

get a government job. He got a job in a private company that made small electronics, and 

eventually went to France with his wife to study electronics. They returned to Iran after the 

revolution in 1979, and he began to work for a company that repaired medical machines. It 

quickly became evident that he and his wife were in danger, because of his arrest record and his 

political involvement, and so they escaped from Iran overland to Turkey. Khosrow was able to 

get employment at a hospital in Turkey doing the same work that he had done in Iran, and he and 

his wife and young son stayed in Turkey for 17 months before receiving refugee status in 

Canada, where they arrived in 1989. Eventually, Khosrow was able to get work in his area of 

expertise. He has continued to be politically involved with the leftist movement since arriving in 

Canada. 

 Khosrow was able to attend an art workshop and the Lines of Resistance exhibit. He was 

particularly interested in writing his own memoir, but realized that the workshop was not a good 

fit for what he wanted to do (It was not posible to support one member of the group in an 
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individual writing project as there were many people working on various projects and so the 

support needed for such a major project was not available). Khosrow spoke highly of what he 

saw at the Lines of Resistance exhibit. He shared that he saw two groups of people—those who 

had created the art and those who were responding to the artwork. He said that he could see that 

the artwork had functioned to explain the pain of imprisonment and that it had given its creators 

peace. He felt that more opportunities to create art were essential to both giving people who had 

experienced violence a chance to heal, and to providing a chance to learn and respond to people 

from outside that group. 

Jafar and Leili 

 Jafar’s and Leili’s marriage blossomed out of the pain and suffering of their families. 

They met at the Khavaran Cemetery, when Leili and her mother were there visiting the grave of 

her brother, who had been executed in prison. Jafar was at the cemetery because three of his 

brothers and one of his sisters had been executed and buried there
2
. They were both grieving the 

loss of people they loved, and both became active in advocating for victims’ rights in the 1980s 

and 1990s through an organization called the Families of Khavaran. Although Jafar had been 

arrested a number of times, he was never held for long, because he did not hold a leadership role 

in the organizations being investigated. 

 Since coming to Canada as immigrants in 2002, Jafar and Leili have continued to be 

involved with the Families of Khavaran, and have been involved with circulating petitions and 

publicizing human rights violations through Jafar’s blog. They attended the Talking Prison 

                                                 

2
 Gorestan Khavaran (Khavaran Cemetary) is a cemetery located in the southeast of Tehran. It was used as a 

graveyard for the religious minorities such as Christians, and recently Bahá'ís, and also as a mass grave site for 

political prisoners executed in the 1988 mass executions. The portion of the cemetery in which the political 

prisoners are buried is colloquially known as “lanat-abad” (translation: the damned place) (Amnesty International, 

2009). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tehran
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christians
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bah%C3%A1%27%C3%AD_Faith
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mass_grave
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1988_executions_of_Iranian_political_prisoners
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event, and felt that it was a step in the right direction in beginning to develop a common 

language to talk about the oppression practiced and violence  perpetrated by the IRI. They also 

felt that more of this kind of event and discussion is necessary in order for change to happen. 

Writers of Memoirs and a Film-maker 

The four women I interviewed for this next section were also given the option of using their own 

names or choosing a pseudonym. However, each of them has publicly either written or produced 

films under their own name, and so they were comfortable with me using their names in this 

dissertation.  

Marina Nemat 

I met Marina Nemat in 2006 when I started my MA studies at OISE/UT. We were both working 

on the same project under Dr. Shahrzad Mojab. Marina had just finished writing her memoir, 

Prisoner of Tehran, which would be published in early 2007. I did not see her for a number of 

years after the publication, because of the controversy that surrounded her book within the 

community of former political prisoners with whom I was working. Other former political 

prisoners took issue with the way Marina told her story—with what she said, but also what she 

left unsaid (I will discuss this controversy later in this dissertation). Marina wrote a second book 

titled After Tehran: A Life Reclaimed (2011), in which she tells the story of her life after prison, 

as well as addressing those who were critical of the way she told her story. I felt strongly that it 

was important to talk with Marina, because her two books represent two of the four prison 

memoirs written in English by Iranian women. I was not sure whether she would be willing to 

speak with me, because of my association with the community that had criticized her so strongly; 

however, when I sent the request to her, she responded immediately and enthusiastically.  
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 I met with Marina at Massey College, her home at the University of Toronto, on a warm 

day in June. Before I started the interview, I felt that it was important to address my association 

with both Dr. Shahrzad Mojab and the community of former political prisoners, and to let her 

know that I was aware of the controversy that had followed the publication of her book. She 

spent some time expressing her frustration and, once we had discussed the issue, we began to 

address the questions that were more central to my research. 

 Marina had been involved with politics in her youth but, although she had never 

considered herself a political person, she found herself imprisoned for her political action. Her 

prison story is not atypical—she experienced many different types of violence—including torture 

and a forced marriage to one of the prison guards. Once released from prison, her family did not 

want to hear about what had happened to her in prison; they wanted to forget it and wanted her to 

forget it. For many years, she worked hard to forget, but eventually the memories rose to the 

surface. She began to write, as she puts it, to survive. The process of remembering and writing 

was difficult and yet was essential to her health. In her interview, Marina said that: 

The more of it I did, the more remembering and putting on paper, I felt 

like it was freeing me. The more I put it outside of me, the more I could 

almost but not completely detach—I could accept it. The way it was and 

say—okay, this detailed thing is what happened and I want to tell the 

world. If I tell the world, then I am not the only witness. Then I can share 

it with other people and they would become like my accomplices in this 

mission of telling and making sure that these details and memories and 

horrors and trauma are not completely forgotten. That was liberating for 

me. That is where that need to publish came from (June 14, 2012). 

 

 Since publishing her book, Marina has been given many opportunities to become 

engaged with human rights issues. Her notoriety as a former political prisoner from Iran has 

given her legitimacy. She sits on the board of the Canadian Centre for Victims of Torture and has 

become involved in advocating for political prisoners in Iran. She speaks at conferences around 
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the world and in high schools across Ontario, speaking out against state violence and talking 

about the tenacity of the human spirit. Marina feels that even though she was released from 

prison in 1984, her real release happened when she remembered and told her story to the world 

through her first book in 2007. 

Chowra Makaremi 

I met Chowra Makaremi for the first time just after I had finished writing my MA thesis in the 

fall of 2008. I was in Montreal, Canada for a conference commemorating the twentieth 

anniversary of the 1988 massacre of political prisoners in Iran, and Chowra was at the same 

conference, finishing her PhD and finishing her book based on her grandfather Aziz’s memoirs 

that traced his journey as he visited his two daughters in prison and grieved their executions. 

Chowra has since published Le Cahier D’Aziz (in French); she launched her book at the Political 

Prisoners event. She has completed her PhD, and is now a tenured researcher at the National 

Center for Scientific Research (CNRS), Institute for Interdisciplinary Research on Social Issues, 

École des Hautes Études en Sciences Sociales in Paris, France. Chowra left Iran when she was 

six years old with her grandmother to join her father in France. Chowra’s mother was imprisoned 

in 1980 and had a 10-year sentence to serve; however, she was executed in the 1988 massacre of 

political prisoners. Chowra grew up very separate from that part of her history; it was not until 

she was 19 that she discovered the whole truth about her mother’s story. In 2004, a relative gave 

Chowra the notebook her grandfather had written. Instead of briefly looking at it and putting it 

down, Chowra began to read it, realizing that it held answers to many of the questions she had. It 

was a beautifully written text, and Chowra felt that she needed to do something with it. She felt 

that: 
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[Her] grandfather—the narrator—[didn’t]claim any specific knowledge. 

He was allowed to speak because he lived through it. He delivered some 

analysis from common sense—a man who [was] 70 years old. I loved this 

perspective. When I was writing the book, I was really in service of the 

text (May 22, 2012). 

 

 It took six years for Chowra to write the book; she felt that her responsibility was to give 

the text enough space that it could live on its own. Since the book was only published in French, 

it had limited readership, but the response was very positive from different communities, 

particularly academic. Chowra shared that the community for whom the text is intended is the 

Iranian community. The story has the potential to be controversial, because it captures the stories 

of two Mojahedin women (the People's Mujahedin of Iran is one of the leftist‒Islamic groups 

that opposed the IRI in the 1980s). Within the prison system, the Mojahedin and the secular 

leftist groups often had tenuous interactions. At the time of this writing, Chowra has just 

published her book in English and is currently working on a Farsi text.  

 Chowra is currently engaged in a number of memory projects connected with experiences 

of state violence in Iran, including  a memory project about Khavaran Cemetary; another with 

the children of former political prisoners; and a third in partnership with an Iranian journalist 

who is attempting to write a socio-historical piece that will contribute to a common memory of 

the experience of the 1980s in Iran. Chowra sees the publication of her grandfather’s memoir as 

a message to the IRI saying, “it is not over.” She sees many other young Iranian political 

activists who also had parents who were imprisoned or executed in the 1980s. She ended her 

interview by sharing a phrase that has become significant to her in her own journey towards 

remembering and resisting violence: “As long as we don’t say that it is all right. As long as we 

don’t say it is over, we will have the strength to keep going” (May 22, 2012). 
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Shahla Talebi 

I met Shahla Talebi for the first time at the Iranian Congress that took place in the summer of 

2010, where I talked to her about the memoir that she was in the process of writing. This 

memoir, Ghosts of Revolution: Rekindled Memories of Imprisonment in Iran, was published in 

the spring of 2011. She also launched her book at the Political Prisoners event. Shahla was a 

political prisoner during the Shah’s regime as well as under the IRI. Shahla’s husband was 

arrested with her and was executed during the massacre of political prisoners in 1988.  She was 

released from prison shortly after this and worked doing menial labour for a couple of years 

before she decided to leave Iran. She left Iran in 1993 and arrived in the United States in 1994. 

 Shahla had been a writer as a child and teenager and, when she became an activist, began 

to use her writing in her activism. In prison, she spent time writing a letter to her husband in tiny 

font on any scrap pieces of paper she could find. She felt that by continuing to write, she would 

prevent him from being executed. When he was executed, she stopped writing for many months. 

After she was released from prison, she began to write about her time in prison, but, in the end, 

destroyed what she had written before she left Iran. Settled into life in the United States, she 

went back to school and wrote many papers about her experience in prison, and eventually wrote 

her thesis on that experience. One of her advisors encouraged her to turn her undergraduate 

thesis into a memoir, but this did not happen until a decade later when she had completed her 

PhD and was teaching.  

 She wrote her memoir at a time when there was a new reality in Iran, stemming from the 

uprising that started in 2009. It was a difficult emotional time for her; one of her nephews had 

been imprisoned, and she felt angry that history was repeating itself. When I asked her what the 

process of writing had been like for her, she said: 
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that it helped to feel the power of others as they emerged in the writing—

even the ones who had been broken. When you bring them back to life, it 

[reminded her] of their humanity, [her] own humanity. It connected [her] 

to the other within [herself] that [she lost] touch of. That was the most 

important part of it (February 16, 2013). 

 

 The response to her memoir has been positive:  friends who were political prisoners have 

received it well, people have asked her to translate it into Farsi, and people ask her good 

questions when she does a book reading. The most significant response to the book, however, 

has been from family. Her brother had never been interested in hearing about her time in prison, 

but when she gave him a copy of the book, he read it. The effect has been transformative in their 

relationship, and in the way he has connected with the current political situation in Iran. Her 

nephew, who was imprisoned in 2009, shared with her that he wished she had written the story 

sooner, so that he could have known her story before he was imprisoned. He and his wife have 

started seeking advice from Shahla about how to move forward after their own experiences of 

incarceration. When I asked Shahla about the importance of public remembering, she said: “It is 

important to write to bring people back to life. There is a power to remembering, beyond the 

confines that we create for those people in the stories that we tell” (February 16, 2013).  

PanteA Bahrami 

I met PanteA Bahrami for the first time at the Prisoner Justice Film Festival in the spring of 

2007, at which she was screening her documentary film From Scream to Scream, telling the 

story of Soudabeh Ardavan, a former political prisoner from Iran. At that time, she was living in 

Germany, but she has since moved to the United States. PanteA was part of the leftist resistance 

in Iran in the 1980s. She was imprisoned from 1981 to 1985 and left Iran through Turkey and, 

from there, went to Germany in 1989. In Germany, she studied journalism but never practiced as 
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a journalist. During the time she lived in Germany, she produced over 20 documentary films 

about her prison experience and the experience of migration. Although she lived in Germany for 

18 years, she never felt as though she belonged, and although her films were played by a number 

of the television networks, she was never recognized for her work. About five years ago, PanteA 

and her two daughters made the decision to immigrate to the United States. They arrived in New 

Jersey three years ago. PanteA loves the art scene in Manhattan, and has enjoyed connecting 

with the Iranian population living in New York and New Jersey, but has continued to find it 

difficult to fund her documentary films. She has decided to pursue teaching mathematics as her 

full-time work so that she can fund her film-making. Most of her films have been in German, and 

she has realized that German language films have a limited market. 

 I met PanteA close to her home in New Jersey. When I initially contacted her to ask 

whether I could interview her, she invited me to come to an event she was organizing 

commemorating the Iran uprising of 2009. I accepted her invitation and attended the event, 

which included an exhibit of artwork created by various Iranian artists, as well as discussions 

about the possibility of future resistance in Iran.   

 When I asked PanteA why she thought it was important to remember in a public way, 

telling the story of prison, she said: 

Our generation needs to tell our stories before we die. In my latest film—

which is in post- production, one of the characters is in a coma—the 

message I want to convey is that the generation that was in prison are 

dying and we have to work hard to tell our stories now. Time is marching 

on. We have had dictators in Iran for many years—we need to transfer the 

experience of prison from one generation to  the next or we will always be 

beginning at zero. Our parents, who experienced the national movement, 

didn’t transfer their experience to us, and we have been prevented in many 

ways of transferring our experience to our children. We need to talk about 

the crime because no movement can exist without experience to ground it 

(June 23, 2012). 
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PanteA feels that it is very important for women who were involved in the leftist movement to 

remember publicly. She feels that these women have been at the forefront of remembering, that 

they were the first ones to begin to write memoirs; the memoirs written by men followed those 

written by women. She also feels that she has a huge responsibility to tell the story well, to 

honour the experiences of the people who experienced prison and those who were executed in 

prison. She is very aware that she is telling a part of history that the Islamic regime does not want 

to have documented. PanteA says that she remembers that, at 14 years of age, she had the choice 

to ignore what she saw happening around her or to choose to see it and become an activist. She 

made the choice to become an activist and has never regretted it; she will continue to be an 

activist for the rest of her life. 

Introducing the Artist Facilitators 

The work of the Words, Colour, Movement project would not have been possible without the 

dedication and creativity of different community artists. I interviewed six artist facilitators 

between May and August 2012: a playwright, a visual artist/illustrator, a dancer/choreographer, a 

writer/poet, a visual artist/curator, and a graphic designer.  These women have all been involved 

in various parts of the project and contributed their time, resources, connections, and artistic 

knowledge/practice. More than that, these women took the time to learn about Iran and about the 

context of political prisoners, by listening to the stories of the women and men who participated 

in the workshops. Each of these women also played an important role, that of witness.  

 The artist facilitators were given the option of being identified by name when I compiled 

the results of my research. Four of the artists chose to use their own names, because they were 

interested in being professionally identified with the work in which they were engaged with this 

project; the remaining two artists chose to remain anonymous for various reasons. In the 
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following pages, I will tell you how each of these artists came to be involved in the project and 

how they were impacted by their involvement in it.  

Shannon Blake 

I met Shannon Blake through one of the communities I am involved in, and have always been 

impressed by the work she does. Her work is with a theatre company called The Bench Theatre 

Initiative
3
 which creates and performs theatre with what they refer to as “excluded people”, 

people who are “street-involved.” Shannon operates out of an approach called 

“Artist‒Community Interdependence”, a method that connects the best of professional arts and 

community arts, rather than keeping them in two distinct categories. This includes: 

Nurturing artists and doing teaching on why arts is important to the 

general public, why the arts is important to our emotional and creative 

health and justice. At the same time, being inclusive and finding ways to 

include untold stories and silenced voices. Also promoting those things in 

a way that moves towards excellence. Excellence is how you get heard 

(May 16, 2012).  

 

 Because of Shannon’s unique approach to working with untold stories and silenced 

voices, she was the first person I thought of to work on the Words, Colour, Movement project 

when there was funding from Toronto Arts Council (hereinafter referred to as TAC) and Ontario 

Arts Council (hereinafter referred to as OAC). I told her a bit about the group of people I was 

asking her to work with, and she agreed to come and meet them.  

 Although Shannon had experience facilitating workshops and moving from storytelling 

into theatrical creation, she had very little familiarity with Iranian culture and particularly with 

the experiences of former political prisoners. She was overwhelmed in the beginning because 

there were so many stakeholders, so many ideas, and so many directions. It was difficult to try to 

                                                 

3
 More information about The Bench Theatre Initiative can be found at http://thebenchtheatre.com/artists/  

http://thebenchtheatre.com/artists/
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discern the ultimate purpose of the project and how she could facilitate it going forward. She 

initially worked with women and after many weeks of doing storytelling exercises, she took all 

their ideas and combined them into a script titled:  Before, During, After: Scenes from the 

Iranian Prison Journey (See Appendix 3) for performance at Talking Prison. The final 

production included some of the male participants, as well as three professional actors.  

 When Shannon reflected on her experience working with former political prisoners, she 

felt extremely thankful to have had the experience. She was impacted by the willingness of 

participants to connect to painful memories in order to effect positive change. Shannon felt that 

the women and men with whom she worked were taking the stories of the violence they had 

experienced and turning those stories into tools they could use to fight against the perpetrators of 

the violence—an act she termed “incredible, relentless and courageous”. 

Barbara Reid 

I knew Barbara Reid’s name and her work long before I ever had an opportunity to meet her. 

Barbara is a Toronto-based children’s book author and illustrator who uses plasticine as her 

medium. She trained at the Ontario College of Art and Design, where she was able to start using 

plasticine as a form of expression. She told me in the interview that, eventually, plasticine 

nudged all other forms of artistic expression out of her life. In 2007, I gave Raha’s daughter a 

book written and illustrated by Barbara, and Raha was inspired by the illustrations.  

 After receiving funding to run the project, the next step was to look for artists who could 

offer specific instruction to participants. I sent an e-mail to Barbara telling her Raha’s story and 

asking if she would be willing to facilitate two workshops. She responded positively, and, in the 

end, facilitated two plasticine-creation workshops. The project participants responded very well 
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to working with the plasticine, and the result was a wonderful body of work that represented 

prison experiences and allowed participants to hope for what might be in the future.  

 Prior to her participation in the art workshops, Barbara had facilitated many workshops 

with children. She told me in her interview that when she received my initial e-mail inviting her 

to participate, she cried. She was moved because of the connection that someone else had made 

to her work. She mentioned that she has had an “extremely sheltered” life, and that it had been 

really important for her to do some reading and research about people who had experienced state 

violence (this included her reading We Lived to Tell: Prison Stories from Iranian Women (Agah 

et al., 2007) in preparation for the art workshops). Barbara realized that many of the women and 

men with whom she was working were about the same age she was. As they told their stories, 

she compared them to similar periods in her own life. She was amazed, as she listened to their 

stories, that the same people who had experienced atrocities were able to continue their 

resistance in such a powerful way.  

 At Talking Prison, Barbara shared that the experience of facilitating workshops had been 

transformative for her. At her interview, she said that working with former political prisoners 

through the workshops encouraged her to take her work even more seriously, to do the best she 

could because someone might look at her work and it might make a difference. She has realized 

that she has a chance to say something, and so she needs to do it. She felt hopeful about the 

community of former political prisoners, because they had found each other and were able to 

support and understand each other. Barbara mentioned that her interaction with the participants 

in the project had transformed the way she sees and interacts with the world. 
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Roshanak Jaberi 

I met Roshanak Jaberi when she came to one of our first workshops. She had heard about the 

workshop from a friend who knew that she was interested in art that had a social purpose. She is 

a talented dancer/choreographer that has done work in Canada and Mali (Africa). Over the last 

three years, I have had the opportunity to both work with her and to hear some of her story. 

Roshanak was born in Iran just before the 1979 Iranian Revolution. Her parents were concerned 

about raising their two daughters in Iran and so, when she was seven years old, her family 

escaped from Iran into Turkey. They arrived in Canada in 1986. Because of her experiences as a 

young child, Roshanak feels that she has always had a sensitivity towards what is happening in 

the world around her. However, it was not until the last number of years that she started 

combining social activism with the work she does as a dancer/choreographer. She said that:  

Instead of being tormented by thoughts like “Why is this happening?” “I 

want to say something.” “I want to do something.”, I was able to start to 

merge the two things. So my artistic work started to develop more in that 

respect. I began to focus more on human rights issues and social justice—

particularly on women because I’m female and a woman who grew up in a 

regime that was oppressive. I am aware and have those sensitivities and 

that informs my work (May 7, 2012).  

 

 Her involvement in the art workshops came at a time when she had been really affected 

by the 2009 uprising in Iran, and was trying to figure out how to respond. Although she had been 

away from Iran for many years, she still felt very connected and wanted to figure out how to 

respond in an artistic and political way. At the art workshops, she met extensively with former 

political prisoners and heard their stories, read the book We Lived to Tell: Political Prison 

Memoirs of Iranian Women (Agah et al., 2007), and watched the documentary films From 

Scream to Scream (Bahrami, 2004) and The Tree that Remembers (Raouf, 2002). The result was 

a choreographed dance piece titled Behind the Stained Walls (for a description of this dance, see 
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the Talking Prison program in Appendix 2), which was performed at Talking Prison. Roshanak 

felt a huge weight of responsibility in representing the stories with which participants had 

entrusted her. That weight was lifted when she received the first responses from participants at 

the dress rehearsal—they were overwhelmingly positive. The former political prisoners had been 

incredibly moved by what they saw on stage—with one participant sharing that he felt that all of 

those who had lost their lives would have considered it worthwhilehad they seen the 

performance. 

 Roshanak was able to get funding to further develop and make a documentary film of 

Behind the Stained Walls, and screened it at the Political Prisoners event. Roshanak continues to 

be involved with the project in a number of ways, and is always looking for possible ways to 

become more engaged. One of the most powerful moments she experienced during the 

workshops was an exchange she had with one of the participants. He took her hand and looked 

her in the eyes and said to her, “You are our voice”. This phrase has echoed in her mind since 

that day, reminding her of the significance of the work she has done and continues to do. 

Shaer 

Shaer (“Poem”) was another of the artists engaged with the Words, Colour, Movement project 

from the planning stages. She is a young Iranian woman who immigrated to Canada with her 

parents in 2001, when she was 18 years old. Her parents wanted her to have more opportunities, 

and so decided to immigrate. Shaer did her undergraduate degree in Canada and then worked as 

an ESL teacher for 5 years before doing a graduate degree in Education at OISE/UT. Outside of 

her academic and professional work, Shaer is both a poet and a visual artist. She joined the 

project to work with participants on writing their stories of prison. Shaer was involved in the 
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initial art workshops and the Talking Prison event, participating as one of the actors in the 

drama; she has also attended all the other project related events. 

 Shaer would not have considered herself a political person before she became involved 

with the Words, Colour, Movement project. Through her interaction with the women and men 

involved in the project, she began to move towards becoming more political. As she interacted 

with participants and saw the art they created, she was impacted by the pain they had 

experienced but also by their strength.  As a young Iranian woman, Shaer really felt that the 

saying “One generation plants the tree and another generation enjoys the shade” was true; she 

was moved by the sacrifice that people had made and were continuing to make in Iran. When she 

reflected on her involvement with the project, she said that she had never intended to develop 

such an attachment to the people she was working with. However, she realized that, as she was 

willing to listen to and learn from project participants, she found herself in the midst of a 

community that loved and cared for each other—and that, in her opinion, is what it is all about. 

Ava 

Ava (“Whisper”) is another young Iranian who became involved in the project because of an 

invitation from a friend. Ava immigrated from Iran to Canada in 2005. Her family had 

immigrated to Canada five years earlier, and Ava eventually joined them to complete her MA 

degree in Design. Growing up in Iran, Ava often thought about the unequal ways in which men 

and women were treated in society. She had a very open-minded family who allowed her to be 

who she wanted to be, but outside of her home, there was a big contrast. Ava also did a lot of 

thinking about the level of censorship that existed within her country. Ava first heard about 

political prisoners when her aunt was imprisoned for her involvement in a leftist organization 

when Ava was a child. Ava went to visit her aunt in prison and she remembers that her aunt had 
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made her a doll and gave it to her. Once her aunt was released from prison, she never talked 

about the experience. Ava has often thought about this. 

 Ava found her participation and interaction with former political prisoners very powerful. 

She had always wanted to learn more about the experiences of former political prisoners, but had 

never had the opportunity to do so.  She appreciated the way the workshops brought together 

people who had similar experiences, but also people who wanted to tell their stories to others. As 

Ava watched the women and men interact together, create art together, and share their stories, 

she felt that participants did a good job of supporting each other.  

 Ava did the design work for the promotional materials for both the Talking Prison and 

the Lines of Resistance events. (See Appendices 1 and 4), and she also attended both events. As 

Ava reflected on the Talking Prison event, she said: 

It was very interesting—the visual expression of what they had 

experienced. As an artist when I was getting back from the workshops, I 

was thinking about it visually. In the event, I saw how people expressed 

themselves differently—in poetry, in dance and in drama. I was really 

impressed with the dance—I thought how can they express prisoners’ 

experience so well. It was like they had experienced it. I was crying all the 

time—my friend was crying. There was another artist with us and she was 

crying. We felt they expressed themselves very well (May 14, 2012). 

 

For Ava, the memory project of former political prisoners from Iran was essential. She 

felt that if people are not willing to tell their stories, the ways that they have been affected by 

violence, that change will never happen. With projects like this, she feels that positive change is 

possible. 

Heather Read 

Heather Read is one of my colleagues in the doctoral program at OISE/UT. We met each other in 

a class and started chatting with each other because of our mutual interest in community-based 
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art projects. Heather is a visual artist and has a history of curating different exhibits. When the 

decision was made to put together an exhibit of the artwork created through the art workshops, I 

asked  Heather if she would consider working with me (it is always a difficult proposition asking 

someone to commit their time and energy with no funding to compensate them for their time). 

Heather had just finished taking a course in curating difficult exhibits, exhibits dealing with 

difficult subject matter, and was interested in taking on the challenge.  

 Putting together the exhibit presented a number of challenges: How would we present the 

art pieces? How would we educate the people who would be viewing the exhibit? How would we 

give credit to the artists? Heather enjoyed working with Shahrzad and me, because it brought a 

good balance—we brought the history and represented the needs and desires of the project 

participants, while she brought the perspective of an outsider and what such an outsider might 

need to see in order to understand the message. Heather also spent a lot of time learning about 

the stories and experiences of in the former political prisoners; she felt this was important for her 

to do because it was something so far outside her own experience. Heather recognized that the 

more she knew about the people creating the artwork, the better she would be able to create an 

exhibit that would both honour and represent them. 

 Heather’s final reflection on the project demonstrates how she was impacted by working 

with the women and men who were a part of the project:  

I . …remember feeling very honoured that I had had the chance to work 

with such strong and brave people, even indirectly. And, I remember 

feeling patriotic too—how wonderful that we live in a country where these 

women can come and live relatively safely, and where they can congregate 

together and share their stories. And where they can vote, and write letters, 

and protest things, and have art shows, and encourage other people to 

become activists. I remember feeling lucky. And, I think that ties in with 

my renewed (or new?) sense of art activism. One of the special things 

about Canada, I think, is that it’s a space where things like that can happen 

(June 11, 2012). 
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Introducing the Artwork 

Artwork has been central to all the work done through the Words, Colour, Movement project. 

Before moving forward, I want to share images of a sample of the artwork that has been 

produced through the project. I will present more analysis of the artwork later in the dissertation 

but, for the time being, I want to invite you, the reader, to take a close look at what the women 

and men involved in this project have created. No matter how much I try to avoid it, there will be 

times in this dissertation when my words will get in the way of communicating a particular 

thought or idea. In the following pages, I invite you to encounter the women and men who 

participated in this research through their artwork and the text they used to describe their art 

pieces.    

 I have divided the images up into the same categories suggested by curator Heather Read 

for the Lines of Resistance exhibit:  The Pain of the Prison Experience; The Importance of 

Resistance in Prison and Hope for the Future.  These images begin on the next page. 
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The Pain of the Prison Experience 

Figure 3: Woman in a Prison Cell 

 

Figure 4: Severed Prisoner 

 



69 

 

Figure 5: Prisoners as Animals 

 

 

Figure 6: The Prison of Mental Illness 
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Figure 7: The Torture of Fake Executions 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8: Losing Yourself to Find Freedom 
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Figure 9: Prison Scream 

 

 

 

Figure 10: Prisoners Waiting for Execution 
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The Importance of Resistance in Prison 

Figure 11: Cracks of Light 

 

 

 

Figure 12: The Importance of Light 
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Figure 13: Growing Hope in Prison 

 

 

 

Figure 14: Creating Art in Prison 
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Figure 15: The Pressure on Prisoners 

 

 

Figure 16: Looking Out Over the Prison Wall 
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Figure 17: Life out of Death 

 

 

 

Figure 18: Standing Like Trees 
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Figure 19: Resisting Together 

 

 

Figure 20: The Crow 
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Figure 21: Between a Rock and a Hard Place 

 

Hope for the Future 

Figure 22: Years of Struggle and Resistance 
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Figure 23: The Tree of Resistance 

 

 

Figure 24: The Continuum of Resistance 
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Figure 25: Women's Resistance 

 

  



80 

 

CHAPTER TWO: THE PERFORMANCE OF RESISTANCE 

As I discussed in the First Chapter, the purpose of this dissertation is to examine the experiences 

of a group of former political prisoners from Iran, their supporters, and the artist facilitators who 

participated in the Words, Colour, Movement project, to better understand the possibility of 

moving forward, community building, and continued resistance in groups of people who have 

experienced state violence. You have had the opportunity to meet the research participants and to 

see some of their artwork in my first chapter. In this Chapter, I invite you to enter into the story 

of the Words, Colour, Movement project. It is my hope that, by being introduced to the process 

of the last four years, you will see the acts of resistance that project participants were engaged in 

and will understand the significance of the art workshops, events, and exhibits. I will then 

discuss my research questions, research design, and methodology set in the context of the 

process of the art workshops and acts of public testimony. 

The Art Workshops, Exhibits, and Performances 

In the First Chapter, I discussed how I came to be involved with this group of former political 

prisoners from Iran. After I had completed my MA thesis, the women who had participated 

asked whether it would be possible for them to continue to meet to create art. They appreciated 

the process, and saw the potential art creation had to resist the violence that had significantly 

shaped their lives. In the summer of 2009, my thesis supervisor, Dr. Shahrzad Mojab and I 

decided to apply for funding from TAC and OAC to run a series of art workshops.  The funding 

that the project received was to pay honoraria to local community artists and facilitators, to pay 

for art materials, and to fund an event that would feature the created art. After receiving the 

funding, an invitation was circulated through various networks to the community of former 

political prisoners from Iran living in Toronto and their supporters, with the launch of the project 
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planned for January 2010. Local artists were engaged to participate in the project, to facilitate 

sessions based on different art forms.  

 The art workshops in different spaces at OISE/UT, because of its central location just 

outside a major subway stop and because, as academic researchers, we had free access to the 

university space.  At the first meeting, the discussion with the group of 30 women and men who 

had gathered, focussed on the purpose of the project.  Participants were invited to share who they 

were and why they had chosen to come, and then asked what they were interested in doing. 

People shared many reasons for coming: they had heard from a friend or were supporting a 

friend; they had created art in prison and wanted to continue to create art; and they felt an 

urgency to take action, to educate others about the atrocities committed by the state—in 

particular those atrocities committed in the 1980s and 1990s by the IRI. Among the artists were a 

number of young Iranians who were interested in being involved because they wanted to learn 

more about the history they had never had access to, particularly in light of the 2009 uprisings. 

There were others who had no previous connection to Iran and its history, but had been impacted 

by personal testimony or connection and wanted to be involved.  As a result, the worshops were 

designed with a significant educational component integrated into the first few weeks—including 

personal testimonies from workshop participants, watching documentary films, and reading 

prison memoirs that told some of the stories of former political prisoners and provided historical 

background information about Iran.  

 The next six months were full, with many different workshops being offered each month.  

We often ran two or three workshops simultaneously.  Artists worked with participants, showing 

them how to use art as a tool for communication and to express their personal and political 

experiences. Using art allowed participants to express themselves and their stories without the 
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use of language. Using the English language was a barrier for most of the participants, who were 

English-as-a-second-language learners. As the women and men met together, it became clear that 

an important component of these workshops was to create art that they could use to bear 

testimony to their experiences of state violence, as well as to educate the public about the 

atrocities that had been committed and about the continued oppression in Iran. 

 Visual art workshops were facilitated by different community artists—using the mediums 

of plasticine, collage and painting. Writing workshops were facilitated by Shaer, an ESL teacher, 

to offer people the opportunity to write part of their stories and to learn how to express 

themselves in English. Workshops in drama and creative movement were also offered; the drama 

workshops were facilitated by a playwright who had experience working with different 

marginalized communities, and the creative movement workshops, by an Iranian dancer.  

 Some of the workshops were more successful than others. The writing workshops were 

the most popular and had the best attendance in the beginning. It was less-intimidating for many 

participants to write than to use another art form, and many of them wanted to find ways to tell 

their stories but simply lacked the English language skills to tell them. The concept of expressive 

art workshops was less familiar, but once people took the first step, many of them became 

excited about the possibility of creating and sharing their art. Engaging participants in the theatre 

and dance workshops was more challenging. Participants were not sure what to expect from 

either type of workshop. Because the woman who was offering to facilitate the creative 

movement workshops was Iranian, a number of the participants were more interested in the 

possibility of traditional Iranian dance classes for their daughters than in taking a creative 

movement class themselves. As the project progressed, the dancer became increasingly 

uncomfortable about associating with the project, because of her travel back and forth to Iran. As 
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facilitators, we made the decision to shift our focus from the creative movement workshops, to 

focus on engaging people for the drama workshops. The dance form was still part of the project 

because, when Roshanak Jaberi later joined the project, she was able to incorporate dance into an 

act of public testimony. The women and men who were former political prisoners talked with 

her, told her stories of their prison experiences, and she choreographed a dance that reflected 

how she understood those experiences. In the end, we offered visual art workshops, theatre 

workshops, and writing workshops from January to June 2010. The creation of these different art 

pieces constituted important acts of remembrance for the former political prisoners, and the artist 

facilitators acted as witnesses to those acts. One of the goals of the project was to find different 

spaces to share those acts of remembrance with a larger audience. 

Talking Prison, Creating Art and Making Justice 

 In June 2010, these acts of remembrance took form in a public event called Talking 

Prison (See Appendix 1 for the poster and Appendix 2 for the program). This was an event that 

took place at Hart House Theatre at the University of Toronto. The event included a number of 

different components: a musical performance by the Iranian Swedish Band Abjeez (“Sisters”), in 

solidarity with former political prisoners; a dramatic presentation of the play, Before, During and 

After: Scenes from the Iranian Prison Journey (See Appendix 3); a choreographed dance piece 

entitled Behind the Stained Walls; a presentation on The Role of Law: Strengthening the 

Movement Against Iran’s Dictatorship, given by Kaveh Sharooz, a Toronto-based Iranian 

Canadian lawyer who is engaged with Human Rights law in Iran; and presentations by a number 

of the artist facilitators about their involvement with the project. 

 Hart House Theatre has a maximum capacity of 450 people.  Fifty tickets were reserved 

for participants and their families, and the hope was to sell 200 additional tickets. The demand 
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for tickets was much more with 300 tickets sold before the event and the rest of the tickets sold 

out at the door; there were many people waiting in line who were turned away. The atmosphere 

in the room was electric; it was a packed room, full of  positive energy. About three quarters of 

the audience were Iranians—either former political prisoners, family and friends of former 

political prisoners, or those supportive of former political prisoners. The remaining audience 

members were friends, colleagues and supporters of people involved in the project.  

 The responses of people sitting in the audience were overwhelmingly positive. In the 

days that followed the event, we, as the organizers, received a number of e-mails commenting on 

the experience. Following are examples of responses to the event: 

[We] deeply appreciated the whole night. We learnt a great deal from the 

addresses given by Kaveh Shahrooz and yourself, benefiting not only from 

a better understanding but finding hope in real resistance to balance the 

strong feelings provoked by the evidence of so much suffering and 

injustice. We found the performed drama and dance magnetic and stirring. 

What extraordinary dancers you found and what invention in Shannon 

Blake's staging of prison memories. …Congratulations [to you] for 

breathing the life of your journey of research and discovery into the 

proceedings. 

 

But what impressed us most was the audience. We were sitting next to a 

small group of young women, much better dressed and bourgeois‒looking 

than us! They immediately got into the Abjeez songs, applauding those 

they seemed to recognize from the opening bars. They joined in the songs, 

not just the simple chants that got Sandra and me singing along and 

clapping, but with all the words of some of the Abjeez songs, particularly 

the Democracy song, as well as the revolutionary song sung at the end of 

“Before, During and After”. We were particularly struck by the 

enthusiastic support they gave the two inspirational addresses, in which 

both of you maintained a strong leftist analysis while reaching out for 

broadly based unity against oppression. So, we thank you for getting us to 

be part of this memorable evening of despair, anger, hope and celebration
 

(D.C., personal communication, June 19, 2010). 

 

And: 

I wanted to thank you so much for the wonderful job you’ve done 

regarding Talking Prison, Creating Art & Making Justice Project! I am so 
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amazed to be able to come and watch awesome play, meaningful dance, 

great lectures, and wonderful  art pieces. I admire your professionalism 

and dedication to the project and proud to be there amongst your viewers.  

 

I will definitely sign and mail the prepared postcard to Secretary‒General 

this morning (S.B., personal communication, June 19, 2010). 

 

 People were impacted by the event, and as they learned about the prison experiences and 

also about the current situation in Iran, they were moved to action. The second comment above 

mentions one of the ways that people were invited to take action—through the simple act of 

signing and mailing a postcard to the Secretary-General of the United Nations, demanding an 

end to executions and other human rights violations in Iran. Each person in the audience received 

in their program one of these postcards with a piece of the artwork on the front and a message to 

the Secretary-General of the United Nations on the back: 

Figure 26: The Postcard 

 

The postcards provided people with a tangible and achievable action in response to the stories 

and experiences represented through the performances and exhibit of artwork. 

 The final component of the Talking Prison event was an exhibit of the visual artwork 

created through the art workshops. The artwork was displayed in the vestibule of Hart House 

Theatre on display units created out of wooden frames and chicken wire.  
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Figure 27: Picture of the Exhibition 

 

Lines of Resistance: Prison Art from the Middle East 

Following the Talking Prison event, the group decided to take a break for the summer of 2010, 

meeting only once to evaluate the event and make plans for future art workshops and events. At 

this meeting, the following questions were discussed: What were the best things about the 

workshops/performance? What were the challenges we experienced? and What should our next 

steps be? The responses from participants were helpful as we began planning for the future. 

 Participants felt that the workshops and the event had been positive. They felt that it had 

been important for the group of political prisoners to meet and work together towards a common 

purpose. They appreciated the freedom they had to discuss the painful experiences of prison with 

others who had had similar experiences. Using art as a form of expression was helpful in the 

process of discussing painful experiences, because it gave them different outlets for telling their 
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stories. In the process of sharing their stories with others, they had felt a real sense of belonging 

and community with each other and with the artist facilitators. They had found that working with 

professional artists had been key to their success in communicating their message. As they 

reflected on the message they had communicated, the consensus was that it had been a powerful 

message that did not exploit violence or pain. The presence of Canadians from outside the 

Iranian diaspora was important, because it ensured that people from outside their community 

were educated about the existence and experiences of political prisoners.  

 Participants acknowledged that the process of meeting together regularly and organizing 

a large public event was not without its challenges. They all had busy lives, and so it was hard to 

make the time to attend the different art workshops or to devote the time needed to prepare for a 

large public event. It took time to learn an art form and to produce art and, in the beginning, 

participants wondered how they would use art to tell their stories; they also wondered whether 

they would be able to tell their stories in English, a language not their own. Participants talked 

about their feelings at the beginning of the process. They had been unsure of what to expect, but 

as they attended workshops, they had begun to see the possibilities and felt proud of the results 

of their hard work. They were not completely satisfied with the final product; they felt that their 

artwork could have gone deeper and further towards helping the audience really understand their 

experiences. They discussed questions such as What keeps a prisoner silent? What was the 

motivation of our organizations? Why did we protest? Why did we go to prison? Why does the 

government always lose in the end? Determined to include a deeper analysis of their experiences 

in the future, a number of the participants talked about the danger of making a public declaration 

of their prison experiences, opposing the IRI. They acknowledged that they could only make 

these kinds of declarations if they never wanted to return to Iran; they were very aware of the 
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consequences of their resistance. They expressed disappointment that they had not had the 

opportunity to talk with the audience after the performance—they would have appreciated the 

opportunity to hear their responses.  

 When they thought about next steps, they decided that they would like to put together a 

public exhibition of their artwork, to include artwork about their prison experiences that they 

would continue to create. They also wanted to do more writing about their experiences to 

accompany the artwork, to help tell the story.  

 Keeping these points in mind, the project moved forward and art workshops were 

scheduled in the fall of 2010 and winter/spring of 2011, with a focus on visual art. Following 

Talking Prison, a number of former political prisoners from other part of the Middle East, 

namely, from Turkey and Palestine, approached the project organizers because they were 

interested in participating in the art workshops. As a result, the art exhibit Lines of Resistance 

(See Appendix 4) included the art of Turkish and Kurdish women, as well as a broader message 

speaking out against state violence across the Middle East. 

 The art workshops held in preparation for the exhibit took place every two weeks, and 

gave participants an opportunity to work on collaborative art pieces. This process was difficult, 

and it became apparent quite quickly that creating collaborative artwork was going to be a 

challenge. Participants had enjoyed creating their own artwork and been happy to share their 

work with the other participants and the organizers. They had found that, sometimes, an image or 

idea represented in their artwork confronted the ideas or memories of others in the group; 

however, they had been able to allow for the expression of those different ideas. When 

participants were asked to tell a common story of imprisonment and resistance, though, finding a 

common message proved difficult. Tensions arose as participants expressed different ideas about 
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the images and ideas that should be included.  The group talked about these different ideas, tried 

to find common ground.  Some of the experienced artists were asked to suggest some 

possibilities of how these common ideas could be expressed.  Eventually, two designs were 

chosen by the group and three of the participants who were more comfortable with both 

sketching and painting created the art pieces. The rest of the participants assisting in the process 

of creating.  During this process, the artists tried to remain open to suggestions by all 

participants, adding features that that they suggested.  An example of this was adding the 

pictures of people who had been martyred since the 2009 uprising in Iran to the art piece with the 

large white tree: 

Figure 28: Example of participant input in the collaborative art-making process 

 

 However, despite our efforts to discuss the tensions between the ideas of different participants, a 

successful resolution was not reached.  The two collaborative art pieces were included in the 

exhibit, and one was particularly well-received by the people who attended. This same painting 

caused considerable controversy among the participants and other Iranians who attended the 

exhibit. The painting represented a woman standing in front of an execution scene with her arm 

raised in resistance against the violence.  
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Figure 29: Woman with upraised arm 

 

On her upraised arm, she wore a green bracelet, the colour that had come to represent a reformist 

group following the 2009 uprising in Iran. A number of participants and Iranian visitors to the 

exhibit felt that the wrist band should have been red, which would have been representative of 

the leftist resistance in Iran. 

 What we, as facilitators, learned from this process was that the participants needed to 

continue to spend more time on their own individual artwork; in fact, there were a number of 

participants who decided not to engage in the collaborative art piece and continued to create 

individual art pieces. We also learned that, although people seemed able to work together, there 

were many underlying issues and points of conflict in both the interactions and expressions of 

participants.  

 Our second public event was titled Lines of Resistance, and it took place at Beit Zatoun 

Gallery from April 9-17, 2011. The choice of location was deliberate, because the gallery is a 

community space that brings together art and activism, with a particular focus on human rights 

and justice. The gallery’s specific focus is on bringing peace and justice to Palestine and 
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Palestinians, but they have a broader focus and offer their space to similar movements. By 

choosing to hold the art exhibit in that space, former political prisoners from Iran were choosing 

to stand in solidarity with other political prisoners. Artwork was exhibited for nine days and 

there were two events associated with the exhibit—an opening and a letter-writing event for 

current Iranian political prisoners, in partnership with the Toronto Anarchist Black Cross (ABC). 

The Toronto ABC is a “collective of prisoner solidarity activists who focus on political prisoner 

support.”  This group actively engages prisoners in their work, and so were a good fit for the 

Words, Colour, Movement participants to collaborate with. The Toronto ABC organized a letter-

writing campaign to send letters of encouragement to current political prisoners in Iran on one of 

the nights of the exhibit.  

 Over 400 people attended these events and visited the exhibit. Many of their reactions 

were recorded in the guest book, which provided information about who had visited the exhibit.  

Some comments were left by former political prisoners: 

It has been a while since I have been touched by different stories. I was 

tonight. Thanks for sharing your thoughts and emotions. I just saw my 

friends and some people that I knew in the prison. They came out of your 

work and talked to me (name withheld, personal communication, April 17, 

2011). 

 

Other comments came from those who connected the experiences of violence and resistance to 

those in other places and spaces: 

A very thought-provoking, moving exhibit. It also makes us think of our 

friends in Colombia/South America languishing in prison, the thousands of 

political prisoners there. 

 

Thank you to all—you give me the inspiration to continue working to 

support all political prisoners and fight for justice everywhere (name 

withheld, personal communication, April 17, 2011).  
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Many comments indicated that those who attended were affected by the expressions of violence, 

resistance, and hope represented in the exhibit: 

Dear artists—thank you so much for sharing your experiences and insights 

through art and words. It’s important that silences are broken, and that we 

all work together to heal humanity, end violence and build true peace and 

freedom. 

 

This art was very powerful to me. It was bittersweet; beautiful yet very 

painful. It has inspired me to fight harder to end violent repression forever. 

Thank you so much (name withheld, personal communication, April 17, 

2011). 

 

 At the Toronto ABC event, four of the former political prisoners shared their stories, the 

significance of their artwork, and the importance of their continued resistance. The gallery 

became a space of both resistance and solidarity, an occasion for standing with political prisoners 

around the globe and against the various forms of state violence that imprison and subjugate 

individuals and communities.    

 These events provided a space for further exploration of the experiences of former 

political prisoners. It widened and deepened the conversation to include stories and experiences 

that had previously been rendered invisible. Heather Read, whom you met in the First Chapter, 

was the curator for this exhibit. Heather chose to organize the artwork into three sections: The 

Pain of the Prison Experience; The Importance of Resistance in Prison, and Hope for the Future. 

Another important aspect of this exhibit was the educational component. In addition to 

reproducing more postcards, a brochure that gave a summary of the project and listed possible 

actions people visiting the exhibit could take in response to the artwork was also produced. The 

brochure provided a curatorial statement and information about human rights violations in Iran. 
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Figure 30: Program from Lines of Resistance Exhibit 
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 An important component of the exhibit was the artists’ presence. Although there were 

many who participated in the art workshops and created images who needed to remain 

anonymous for reasons of safety, it was important that their presence was integral to the exhibit 

and that they received credit for the work they had done. To accomplish this, we took 

photographs of their hands, and asked them to give a statement about their artwork in one or two 

sentences. The descriptions for each art piece included a picture of the hand(s) of the artists who 

had created that particular art piece. There was also a large poster with photos of the hands and 

their artistic statements: 

Figure 31: Artist Statements 
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 This event connected with a wider range of people than did the Talking Prison event. It 

was in a more central location and was open for many days rather than being a one-time event. 

I visited the exhibit many times and had the opportunity to talk to a number of people who had 

come to see the exhibit.  There was a guest book for people sign and the gallery staff encouraged 

people to leave their responses.  From these interactions, we, as facilitators, learned that many of 

the people who came to the exhibit were committed in some way to social justice and finding 

ways to raise awareness and take action against human rights violations. We also learned that 

there were a number of people who came who had not been aware of the atrocities committed by 

the IRI, and left the exhibit with it with a clearer picture of what had happened and what was 

happening, as well as inspired with possible ways to take action.  
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Political Prisoners: Beyond the Wall, the Word, the Art 

The event titled  Political Prisoners (See Appendix 5), was held on December 10, 2011 at Innis 

Town Hall at the University of Toronto. This event included the screening of the documentary 

film, Behind the Stained Walls, which Roshanak Jaberi had created for Talking Prison and then 

developed and filmed with further funding from TAC. The film was well-received, and impacted 

both those who had seen it once before and those who were seeing it for the first time. The 

audience was quiet, completely captured by the film while it was screening. After the screening, 

Roshanak Jaberi and one of the other dancers in the film responded to questions from the 

audience about the creative process and representations.  

 For this event three writers/activists who had recently written memoirs and reports about 

their experiences as political prisoners were invited. Two of the presenters were women you met 

in the first chapter: Shahla Talebi, who wrote Ghosts of Revolution: Rekindled Memories of 

Imprisonment in Iran (2011), and Chowra Makaremi, who wrote Le Cahier D’Aziz: Au Coeur de 

la Révolution Iranienne (2011). The third presenter was writer and researcher, Shadi Amin, who 

presented research on Documented Cases of the Rape and Sexual Abuse of Female Political 

Prisoners in the 1980s. This report documents cases of both rape and sexual abuse of female 

prisoners during the 1980s in the Iranian prison system. Up to this point, cases of rape and sexual 

assault had not been discussed in the public forum. The women who had experienced sexual 

assaults in prison had been silent about it, because of the stigma attached to self-identifying as 

victims of sexual crimes. While Shadi Amin was presenting her report, the whole audience was 

silent, absorbing the implications of the report, that women in the prison system of the IRI had 

been subject to so many violations. Shadi Amin’s report was based on extensive interviews with 

women who were former political prisoners living in many different asylum countries. 
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 The more spaces into which the stories of both imprisonment and resistance were spoken, 

the wider the circles and spaces of resistance have grown. This happened in a number of ways.  It 

started as resistance was enacted through the creation of the art pieces in the art workshops.  As 

participants met together, told their stories to each other, and talked about the possibility of 

sharing the stories with others, a space that supported resistance against state violence was 

created.  As they shared their stories with the artist facilitators, they began to work with  artist 

participants to connect the art and the message and as this relationship developed, it provided the 

possibility greater conscientization and dissemination of the stories of resistance.  Project 

participants engaged with different artistic forms and used them to communicate their radical 

message of resistance and these representations powerfully conveyed their messages—simple 

scenes and creations became imbued with meaning. The stories were shared in powerful ways 

through the performance and exhibit and as the responses to the events mentioned earlier in this 

chapter demonstrate, people left the events feeling more connected to the resistance and also 

more aware of the steps they could take themselves to resist state violence.  As the artwork has 

been shared on the project website and through various academic and community forums, the 

number of people that are aware of the atrocities being committed by the IRI has also increased.  

Awareness is an important first step but it needs to be accompanied by action.  Throughout our 

events and through our website communication, the project participants have put a lot of thought 

into the messages that are shared.  Spaces of resistance can only continue to grow as they are fed 

by the continued performance of resistance.  Resistance was performed as people who bore 

witness to the violence committed by oppressive states like the IRI, told their stories and as those 

stories are shared and retold in many different contexts and as they take actions that 

communicate that these atrocities cannot continue. 
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Research Questions 

As I worked with this group of women and men through the art workshops and the acts of public 

testimony, I began to think about the role that remembering played in resistance, and the function 

of public testimony—what had transpired as these women and men met together, remembered 

together, and actively resisted together. I embarked on my research wanting to understand the 

process through the perspectives of participants who made up the Words, Colour, Movement 

project. The questions that emerged as I thought about the process were: What role does the act 

of remembering play in resistance? How do acts of public testimony enable people who have 

experienced state violence to realign and rebuild community? What role does communal 

remembering play in the recovery process of people who have experienced state violence? and 

What role do people bearing witness to stories of state violence play in the continued resistance 

of communities? 

 In addition, there were a number of objectives that guided my research and helped to 

frame my research questions.  I set out to describe the experiences of former political prisoners 

from the Middle East as they engaged in a process of remembering and resistance through a 

series of art workshops, public exhibits, and performances; to understand the role that collective 

remembering and art creation plays in rebuilding and realigning community in the diaspora, and 

helping women and men to resist and overcome various forms of state violence; and to 

understand the significance of the role that the people bearing witness to stories and experiences 

of state violence play in community rebuilding and resistance of those who have experienced 

state violence.  
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Methodological Approach 

Life history research incorporated all of the different methods I used in my research data 

collection. Using this approach, I drew on my experience as a participant‒observer in the art 

workshops and acts of public testimony; I interviewed women and men who participated in the 

art workshops; and I analyzed both documents and artifacts- memoirs, films and artwork. All 

these methods were informed by a critical anti-racist feminist perspective that required me as the 

researcher to ask questions about my own participation in the research and the different social 

structures that contributed to both the individual and group experiences. 

Life history research 

Life history research  was one of the earliest and most popular narrative genres to be developed 

by ethnographers in anthropological and sociological research. The research was produced 

through interviews, from researchers’ reflections on their field work, and from accessing 

documents and artifacts that helped researchers better understand the context of their research 

participants (Tedlock, 2000, p. 459). Some of the most popular forms of life historical documents 

are biographies, memoirs, and narrative ethnographies because they provide access to particular 

experiences to the general population. In my research, I have drawn on over 20 memoirs written 

by women who were former political prisoners in Iran and other countries in the Middle East, as 

well as a number of documentary films produced about and by former political prisoners. At the 

foundation of life history research is the life-experience of participants. It is their perspective on 

their own experiences that the researcher tries to access (Cole & Knowles, 2001; Plummer, 1983; 

Tierney, 2000) through the interview process. In an attempt to capture the complexity of their 

experiences, and to co-create an authentic rendition of their lives, the researcher engages 

participants in the recollection of their experiences (Cole & Knowles, 2001). A life history is at 
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base “a retrospective account” akin to biography (Tierney, 2000, p. 539), although in this case, 

the account is dependent on the participant’s recollections rather than outside sources. In my 

research, I interviewed both former political prisoners and the artist facilitators who participated 

in the art workshops and acts of public testimony. 

 Another significant data source from which I drew was my own participation as an 

observer and facilitator in the art workshops. Participant observation is a widely used 

methodology in many disciplines, including but not limited to cultural anthropology, sociology, 

communication studies, and education. It aims to gain a close and intimate familiarity with a 

particular community and their practices through an intensive involvement with people in their 

everyday environment over an extended period of time (Douglas, 1976). One of the key 

components of this method is that the researcher not only observes but also finds a role within 

the group, in order to participate in some manner, even as an outside observer (Douglas, 1976). 

The extended time involved allows the researcher access to more detailed and accurate 

information about the people [s]he is studying (DeWalt et al, 1998, p. 268).  

 Participant‒observation should also produce “commentary”, an explanation of the way 

things are, suggesting possible influences and dynamics (Parr, 2000). In conducting the research, 

the researcher draws on a number of data sources, including direct observation, participation in 

the life of the group, collective discussions, and analysis of personal artifacts and documents 

produced within the group (both written and artistic artifacts).  Through the interview process, I 

deliberately asked questions about the process of the art workshops and public 

performances/exhibits and about the different observations of my own related to individual 

journeys. It would not have been possible for me to gather the data I did without having 

participated in the entire process as a participant‒observer.    

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cultural_anthropology
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sociology
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Communication_studies
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Observation
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Participation_(decision_making)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Focus_group
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 In writing this dissertation, I have made a careful attempt to avoid assumptions about 

what I saw, rather basing my analysis on the different ways the people who participated in the 

research discussed the art workshops, public performances, and their own journeys. In certain 

places, however, I have given my own analysis of the data, undoubtedly informed by my own 

participation in the art workshops. Throughout this dissertation, I will draw your attention to 

places in my analysis where I am aware that the interpretation of a particular event or theme may 

be affected by my own positionality. 

 This was not the kind of research I could have done without having pre-existing 

relationships with my research participants. In fact, as indicated in my first chapter, many of the 

people who participated in the research were people with whom I have worked over the last six 

years. I have been involved with the community of former political prisoners from Iran living in 

Toronto, Canada since 2006. The formation of the art workshops that are at the heart of this 

dissertation was a direct result of feedback from participants in my MA research, The Learning 

of Embattled Bodies: Women Political Prisoners of Iran. The research for this dissertation 

examines the processes and experiences of remembering and resistance through art creation and 

public proclamation linked to these art workshops. As a result, my research participants were 

limited to women and men who participated in the art workshops. I defined these groups and 

introduced you to these different participants in the first chapter of my dissertation. 

Recruiting Participants 

I sent out an initial e-mail to all participants in the Words, Colour, Movement project, inviting 

them to participate in an hour-long informal interview based on their participation in the art 

workshops, public performance, and exhibits (See Appendix 6). Prior to taking a hiatus from 

working with the group (in January 2012), I asked all group members if they would be willing 
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for me to contact them regarding future research. I also informed them that they were welcome 

to choose whether they wanted to participate or not. Group members expressed a willingness to 

have me contact them and gave me permission to use their e-mail addresses to contact them. I 

had prior access to all e-mail addresses because of the organizational role I have played in the 

group. Participants were able to decide whether they wanted to participate in the interview 

process. I made it clear to them that their future participation in the art workshops would not be 

affected if they choose not to be interviewed. In the case of the three authors (Marina Nemat, 

Shahla Talebi and Chowra Makaremi) and the film-maker (PanteA Bahrami), I sent each of them 

an e-mail (see Appendix 7) inviting them to participate in the research through an interview. If 

they chose not to answer my e-mail, I took that as an indication that they did not wish to 

participate in the research. 

 Once they chose to participate, I presented each participant with a Letter of Information 

and Consent (see Appendices 8, 9 and 10), which they signed prior to their participation. The 

consent form made them aware of their rights as participants: that their participation was 

voluntary; that they could decline to answer questions and could terminate the interview at any 

time; and that their responses, comments, and identity would be confidential and anonymous 

unless they agreed otherwise.  

 I sent the recruitment e-mail out to all of the women and men who fit my criteria. My 

goal was to recruit 20 research participants for my research; in the end, I conducted 19 in-depth 

interviews with 21 research participants.  This number included two couples (Eshgh & Kherad 

and Jafar & Laleh) who requested that I conduct their interviews together.  The people that I 

interviewed represented two thirds of the total of those who had participated in some way with 

the Words, Colour, Movement project. 
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Data Sources and Data Collection 

I conducted semi-structured  interviews (See Appendices 12, 13, and 14) with art workshop 

participants, artist facilitators, and former political prisoners from Iran who were the authors of 

recent memoirs and the producer of documentary films. I have chosen to use the term semi-

structured when describing my interviews because although I had particular interview questions 

in mind, I wanted to take cues from my research participants as I interviewed them, allowing 

them to modify the topics that I proposed to discuss.  This also meant that as I interviewed 

participants, each interview built on the questions and topics raised by previous interviews. The 

interviews took place between May 2012 and February 2013, and ranged from 46 minutes to 2 

hours and 33 minutes in length. I gave the research participants a choice of where I would meet 

them to conduct the interview. As a result, the interviews were held in a number of different 

places: six of the interviews were conducted at the research participant’s home; nine of  the 

interviews were held in various buildings at the University of Toronto; one interview was held in 

a public park in Toronto; one interview was held in a restaurant in New Jersey (film-maker 

PanteA Bahrami); and the final interview was held over Skype
™

 with the writer of a memoir who 

lives in Arizona (Shahla Talebi).   

 I brought copies of the individuals’ artwork to the interviews, to initiate a conversation 

about the process of creating in the art workshops that took place between January 2010 and 

December 2012. Discussion of the artwork was a significant part of the interview because I felt 

that the use of art would produce rich data and help to overcome potential language barriers. I 

also brought various promotional documents from the three public events (performance and 

exhibits) held during the research period. The purpose of sharing these documents was to invite 

participants to comment on their responses to creating art and sharing their experiences publicly; 
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for the artist facilitators, to comment on their experience of working with art workshop 

participants. 

 There were also a number of other documents I reviewed as a part of my dissertation 

research. The first set of documents were the more traditional: memoirs and reports written by 

former Iranian political prisoners about their experiences in Iranian prisons, and the resistance 

that was an integral part of those experiences. I had limited access to the full scope of memoirs 

and reports written about the Iranian resistance and prison experiences, because I am not able to 

read Farsi. However, there were a number of texts to which I had access that provided me with 

important information about these experiences. The memoirs written by former political 

prisoners, published in English and French (already mentioned at length in Chapter Two) 

included: Prisoner of Tehran, and After Tehran: A Life Reclaimed (Nemat, 2007); We Lived to 

Tell: Political Prison Memoirs of Iranian Women (Agah et al., 2007); Le Cahier D’Aziz 

(Makaremi, 2011); and Ghosts of Revolution: Rekindled Memories of Imprisonment in Iran 

(Talebi, 2011). In addition to these documents, I also accessed reports written by Amnesty 

International about the experiences of political prisoners in Iran (1990, 2009); documents 

produced through the Iran Documentation Centre; and a report on the Iran Tribunal 

International People’s Tribunal: Findings on the Truth Commission (2012). Films produced by 

Iranian film-makers,  The Tree that Remembers (Raouf, 2002), as well as From Scream to 

Scream and In Love, I Live (Bahrami, 2004 and 2008) also functioned as memoirs, furnishing 

acts of public testimony that provided me with further information about the experiences of 

prison, the resistance of political prisoners, and the challenges of re-establishing life after prison. 

 The less-traditional documents I accessed were documents associated with the project 

Words, Colour, Movement, described in the first section of this chapter. These included 



106 

 

promotional materials for the different events that were part of the project; e-mails from people 

who attended the public performance and exhibits Talking Prison and Lines of Resistance; 

comments left in the guest book at the Lines of Resistance exhibit; and the artwork and narratives 

created through the project. The promotional materials were an important source, because they 

were constructed with the purpose of assisting in the process of communicating with the different 

groups of people who were bearing witness to the acts of public testimony. The promotional 

materials also document and reflect the process of the art workshops and the articulation of the 

purpose of the public acts of testimony. Both the e-mails from people who attended Talking 

Prison and the comments left in the guest book at the Lines of Resistance exhibit provide 

feedback from people who attended the events and contribute to understanding how audience 

members responded to the acts of public testimony.  

 The different artifacts I accessed were the different forms of artwork that were produced 

through the art workshops and presented through the different public performances/exhibits. 

These were the visual artwork, examples of which are in the first chapter; the dance, Behind the 

Stained Walls, directed and choreographed by Roshanak Jaberi; and the drama, Before, During 

and After: Scenes from an Iranian Prison Journey (see Appendix 3 for a copy of the script of this 

drama). A video recording of this drama was made at the Talking Prison event, and so it was 

available for me to review as needed. Each of these different artifacts provided me with a further 

understanding of both the process and the impact of the art creation and performance/exhibits. I 

also used the representations of the artwork in each of the interviews I conducted, to remind 

people of the artwork that was created, but also to invite them to comment on the impact of the 

artwork.  
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Interview Transcription 

Interviews were recorded, transcribed, and then coded using an inductive method. The primary 

reason for using an inductive approach is to “allow research findings to emerge from the 

frequent, dominant or significant themes inherent in raw data, without the restraints imposed by 

structured methodologies” because in using more structured methods of data analysis, 

preconceptions held by those doing the data analysis can often cause key themes to become 

obscured or rendered invisible (Thomas, 2006, p.238). Boyatzis (1998) divides inductive 

thematic analysis into five steps. He suggests starting the coding procedure by looking at the 

different pieces of information or data shared by the research participants through their 

interviews. I did this as I transcribed each interview. Once I had transcribed the interview, I 

began to see different themes emerging like the function of art as a tool to enable resistance or 

the importance of remembering collectively in building community. Coffey and Atkinson (1996) 

suggest that it is important to look for episodes, comparisons, and contrasts in the data to help 

both interpret and theorize about the different themes, assigning meaning to both the presence 

and absence of different themes in the individual interviews.  

 All interviews that were audio recorded (with participants’ consent) were transcribed 

within one week of conducting the interview.  At the end of each transcription, I made interview 

notes, which included different themes I had noted as arising during the interview. I then made 

notes about these different themes, adding them to a spreadsheet. As I continued to conduct 

interviews, I added to the spreadsheet. My data analysis worked iteratively across each genre of 

text produced as data in this research, to trace the different themes and look at how the themes 

connected to each other, how they answered my research questions, and how they connected to 

my theoretical framework (e.g. How did participants talk about “remembering”, “resistance” and 
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“community” and to what extent did their conversations about “remembering”, “resistance” and 

“community”  reflect the revolutionary social transformation discussed by Allman (1999) or 

radical education discussed by Brookfield and Holst (2011)?) 

Coding the Data 

Because I transcribed all of my data myself, my data coding happened in an organic way. I 

interviewed each participant with the goal of transcribing the interview within three days of the 

date I conducted the interview. During the transcription process, I pulled out particular passages I 

felt held significant data. With each new interview, there were sections to add to the themes 

already identified, as well as new themes. At this point, the coding process entailed reorganizing 

categories, that is, combining themes or restructuring my initial perceptions.  The themes that 

emerged were remembering, resistance, community building, memorialization, state violence, 

public testimony and the role of the witness.  These themes were not isolated but were connected 

to each other, providing data that gave insight into the process of the art workshops and public 

performances/exhibits, the learning of participants, and the important possibilities contained in 

this kind of memory project.   I have represented the data in two thematic chapters: Chapter 3, 

Remembering, Resistance, and Community Building, discusses the connection between the act of 

remembering, resistance, and community building in the literature and explores how 

remembering has enabled both resistance and community building through the Words, Colour, 

Movement project. Chapter Four, Memorialization: State Violence and Public Testimony, 

explores the connections between memorialization, state violence, public testimony and the role 

of the witness.  
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Who I Interviewed: Demographic Information for Research Participants 

You met my research participants in the First Chapter through my narrative description of each 

participant. The following section provides demographic data for the different women and men 

who participated in the interviews. I have divided the demographic information into three 

separate sections: Former Political Prisoners and their Supporters, Artist Facilitators, and Writers 

of Memoirs and a Film-maker. You will find a more detailed table that includes all research 

participants as Appendix 11. 

Former Political Prisoners and their Supporters 

I conducted 11 interviews with former political prisoners and their supporters who participated in 

or attended the art workshops and/or public events. Following is a table representing some 

demographic data.  

Figure 32: Demographic Information on Former Political Prisoners and their Supporters 

Migration story 6 Iranian‒Canadians who came to Canada as refugees 

4 Iranian‒Canadians who came to Canada as immigrants 

1 Turkish‒Canadian who came to Canada as a refugee  

Age Range 44-69 

Gender 4 male, 7 female 

Marital status 8 married, 1 single 

Children 5 have children, 4 have no children 

Current employment status 3 unemployed, 1 part-time, 6 full-time, 1 retired 

Highest educational level 

attained 

1 person with high school and some university;, 1 person 

with community college, 2 people with community college 

and/or some university, 5 people with undergraduate degrees, 

1 person with a graduate degree 

Immigration status 11 Canadian citizens 

Length of time in Canada 1 (<10 yrs.), 5 (10-15 yrs.), 2 (16-25 yrs.) 

 

Artist Facilitators 

 

I conducted six interviews with the artist facilitators who participated in the art workshops and/or 

events/exhibits. Following is a table representing some demographic data. 
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Figure 33: Demographic Information on Artist Facilitators 

Migration story 1 Iranian‒Canadian who came to Canada as a refugee 

2 Iranian‒Canadians who came to Canada as immigrants 

3 Canadians from various ethnic backgrounds 

Age range 29-55 

Gender 6 female 

Marital status 2 married, 4 single 

Children 1 with children, 5 with no children 

Current employment status 1 part-time, 5 full-time 

Type of employment 1 playwright, 1 dancer/choreographer, 1 ESL teacher/poet, 

1 writer/illustrator, 1 graphic designer, 1 curator/visual artist 

Highest educational level 

attained 

2 with undergraduate degrees, 4 with graduate degrees 

Immigration Status 6  Canadian citizens 

Length of time in Canada 1 (>10), 1 (10-15 yrs.), 3 (born in Canada) 

 

Writers of Memoirs and a Film-maker 

The journeys of Marina Nemat, Chowra Makaremi, Shahla Talebi and PanteA Bahrami have in 

many ways paralleled those of the women and men who participated in the Words, Colour, 

Movement project. Following is a table representing some demographic data. 

Figure 34: Demographic Information on Writers of Memoirs and Film-maker 

Migration story 1 Iranian‒American who left Iran and went to Germany as a 

refugee and then immigrated to the US 

1 Iranian‒Canadian who came to Canada as a refugee 

1 Iranian‒French woman who arrived in France as a refugee 

1 Iranian‒American who came to the US as a refugee 

Age range 32-53 

Gender 4 female 

Marital status 1 married, 1 single, 1 divorced, 1 widowed 

Children 2 with children, 2 without children 

Current employment status 3 full-time, 1 part-time 

Type of employment 2 writer/activist/professors, 1 film-maker/teacher, 1 

writer/activist 

Highest educational level 

attained 

1 with an undergraduate degree, 3 with graduate degrees 

Immigration status 2 US citizens, 1 Canadian citizen, 1 French citizen 

Length of time in asylum 

country 

1 (>25 yrs.), 3 (<25 yrs.) 
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Limitations of the Study 

Because of the subject matter, and the time commitment required to participate in the art 

workshops, exhibitions, and performance, one of the limitations of my research is that there are 

only a small number of people who participated compared with the number of former political 

prisoners from leftist political groups living in Toronto, Canada. In addition, because my 

research participants represent only one group that resisted the IRI in the 1980s and 1990s, I am 

aware that I need to be careful about making generalizations about the prison experience. 

Because the majority of my research participants were from Iran, my thesis research focuses on 

this community. However, because of the similarities of prison experiences around the world and 

in particular, the Middle East, many of my research findings have the potential to provide data 

relevant to other communities who have experienced similar types of state violence.  

Conclusion 

My research has traced the journey of former political prisoners from Iran as they engaged in a 

process of remembering and resistance through a series of art workshops and acts of public 

testimony. The data collected through the research answers my research questions about 

remembering and its connection to resistance and community, and the role of public testimony in 

those performing and those witnessing the performance of resistance. It will also provide a 

deeper understanding of the role that art creation plays in rebuilding and realigning community 

in people who have experienced state violence, and it makes a contribution to the theories of 

violence and learning in the field of Adult Education. As the process of the Words, Colour, 

Movement project is examined, my research also makes a contribution to the field of critical 

migration studies—looking at alternative narratives of women and men from the Middle East. By 

documenting story-telling through the creative process, this research also has the potential to 
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suggest a new way of understanding immigrant narratives, shifting the lens often used to 

examine immigrants that focuses on deficits, to a space that examines the agency of immigrants 

and refugees. The next two Chapters will take a close look at the data collected and examine the 

different ways in which the data and the literature answer questions of remembering, resistance 

and community, as well as state violence, acts of public testimony, and memorialization.  
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CHAPTER THREE: REMEMBERING, RESISTANCE, AND COMMUNITY BUILDING 

Introduction 

In a typical dissertation, there is often a separate chapter for the literature review and another for 

the data analysis.  However, instead of structuring my dissertation in this way, I have written two 

thematic chapters that integrate both the literature review and my data analysis. I chose to do this 

in order that the literature and my analysis of the research interviews could be in dialogue with 

each other. This chapter, Remembering, Resistance, and Community Building, will discuss the 

connection between the act of remembering, resistance, and community building in the literature 

and explore how remembering has enabled both resistance and community building through the 

Words, Colour, Movement project. Chapter Four, Memorialization: State Violence and Public 

Testimony, will explore the connections between memorialization, state violence, public 

testimony and the role of the witness. As you encounter literature written by academics and 

practitioners on the topics of state violence, remembering, resistance, public testimony, 

witnessing, memoirs and the arts, as well as the results of my research thematically, it is my hope 

that you will understand the significance and the possibility of what has transpired through the 

memory project of a group of former political prisoners from Iran as they have remembered, 

learned, worked, and resisted violence together.  

 The themes of remembering and resistance have been integral to my research. I came to 

the genre of memory literature to try to understand more fully how the concepts of remembering 

and resistance are connected. I took an interdisciplinary approach, drawn from theories and 

methods in adult education, psychology, women and gender studies, post-colonial and critical 

race studies, and memory studies. My entry point for understanding this connection was the 

interaction I had with participants in the Words, Colour, Movement project. Although the 
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literature offered very few examples of similar memory projects, it did raise many important 

issues about how the act of remembering functions as a tool to enable and resist. My primary 

focus in this chapter is the impact that state violence has on individuals and communities, and 

how remembering can serve as a tool for resistance and community building. I will start my 

discussion with an introduction to the memory project as a site of resistance, then discuss the 

function of remembering as an act of resistance. From there, I will move to a discussion of the 

role of art in resistance, and the role of remembering and art creation as tools for both recovery 

and community building. I will end the chapter with a discussion of the challenges of memory 

projects, of collective art creation, and of community building. 

Memory Projects as Sites of Resistance 

The Words, Colour, Movement project falls into the category of what the literature calls a 

memory project. A memory project can be as individual as the act of tracing one’s family tree or 

as large as a project that functions in the imagining or re-imagining of a nation following a 

traumatic event (e.g. war, dictatorial regime). Memory projects seek to capture history and, in the 

case of family or community memory projects, this often involves recording the stories of an 

older generation for future generations. This kind of project reminds people of where they have 

come from and guides them as they move forward. State-sanctioned memory projects can 

function as a nation-building tool such as monuments built to remember those who sacrificed 

their lives for the freedom of the nation. Memory projects following significant periods in a 

nation’s history are often quite complicated, particularly if that period has been marked by 

atrocities committed by one particular group against another group. Over the last century, there 

have been cases where the nation-building process has included a formal judicial understanding 

and admission of what transpired during a particular period. Examples of such projects include 
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the Nuremberg Trials following the Second World War; the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission following the end of Apartheid in South Africa; and the Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission of Canada addressing atrocities committed against the First Nations people of 

Canada. According to Amnesty International, from 1974 to 2007, there have been 32 truth 

commissions established in 28 countries, and more than half of those have been established since 

1997 (n.d.). These kinds of memory projects, although often fraught with controversy and 

political tensions, do provide for a public forum to address acts of injustice. In the absence of 

these formal acts of justice and accountability, there is still a place and need for memory projects 

that invite the possibility of remembering, forgiving, and moving forward. One formal example 

of this is the Iran Tribunal, which was an international peoples’ court and a non-binding legal 

tribunal presiding in The Hague, Netherlands in 2012, established to investigate allegations of 

human rights violations in Iran, because no other judicial committee would investigate the 

allegations (Petrou, 2013).  

 Over the last few decades, increased state violence globally has precipitated forced 

migration on a large scale. In their country of exile, refugees are often caught in the chronic 

cycle of victimhood and are unable to move forward. Espinoza suggests that one of the reasons 

for this is the concept of impunity—the absence of formal justice (2004, p. 56). She is involved 

with a memory project similar to the Words, Colour, Movement project. The Memory and Justice 

in the Americas Working Group is formed of Chileans and their supporters in Canada. This 

community-based and civic-education project has two central objectives: the organization of an 

international tribunal to denounce the human rights violations that continue to take place in Latin 

America, and the implementation of what the group has theorized as a pedagogical and collective 

healing process, aimed at recovering collective memory in exile through educational workshops 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hague,_Netherlands
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and activities (Espinoza, 2004, p. 57). This memory project is a positive example of the kind of 

work that can be done with communities of immigrants living in the diaspora. The country of 

exile can provide a space and place for people to process their experiences and to take action in 

resisting state oppression. The communal remembering process invites individuals with similar 

experiences to remember together, constructing a shared history that is a composite of individual 

memories. In order to deal with past terror, Riaño-Alcalá working with youth in Colombia 

suggests that silenced histories need to be recognized in order for justice to be realized (2004, 

p. 184). With this justice comes a sense of freedom to both remember and forgive, to move on 

and to learn new ways of engaging with the world.  

 This is the case for the former political prisoners with whom I have been involved 

through the Words, Colour, Movement project.  As earlier noted, the purpose of the project has 

been to provide a forum for former political prisoners to meet and find ways to speak out against 

state violence—to remember their experiences of both violence and resistance and to continue to 

resist the actions of oppressive states like the IRI. My MA research findings indicated that 

political consciousness and a politicized understanding of self and society assist learners in 

successfully navigating their own paths of learning with a dual purpose: first, of self-healing, and 

second, of making an individual healing process into a collective process of remembering in 

order to forgive but not to forget (Osborne, 2010). As former political prisoners have met 

together since 2010, the Words, Colour, Movement project has played an important role in 

bringing people together and helping them form a common purpose—what Judith Herman calls a 

survivor mission (1992, p. 207).  

 Although there are critiques of Herman’s text Trauma and Recovery: The aftermath of 

violence- from domestic abuse to political terror (1992), I feel that many of the issues that 
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Herman raises in her text still hold true today.  I agree with scholars like Lewis (1999) who 

critiques Herman’s linear model of recovery, suggesting that recovery can never be completed, 

that it is a process that survivors of violence will be engaging with for their entire lives.  

However, I do feel that Herman’s discussion of the survivor mission and the role it can play in 

the process of recovery, is key for survivors of violence to experience a greater sense of personal 

freedom. It is when survivors recognize either a political or religious dimension to their 

experience that their survivor mission is formed. She discusses how most survivors seek the 

resolution of their traumatic experiences through engaging with their personal lives. It is a 

significant minority who feel called to engage a wider world through acts of resistance as a result 

of their traumatic experience. When they choose to do this, they see the possibility of 

transforming their own experience, by using it as the basis for social action. They recognize that, 

although there is no way to compensate for the atrocity that they experienced, it can be 

transformed by making it a gift to others (Herman, 1992, p. 207). This is the kind of mission that 

has been taken up by participants in the Words, Colour, Movement project. 

 In the case of traumatic events, the way people remember publicly can obscure meaning 

and leave the nature of the event in debate. Remembering is partnered with forgetting, because 

the events the individual or group experienced were so devastating. Forgetting can become a key 

element in the construction of collective remembering when individuals censor themselves. Their 

thoughts, words, and actions are censored to avoid the pain of remembering the horrors of the 

past. This can occur in an effort to protect their equilibrium or, in the case of people continuing 

to live in the state that perpetrated the violence, it may be essential to protecting their physical 

well-being  (Espinoza, 2004, p. 55). Societies emerging from periods of violence often harbour 

competing and conflicting understandings of the past and intense struggles over memory 
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(Espinoza, 2004, p. 55). Essentially, they allow forgetting of past experiences of violence to 

govern the present, in order to maintain a sense of safety and security for themselves and their 

families (Lira, 1997). Sometimes breaking the silence about the experiences of violence creates a 

risk for the individuals. In breaking silence, often one has to confront “institutional amnesia and 

official denial by the state itself, as forms of social and ideological control” (Rogers, Leyersdorf 

and Dawson, 1999, p. 11). For some people, living in the diaspora because they needed to flee an 

oppressive state, breaking silence also comes with a great personal risk to both self and family 

members (I will discuss this in greater detail later in this Chapter). Remembering is critical in the 

process of “encircling the trauma rather than attempting to gentrify it” (Edkins, 2003, p. 15). 

This type of remembering can help to realign purpose and give the community a sense of shared 

history—in remembering their resistance and survival. As people remember together, their 

remembering becomes an act of resistance. 

Remembering as Resistance 

Within cultures marked by the violence of state repression, remembering becomes complicated. 

Often the voices and experiences of those who have been the victims of violence, through 

experiences of incarceration or torture or through the loss of loved ones by execution or 

disappearance, are silenced. There are many examples, from around the globe, in the literature 

that discuss both the complexity and the importance of remembering both individually and 

collectively. These examples help to contextualize the story of the women and men who formed 

the Words, Colour, Movement project, situating them in a larger movement of remembering as a 

form of resistance against oppressive state practices. The first example is the period of la 

Violencia in Guatemala (1978-85), which marked the military dictatorship’s assault on the 

country’s rural population and involved the execution of many men and boys in village squares. 
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The second and third examples are the cases of the “disappeared” in Sri Lanka and then in 

Turkey, and the fourth example is that of the Khavaran Cemetery in Iran, a memorial site 

important to the families and friends of victims executed by the IRI in the years following the 

1979 Iranian Revolution.  

 In the case of the La Violencia, the government forbade public mention of the atrocities 

they had committed in order to promote their version of the past. Like many oppressive regimes, 

the Guatemalan government blamed the dead and their rebellious acts for the violence during 

that time (Zur, 1999, p. 49). Despite the consequences of speaking about their experiences, war 

widows have refused to be silenced and have found ways to tell their stories. These women talk 

about their experiences with people they perceive to be “be-de la misma cabeza” (literally “of the 

same head”). They transform religious rites into opportunities to share their stories and 

experiences, because men are forbidden to participate in rites that involve female shamans. In 

less-secure settings, women have developed linguistic codes and gestures that cannot be 

understood outside their circles (Zur, 1999, p. 49). By telling their stories, these widows are able 

to reposition themselves in the past- a past that, according to the government, never happened. 

The result of this is the construction of a sense of continuity and the restoration of dignity (Zur, 

1999, p. 45). Because the unofficial version is forbidden by the government, their private 

thoughts and the speaking of those memories function as political acts of resistance.  

 Across the Atlantic Ocean, the people of Sri Lanka have been engaged in similar types of 

remembering in the aftermath of political violence perpetrated by the government and other 

military forces. Since the late 1980s, the country of Sri Lanka has been plagued by civil war and 

natural disaster. There are still several thousand people, many of them children, who remain 

unaccounted for in the chaos that followed the tsunami of 2004. Another estimated 25,000, 
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predominantly young Tamil men, have been “disappeared” from the north and east of the 

country (de Alwis, 2009, p. 379). There is no official acknowledgement of the disappearance of 

these people. In the face of the silence about the reality of the political situation that caused their 

family members and friends to disappear, it is the voices of the living that keep their memory 

alive. Malathi de Alwis quotes the following poem (2009, p. 379): 

Upon mountain ranges, across scorching plains 

Amidst twining lianas, in gurgling streams 

Along highways and byways 

In all my comings and goings 

I trace your beloved face 

Always  

 

De Alwis says that, “Sri Lankans have become very adept at waiting” and that “One could visit 

almost any [place in Sri Lanka] and hear tales of a father, a sister, a teacher, a friend, the 

postman, the fishmonger…who went to the store, got on a train, headed to school, was last seen 

walking on the beach…and never returned home” (de Alwis, 2009, p. 379). In the case of the 

“disappeared”, there is no end to the story, no body to mark the end of a life. The state continued 

to deny that there was a systematic abduction process in place, and local police stations refused 

to record entries with reference to abductions. Once again, it was the mothers of the missing 

children who played a significant role in the resistance movement. At a meeting of the Mothers’ 

Front, in 1992, a mother seated in the audience suddenly interrupted a politician by holding up a 

pair of blue shorts and loudly wailing and lamenting: “‘They are my most precious possession 

because they still bear the scent of my child. I won’t wash them until he returns and wants to 

wear them to school again…I have been waiting for two years’” (de Alwis, 2009, p. 383). The 

families of the disappeared will not allow their loved ones to be forgotten, and their remembering 

serves as an act of resistance. 
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 Like mothers in Sri Lanka, mothers, fathers, brothers, and sisters wait for news of their 

“disappeared” relatives in Turkey. Turkey has a history of making intellectuals and leaders from 

minority groups such as the Armenians and the Kurds disappear. The last century in Turkey has 

seen many different groups of “disappeared”—from the disappearance of more than 200 

Armenian intellectuals in 1915 and more in the 1980s, to the disappearance of Kurdish 

journalists and human rights defenders from the 1990s up to the present time (Altay, 2011, p. 7). 

Vaysi Altay, human rights activist and photographer, has dedicated the book we, the disappeared 

to all those who have disappeared in Turkey over the last century. Altay includes photographs of 

the disappeared, as well as poetry and prose by family members and friends awaiting the return 

of loved ones. Mothers choosing to share their stories of loss and absence reassert the presence 

of the disappeared and “‘publicly break the state’s monopoly over memory’”(Schirmer, 1994, 

p. 202). Altay includes a poignant reminder of the dedication of the mother to remember and to 

never forget: 

    Saturday Song 

 

    Endless in waiting pass the days 

    Days numb, days deaf, silent are the nightingales 

    My flesh, my bones, at the doorsteps 

    Lost is the beloved grace 

    Good God such a world 

    Such a disgrace 

 

    I am a mother 

    I won’t feel pain even if thrown to fires 

    I won’t lose hope even if my soul retires 

    My laments shall darken history 

     

    For the mothers of the disappeared, once again 

    with grief, hope and belief. (Aksu cited in Altay, 2011, p. 30) 

 

Continuing to remember constitutes an act of resistance and, as the poet Aksu suggests, 

remembering takes on significance when it is a loved one who has been lost or disappeared. 
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 The same kind of commitment is present in the remembering of family members and 

friends in Iran.  The attempts to memorialize those who were lost in executions carried out by the 

Islamic Republic of Iran (IRI) from 1981 until the present time (with a significant number of 

executions being committed during the massacre of political prisoners in 1988) have been 

consistent and public. The site of the Khavaran Cemetery has been a place of conflict between 

the private citizens grieving and memorializing their lost family members and friends and the 

IRI. As I mentioned in the First Chapter, Gorestan Khavaran (Khavaran Cemetary) is a cemetery 

located in the southeast of Tehran. It was used as a graveyard for the religious minorities such as 

Christians, and recently Bahá'ís, and also as a mass grave site for political prisoners executed in 

the 1988 mass executions. The portion of the cemetery in which the political prisoners are buried 

is colloquially known as “lanat-abad”, the damned place (Amnesty International, 1990). During 

the massacres of 1988, family members heard rumours that their relatives had been executed and 

buried in mass graves in the cemetery. If the families were given any official notification, they 

were not told where in the cemetery their loved ones were buried, and they were instructed not to 

hold any kind of commemoration ceremony (Amnesty International, 1990). This official 

instruction has not stopped people from visiting the cemetery or from holding memorial services. 

M. Raha (1996) writes: 

The relatives of the deceased gather in Khavaran cemetery every week. 

Early Friday, at around five or six in the morning, they meet at Khorasan 

Gate and travel together by a minibus, or a similar vehicle, to the 

cemetery. Most of them are the mothers; young women and men do not 

usually show up, because every time the [security forces] raid the 

cemetery they arrest a number of them and imprison them.  

 

The victims’ families have continued to challenge the IRI’s policy of denial with their continued 

presence in Khavaran. One family member, Mother Lotfi said: “Every year [on the anniversary 

of the 1988 massacre] we make and take sweets to Khavaran. We cover the graves with flowers. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tehran
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christians
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bah%C3%A1%27%C3%AD_Faith
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mass_grave
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1988_executions_of_Iranian_political_prisoners
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1988_executions_of_Iranian_political_prisoners
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Many times they came and harassed us. They smashed our windshields, the rear windows of our 

cars. They beat up the mothers and kicked them out of the cemetery” (Mohajer, 2008). Since 

2006, police and security forces have used violence to prevent the anniversary memorials of the 

massacre of 1988 in Khavaran. When their oppressive measures did not work, the government 

decided to destroy the cemetery. On December 25, 2008, the government sent bulldozers to 

Khavaran and demolished the graveyard, removing some topsoil, added new soil and planting 

trees on individual and mass graves. Nobody knows if they removed the remains of the victims. 

The destruction of Khavaran caused protests and condemnation by the political, social, and 

human rights activists in Iran and by international human rights advocates’ organizations such as 

Amnesty International. Amnesty International (2009) wrote in its statement: 

Amnesty International calls on the Iranian authorities to immediately stop 

the destruction of hundreds of individual and mass, unmarked graves in 

Khavaran, south Tehran, to ensure that the site is preserved and to initiate 

a forensic investigation at the site as part of a long-overdue thorough, 

independent  and impartial investigation into mass executions which began 

in 1988, often referred to in Iran as the “prison massacres”. 

 

 Although much of the information about this conflict is anecdotal and written in Persian, 

in recent years, information about the cemetery and the IRI’s actions towards those who continue 

to resist by performing memorial actions has become a topic discussed on blogs, YouTube, and 

social network sites. The Internet has become a significant memorial site, particularly as the 

possibility of physical memorialization was taken away when the cemetery was destroyed. On 

his blog, Paymaneh Amiri  (2009) says: 

They can capture dissidents, imprison and torture them, keep them in 

detention past their sentences, and execute them en masse, carrying their 

bodies in trucks to a remote location and bury them together, harass their 

family members and keep them from memorializing their loved ones, and 

after 21 years attempt to cover up the cemetery to remove all signs that 

those people ever existed and this crime ever happened....But how will 

they silence the dead?  
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This is a sentiment echoed by the many people who have lost loved ones to various forms 

of state violence. They will not be silent. The women who experienced La Violencia, the family 

and friends of those lost in the violent state oppression and mass executions of those resisting the 

Islamic Republic of Iran, and the families of the “disappeareds” in Sri Lanka have chosen to 

remember and speak out in the midst of competing and conflicting voices. Their choice to speak, 

and to continue to resist, acknowledges that memories not given space, not remembered 

properly, cannot be laid to rest (Zur, 1999, p. 50). 

 There are many more examples of these counter-narratives. Audre Lorde (1984) 

addresses the agency and resistance of American women of colour in the face of trauma. Okubo 

(1983) represents the experience of prisoners of war in Japanese internment camps during the 

Second World War in her graphic novel. Sieng and Thompson (1992) trace the journeys of 

Cambodian women through the experience of war and oppression in Cambodia and through the 

process of marginalization they faced as immigrant women trying to find their place in the 

United States. In sessions at a local community centre, women talked about the barriers they 

faced. They said (Sieng and Thompson, 1992, p. 131): 

It is not only a language barrier or culture shock that we have to deal 

with. We also have severe problems which are caused by Cambodian 

genocide. The war left us with psychological scars. All of us have been 

suffering severely from being separated and being lost. Even if too many 

years have passed, we are still haunted by the memories of our families. 

 

The telling of the stories, in the context of Cambodian women living in the diaspora, functioned 

as a repositioning of self and a homecoming. Oral history gives people the opportunity to speak 

for themselves. It provides a picture, not just forensic evidence of the experience. In the process 

of psychotherapy in either an individual or group setting, when stories are told, information from 
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the individuals’ lives is retrieved, pressures are relieved, and the self-control of the individual is 

increased (Kowalenko, 1988, p. 2). 

 Counter-narratives focus on stories of different groups or individuals who have 

experienced trauma. Rogers addresses family and community memories of the experience of 

lynching in the United States, and suggests that the prevalence of lynching stories and other 

accounts of the physical, emotional, and psychological abuse of African‒Americans in the 

[Mississippi] Delta suggests that the violence that maintained white supremacy produced a 

pervasive sense of communal trauma among the black population (1999, p. 119). Communal 

trauma, particularly trauma brought about by other human beings, can create a social climate that 

dominates the spirit of a particular group (Erikson, 1994, pp. 228-41). By telling the stories, 

survivors of the violence are speaking out against the violence and creating the possibility of a 

future where race-related violence does not hold the same power within their communities. In all 

these cases, people who had experienced violence were able to share experiences, breaking the 

silence that they had often kept for many years. As they shared with those who had similar 

experiences, others in the group were able to affirm the reality of the experiences. In the case of 

the Words, Colour, Movement project, a similar process took place. 

Creating Resistance and Possibility 

There are many ways that people represent their stories—sometimes orally or in written form 

and, at other times, in different artistic forms such as visual art, performance, or film. For all the 

participants in the Words, Colour, Movement project, art creation was an exercise in 

remembering. Participants were asked to think of particular images of, or to think of a story that 

they wanted to tell about, their prison experiences. As I talked with participants through the 

course of the interviews, I realized that the art workshops did more than help people remember 
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their experiences; as they remembered, they were also able to refocus and come to a deeper 

understanding of the significance of their experiences.  

 For Raha, the creation of her artwork was an exercise that helped her recognize that she 

could affect positive change.: 

This workshop helped me to look at my life as meaningful. In the present and 

in the future. A meaningful life is talking about your experience . … you go 

beyond as a human…you want to be more, to have more passion—you want to 

inspire  (June 29, 2012). 

 

 For others it was an exercise in process and in giving space to the different experiences 

they had had in prison. Both Omid and Kherad shared similar reflections on the art creation 

process: 

When I want to do some art, I am not sitting and thinking, what can I do. 

When I want to think, I think. When I am working, I am thinking. When I 

want to do, I work on one piece—I have material in my mind. I feel what I 

am doing. It is not necessary to get many ideas from here or there because 

I was in jail with my friends. When I am going to do something, the first 

and most important for me—is to move that thing—my thoughts to my 

fingers (June 16, 2012). 

 

Sometimes I was feeling that the thing that I was making was not a work 

of art—I didn’t care about that—I had something in my mind that I wanted 

to share. The person who wants to look at colours or shapes on the surface, 

maybe doesn’t like it. The person who wants to look deep will find 

something (July 25, 2012). 

 

 One of the reasons that we, as project facilitators, chose to hold visual art workshops was 

because of the stories we heard and read about the creation of art in prison (Okubo, 1983; 

Ratushinskaya, 1988; Zangana, 1991, 2009; Vilensky, 1999; Raouf, 2002; Guzel, 2003; 

Bahrami, 2004, 2008; Agah et al., 2007; Talebi, 2011). For many people in prison, the creation 

of art was a life-giving act (Mossallanejed, 2005); however after prison, they stopped creating art 

for many different reasons (e.g. lack of time as they used their energy to survive in hostile 
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environments or because they had been encouraged to forget). In my interviews, a number of 

former political prisoners talked with fondness about the pieces of art they had created in prison 

to send out as gifts, to connect with their loved ones. For Kherad, the creation of art was about 

communicating both love and the significance of his struggle with his mother. He wanted to 

communicate this with her because he was unsure he would ever leave prison: 

Several times when I was in prison, I made some art to send out. Two 

paintings/ drawings—just with charcoal. One stone carving. My mother 

kept these. In all of them, there was a message......that we were still 

alive...We were trying to explain ourselves. Sometimes I thought there 

would be no way out of the prison—that we were forgotten (July 25, 

2012). 

 

 For Omid, the way that he could create art out of the items that he had previously thought 

of as garbage gave him a sense of pride. The creation of art was about remembering and 

connection. Each piece was made with the hope that his son would not forget him: 

 

There is a milk can with foil in it—it was special for me. No one else 

could do it the same way. I made pictures on it for my son.....I scraped a 

horse into it with a small piece of wood—a man was sitting on it—like a 

hero. I wrote his name on another piece of foil. It was beautiful. In Persian, 

we have so many letters to write in the alphabet. I did some stone carvings 

with a sharp object—I did many things for my son—he has one or two of 

those pieces still (June 16, 2012). 

 

 The process of creating art reminded participants of who they were and of what they had 

experienced. It also reminded them of the acts of resistance that had been instrumental in the way 

they had survived their prison experiences. From the beginning, there was an important 

connection between the art and resistance. Art had the potential to connect with people outside of 

their community and experience. The very nature of bringing people together for this purpose 

created a space of resistance. This space of resistance was not just a physical space at OISE/UT ; 

instead, it was a space that extended beyond that to the different places people occupied outside 
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the art workshops. As people began to tell their stories to each other through the creation of 

different forms of art, it began to change the way they thought about themselves and the world 

around them, and they began to interact differently with the people who were part of their lives. 

As they experienced the freedom to remember and talk about resistance, they were reminded of 

their own resistance in the past and of the need for continued resistance.  

 This phenomenon is common in individuals or communities recovering from violence. 

One of the important expressions of remembering, particularly remembering traumatic 

experiences, has been the arts. Art lends itself to the form of remembering in a public forum, and 

is an effective form of public protest. Satrapi, in the introduction to her graphic novel about a girl 

growing up in Iran, discusses the importance of art creation in telling a more complete version of 

the story and in remembering those who lost their lives through their acts of resisting violence. 

She says “I believe that an entire nation should not be judged by the wrongdoings of a few 

extremists” and “I also don't want those Iranians who lost their lives in prisons defending 

freedom, who died in the war against Iraq, who suffered under various repressive regimes, or 

who were forced to leave their families and flee their homeland to be forgotten” (Satrapi, 2003, 

p. ii). The artist plays an important role in repressive regimes— telling the stories that need to be 

told. Ying Ruocheng’s memoir describes art as a form of protest in Communist China, with 

artists often finding themselves in prison or work camps as punishment for their active resistance 

(Ruocheng & Conceison, 1999). Hedrick Smith (1976) details the importance of artists in active 

resistance against the Soviet regime. Many artists found themselves in internment camps because 

of their unwillingness to conform. The regime prevented publication of poetry and exhibition of 

art. The poetry of Osip Mandelstom, who perished in a Soviet death camp in 1938, was 

preserved through his wife Nadezhda Mandelstom, who parcelled pieces of his poetry out to 
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friends to commit to memory when the risk of having paper copies of his poetry was too great. 

They would gather together and recite his poetry to each other (Smith, 1976, p. 538). Art brought 

people together and encouraged further action and resistance.  

 Art can also act as resistance in the face of oppression. Ezat Mossallanejed, a 

psychologist who works with the Canadian Centre for Victims of Torture (CCVT) and a former 

political prisoner, discusses the importance of the creation of art as affirming life and ensuring 

survival while in prison. Though he would not consider himself an artist, during his time in 

prison, he found great joy in creating beautiful pieces of art from the most mundane objects 

(Mossallanejed, 2006, pp. 139-140). Soudabeh Ardavan, a former political prisoner, describes 

the function of art-making in the documentary From Scream to Scream. In her story, she also 

reflects the creativity and resourcefulness of the human spirit in the face of adversity. She says: 

…I drew [pictures] with tea in a one-person cell. This was my last period 

in prison. I hid the razor from a pencil sharpener in my Chador. I cut some 

of my hair. Coincidentally I found a toothpick on the floor of a one person 

cell. I pulled a plastic thread from my sock. I put the hairs on this 

toothpick and closed it tightly. I sharpened the toothpick with the razor 

and made a brush. Most of my paintings were portraits. It made me calm. I 

felt like I was not alone. It was interesting that, unintentionally, all of the 

portraits were of the same people that I lived with during these 

years…(Bahrami, 2004). 

 

I have already mentioned that many political prisoners mention the important role that art 

played for them while they were in prison. It functioned to affirm life, to occupy hands and heart, 

and to give pleasure to others. Art can also function as a tool for reconciliation. Riaño-Alcalá 

describes this process in her work among the people of Colombia living in marginalized 

communities within Colombia as well as in the diaspora (Riano-Alcala, 2004). Espinoza, in her 

work with the Chilean people living in the diaspora, takes the creation of art one step further, 

mobilizing people to use their art as a form of protest. The creation of this art has enabled a 
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political process (Espinoza, 2004). The same is true of the work being done through the Words, 

Colour, Movement project (Osborne, 2010). 

 Within the Iranian prison system, art was used as a tool of resistance;  it affirmed life 

(Mossallanejed, 2005). The whole state mechanism of prison functioned to cause people to 

forget who they were—creating art reminded people of the most important essence of who they 

were. And in this case, remembering was an important form of resistance. In her memoir, Shahla 

Talebi also discusses the important function of art and creation. It was a sustaining force—

sustaining their autonomy as the prison system sought to control all aspects of their bodies and 

minds. They became linked to life outside of themselves as they used their hands and fingers to 

“transform worthless objects such as the bones from [their] food or pebbles from [their] yard 

(Talebi, 2011, p. 193). She links the purpose of art to the sustaining of life and consciousness, 

and writes: “This is how so many prisoners became artists in prison.  In prison, art comes into 

existence, not so much for its aesthetic quality but for its existential purpose”(Talebi, 2011, 

p. 194). She goes on to say that she saw, firsthand, the impact that art creation had on people in 

the Iranian prison system. She suggests that those who were able to create were able to challenge 

destructive forces, restoring love and resilience. In the process, people begin to feel like 

themselves again (Talebi, 2011, p. 195).  

Remembering and Resisting Through Art Creation 

The examples of artwork I shared with you in the first chapter introduced you to the work of the 

participants. I brought examples of the artwork to each of the interviews, so that participants had 

concrete examples of their work to look at and reflect on. Participants took different approaches 

to representing their experiences, expressing a range from the horror of prison, to the community 

of prison, to hope for a future without oppression.  Most of the participants had no background in 
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art, and their only prior experience in art creation had been the art they had created in prison in 

order to survive. Mavi, a former political prisoner and art teacher from Turkey who joined the 

group before the Lines of Resistance exhibit, was impressed by the level of freedom that 

participants felt in the process of art creation: 

It was my first workshop—the first time I came—I was an art teacher and 

I am an artist but this was different—more than 20 people were there—

they were talking about their experience—as you said, they are not 

professional artists but they are creating very powerful images. I was 

scared the first time—I thought—they aren’t professionals but they are 

creating powerful work. They know each other and I am the Turkish one. 

They are so nice. The concept of this workshop is about state violence. 

After 2 or 3 workshops, I understood what we were doing—the first two 

workshops, I just wanted to understand what the other people were 

doing—I observed. After that we did beautiful work—I felt very good 

(July 9, 2012). 

 

After prison, Goli had started studying art so that she could express herself. She knew 

that it was important for her but had not expected that others would find the same kind of benefit 

from the process: 

I learned that a lot of the former political prisoners are enthusiastic about 

getting together and are interested in expressing in artistic forms. I have 

always liked to paint and draw but it was good to realize that others had 

the same kind of feeling. They became so creative.....I think that [meeting 

together] may be conducive to a creativeness (June 14, 2012). 

 

 One of the things that impressed me most was the focus that participants had on a better 

future and, as they created the art, they seemed to be aware that they could play a part in making 

positive change. In fact, even pieces of artwork that addressed painful experiences were 

explained in a way that focused on telling people about the atrocities so that they would be 

stopped in the future. There were scenes like the ones on the next page representing the violence 

of torture, making an individual feel like they were being torn apart and the violence of 

execution. 
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Figure 35: Artwork Representing Torture in Prison 

           

These were partnered with scenes that talked of the importance of community, like the pieces 

that follow. 

Figure 36: Artwork Representing Hope in Prison 

   

 Themes of sacrifice were also present in many of the art pieces, and participants 

described sacrifice as necessary for positive change. This reflected on how participants saw 

themselves and their prison experiences, and their sacrifice through their prison experiences, as 

necessary for positive change. In Kherad’s artwork that follows, a man and a woman are featured 

prominently. 
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Figure 37: Artwork Representing the Continuum of Resistance  

   

He described the red as the blood of those that had fallen, but pointed out that, out of the 

sacrifice of many lives, hope exists in the growth of new life. In his second piece, Kherad talked 

about the tree that had been cut down, still bringing about new life and possibility, as represented 

by the new leaf growing out of the axe. Omid also talked about sacrifice in many of the art pieces 

he produced. Like Kherad, he believes that change is only possible because of the sacrifice 

people were willing to make. In his first picture below, he talks about being willing to lose 

oneself in order to make change. In the second picture, the horse represents the continuum of 

resistance but with the sacrifice of many along the way. 

Figure 38: Artwork Representing the Sacrifice of Resistance 
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Hope is present throughout Goli’s artwork- the hope and possibility represented by Goli’s crow, 

or in the imagining that as a prisoner, she could grow tall enough to see over the wall. 

Figure 39: Artwork Representing Possibility 

                

Underlying all the artwork was the strong belief that by expressing themselves, these 

women and men could make a difference, despite the pain of the prison experience, of forced 

migration, and the difficulty of settling in a new country. As they shared their artwork with each 

other in the workshops, the artwork also became a catalyst for greater change, the possibility of 

community. As they shared their artwork through acts of public testimony at the Talking Prison 

and Lines of Resistance events, the artwork became an important tool to communicate their 

message of hope and possibility through their sacrifice.  

The Aesthetic Dimension of Learning: The Power of Song  

Brookfield and Holst offer a helpful lens on the way that resistance functions through the 

creation and sharing of art. They call this the “aesthetic dimensions of learning”, the place where 

artistic creativity intersects with radical learning and education (2011, p. 145). Building 

solidarity is a significant part of the success of community organizing and radical art can 

function to build solidarity and to encourage people both inside and outside the movement to 
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take action (Brookfield & Holst, 2011, p. 154). The artwork created by workshop participants is 

a strong example of this. Particular images or songs that evoke the remembrance of a historic 

moment of either oppression or resistance—as in the case of either songs or photographs 

associated with their resistance—was exemplified as participants met together in the Words, 

Colour, Movement project.   

 At the end of February 2012, after project participants had been meeting for a couple of 

months, we, as project facilitators, saw the power of song in bringing people together. I began 

this dissertation by recounting this moment in the Prologue. Participants in the art workshop 

began, spontaneously, to sing songs of resistance, and the room became filled with a sense of 

possibility. As I have reflected on this, I believe that it was one of the most powerful moments in 

the art workshops. It was the first moment I became aware of the possibility that this group of 

women and men could develop into a community. It was an event that happened early in the 

process, and it was a moment that even now evokes a strong emotion in me when I reflect on it. 

It was a moment that transported the participants outside chronological time. Although the 

participants were sitting at the time, working with small pieces of plasticine, the songs they 

began singing moved them out of that place into a time when they had sung together, with 

friends, in solidarity. In their collective singing, they began to remember what had been at the 

root of their resistance, the possibility of a world where oppression was gone and people were 

free.  In the many years that had passed since they first sang the songs, each of them had faced 

incredible obstacles that had threatened to make them forget who they were. And yet, in that 

moment, sitting and singing, all their differences in politics, in the way they remembered torture, 

years of solitude in prison, and years of resistance, these women and men began to see clearly 

who they were. And as they began to remember who they were, there was clarity about what 
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they needed to do. This moment was so significant that, when it came time to put together a 

drama based on the work that had been done in the art workshops, it was decided to include the 

song as a central part of the drama in the Talking Prison event (see Appendix 3).   

  Because this moment had been so powerful, as I interviewed participants I asked them to 

reflect on that moment. Raha felt strong emotion; it reminded her of moments of resistance and 

community in prison: 

It was a powerful moment. We were sitting and most of us had been in 

prison—it reminded me of when we were resisting in prison, we were 

singing because it helped us to survive. We laughed—it is most important. 

This kind of moment reminded me of this kind of experience in prison. I 

remember that Kherad started singing. The other people continued—so 

many started to sing revolutionary songs. Very, very strong and helpful—

it reminded me of this kind of emotion. It made me more passionate and 

inspired me to look at my life. To look for a more meaningful life 

(June 29, 2012). 

 

 Faryad was reminded of the fact that she and the resistance against the IRI 

could not be broken: 

We all continued with one voice—it means we were together—like the 

links in a chain. It said, we are not broken—we are together. We will 

continue the message.....there were so many times like this in prison—

When the regime came to torture us or to punish us—we stayed together—

we didn’t let one person go with them....then they would torture all of us. 

This was our right—to be together (July 11, 2012). 

 

 For Kherad, the songs evoked memories of pain but also of freedom. The 

singing of those songs evoked powerful possibilities: 

[When we sang], I went back to the time…we were looking for freedom, 

we were looking for better conditions, education, a house, bread, milk for 

the kids, shelter for everybody. When we [gathered], we used to sing. The 

songs were about people’s pain, they were about seeking freedom. 

Looking for another life—not a luxury life a life where you can have a job, 

to work, to have a shelter, to have something to eat and to have the 

opportunity for education. Basic necessities. Most of our people didn’t 

have these things. When we sing, we go to our dreams (July 25, 2012). 
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 A number of the artist facilitators were present during this moment as well, and 

experienced the power of the singing. The singing happened the first day that Ava came to the 

art workshops and the interaction of the group members, through the singing and the art creation 

had a significant impact on her: 

These people were meeting every other weekend and they were talking 

about their experiences and it was very interesting for me to see how 

emotional they get. They had these happy moments—like when they were 

singing songs together from that period. It was something—I can say—it 

was political prison culture. …Very powerful. One thing that I really like 

about those sessions is that you brought people together who all had 

similar experiences—but experiences that no one outside of that 

community would really understand. I wanted to get close to them and to 

understand that type of feeling. I could see those happy moments that they 

were talking about good experiences and good memories. I was also 

getting to see that—the other side of the story—the sad things—when they 

were tortured or their friends got killed. Very different than what you can 

find in books or in the media. The stories might be the same but it is 

different when you hear it from a real person and see the emotion in their 

faces (May 14, 2012). 

 

 It was the gift of moments like these when the sense of community grew. Equally 

important, of course, were the many different factors that gave people a sense of safety—space 

to tell their stories without judgment and trust that those with whom they were working were 

going to honour their stories. As the sense of community grew, the notion of what was possible 

grew—participants could begin to see the possibilities for resistance in this new time and space. 

It would be a resistance that did not look completely like the kind of resistance they had once 

practiced, but it would be a resistance grounded in community. 

Regaining a Sense of Community 

During the 1970s and 1980s, as women and men resisted repressive state policies, community 

was central in providing support and accountability. In prison, community played an important 

role in sustaining resistance. As members of different leftist communities, the women and men 
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who were part of the Words, Colour, Movement project had experienced a real sense of 

belonging. People were united and committed to a common goal: overthrowing the Shah and 

later the IRI, and in the process creating a world where people had equal access to resources. 

Goli shared: 

We used to do a lot of things—there were so many of us—so much 

enthusiasm. The discipline that we had was remarkable—like nobody else 

could do things in a very short notice—besides the Confederation [of 

Iranian Students]. When something happened, they would come to us and 

say—what are we going to do—they killed this person and attacked this 

country. We called and everybody came. We had such a fantastic 

organization (June 14, 2012). 

 

 Despite the violence of prison, community flourished. Prison literature written by former 

political prisoners points to the significance of community in both survival and resistance in 

prison. When individuals were released from prison, although they were thankful for their 

freedom, they grieved the loss of community. It was difficult to re-establish that sense of 

community in an oppressive state that criminalized them and restricted their movements in an 

attempt to stop any further resistance. The difficulty of life following prison caused the 

participants in the Words, Colour, Movement project to leave Iran, taking migration journeys that 

often included long periods of limbo. By the time they arrived in Canada, it was difficult to know 

where to begin, how to re-engage with community. 

 Like many other refugees, former Iranian political prisoners arrived in Canada already 

worn down by the process of forced migration and the many months (in some cases, years) of 

uncertainty. During the settlement process in Canada, they often found themselves in spaces that 

only cared about their stories as far as those stories of state violence demonstrated the truth of 

their experiences and legitimized their claims for asylum (e.g. Refugee Board hearings). For 

immigrants and refugees coming to Canada, the road to settlement is long, and there are many 
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barriers along the way. The process of forced migration has a way of shifting focus and energy to 

survival—finding basic necessities for self and family. Morton Beiser, in his longitudinal study 

on the resettlement of Vietnamese and Laotian refugees in Canada, discusses the stressors of 

resettlement, suggesting that employment—the capacity to generate income—takes precedence 

over everything else (1999, p. 98). Once basic needs are met, more energy can be invested in the 

task of establishing or re-establishing friendships and community. Resistance was fundamental to 

the way that the women and men involved with the Words, Colour, Movement project interacted 

with the world, but the power and strength of community felt like a distant memory.   

 Within the art workshops, this began to change. Even though people had different 

experiences and identities—women and men, former political prisoners and 

organizers/facilitators—a sense of community began to develop. Participants shared how this 

impacted them. Raha shared the importance of being able to share and have people understand 

her. This made her feel strong: 

We were talking about this—I would say—did you remember this—and 

then we would talk about it—the guard was coming—we remembered 

activities—be silent the guard is coming. This is very good because I felt 

very close to all of the people when we were working together to create 

art—it helped me to remember and to continue to resist. We felt strong 

together (June 29, 2012). 

 

 Goli discussed the importance of the art workshop in reminding her that she needed 

community, that community created possibility for action: 

We kind of developed into a little community. We enjoyed each other’s 

company. Everyone wanted to do something but by ourselves we couldn’t 

do anything. The fact that the small number of us were able to run those 

events was incredible. It proved that it was possible for us to do good 

things—the performance. That was really great. A small group making 

such a nice gathering. …It was a sense of accomplishment (June 14, 

2012). 
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 For Omid, his interaction with people helped him to organize his thoughts. 

In the process of being with friends, in community, he felt a renewed sense of 

hope: 

In that time, I found good friends. This was so important for me. My father 

told me when I was a child. …My son—if you find one enemy that is a lot 

but if you find a 1000 friends, that will not be enough. It is bad to have an 

enemy but you can never have too many friends. I also changed my 

mind—sometimes when you have no idea, you are going in a straight way 

and you can get tired. When you share some new ideas, you have hope—

that you can do something (June 16, 2012). 

 

 Other participants experienced a sense of relief when they came to the art workshops. For 

them, it was a welcome change from a world that always seemed busy, preoccupied with 

material possessions. Upon arriving for the first time at the room where we were holding the art 

workshops, they knew it was going to be a different experience. Kherad said: 

When I opened the door [to the art workshop], to go and see, I could come 

and forget about all of the things outside and spend time on what we were 

doing. …It was great—I was very excited. WOW!  We can live in here, 

we can be (July 25, 2012). 

 

 Abi was impressed by the atmosphere when she joined the group after 

attending the Talking Prison event. She observed a high level of trust and respect: 

It was wonderful. It was a very friendly space. Everyone was trusting each 

other. Maybe because they are from the same background, the same 

group—they had histories with each other. When I came to the group, they 

didn’t try to hide anything. It was so strange for me because people 

[usually] don’t trust each other (May 4, 2012). 

 

 Even for people coming from outside the community of former political prisoners, there 

was a sense of belonging and community. In their interviews, many of the artist facilitators 

shared that, in the end, they experienced an incredible feeling of community working with the 

former political prisoners. Shaer discussed the privilege that this was: 
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I have an emotional attachment—I never thought I would have this much 

attachment and emotions—I miss these people. It wasn’t just a project; it 

is a friendship that developed—a community. I am in a community or was 

in a community with these people (June 17, 2012). 

 

For Barbara Reid, it was the atmosphere of the art workshop she was impacted by. By the 

time she conducted her art workshops, there was already a real sense of community: 

The place felt very safe and respectful. That was really clear the whole 

time. For me, it is not a process I am used to—you were inclusive in a 

different way. The care that was taken was very evident and very nice. 

Everyone was valued—it was open and flexible (May 17, 2012). 

 

 Developing a sense of trust was fundamental to the building of community through the 

art workshops. Each person took a risk when they chose to attend the art workshops, and again 

when they chose to share about their prison experiences. Even in Canada, it is possible that 

resistance activities against the IRI could have negative consequences, particularly for those who 

still have family living in Iran. Goli shared some of her fears: 

 

If we can do anything to expose the regime, I’ll do it. Whatever I can do 

without endangering my life again. Which is very possible if they find out. 

…You will never see me talk or participate in large groups—only in small 

groups where I know people. The conversation or the debates are not 

possible in a large group because I can’t know who is there. I am dealing 

with a fascist regime that have a big history of savage acts. I have no 

illusions about them (June 14, 2012). 

 

 Despite significant challenges to safety like the one mentioned above, people continued 

to participate and tell their stories. I often found myself wondering what I would do in a similar 

situation. Would I choose to take the risk, knowing the possible consequences?  Each of the 

former political prisoners who participated in the art workshops and the public 

performances/exhibits had no illusions about the kinds of violent response that was possible. 

When they spoke about violence, they were not just referring to violence in the past; rather, it 

was violence that continued to be very real for many Iranians continuing the resistance in Iran. 
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When asked why they chose to share, repeatedly they spoke of the importance of their  

“ideology”, their belief system. For the former political prisoners, this was a place of 

commonality—their leftist ideals, situated in a Communist‒Marxist belief system, that guided 

their actions and the hope for a world where these ideals and beliefs might take shape. Faryad 

saw her ideology in the shape of a flag that she needed to bear: 

[They] told us that everything was gone and tried to kill us or break us. We 

said no—we will not be broken—we will continue to carry the flag. 

Another one will always take it—keep struggling.....your flag is your 

ideology and what you believe—a symbol (July 11, 2012).  

 

 For Kherad, it was the driving force behind why he resisted—a strong belief that all 

people should have access to resources: 

We were asking, looking for freedom, we were looking for better 

conditions, education, a house, bread, milk for the kids, shelter for 

everybody. (July 25, 2012).  

 

Others talked about their strong belief that their struggle was not just against the IRI, but 

against all of the violence and oppression in the world. Their beliefs also provided for 

possibilities for change through educating others. This process was important in discussions, 

particularly discussions about organizing public events where participants could give public 

testimony. 

Restoring Things that Were Lost: Moving Towards Healing and Recovery 

The intended purpose of the art workshops was not that they become a support group for people 

who had experienced violence. Rather, it was a memory project that invited people to continue 

their resistance against the atrocities committed by the IRI. Despite this, as people met together 

and talked about their experiences, they became connected to a healing process. It was the first 

time that many of the participants had shared their prison experiences with others. Without 
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knowing it, this group of former political prisoners had become a support group for each other.  

Medical and psychological practitioners have long seen the value of support groups, because 

these groups can provide something that individual treatment cannot—community (VandenBos, 

2007).  Support groups allow for the sharing of experiences, can make people feel less alone, 

allow them to develop new friendships, help others and, in the process, instill a sense of hope and 

possibility. This was something that happened organically as these women and men came 

together. 

 Everyone who participated in the art workshops talked about the different things that 

violence caused them to lose—family or friends, their physical health, their social standing, a 

chance for an education, loss of community, loss of home. These kinds of significant losses can 

cause people to lose a sense of who they are. Violence can also affect the way you perceive 

yourself or the world around you—as it calls into question basic human relationships, breaches 

attachments, shatters the construction of self, and undermines belief systems (Herman, 1992, 

p. 51). Healing and recovery need to be about reconnection, reconstruction and finding meaning, 

because violence damages people, families and communities, and creates distance, distrust, and 

disconnection between people (Swinomish Tribal Mental Health Project, 2002, p. 77).  

People who have suffered the violence of incarceration, torture, loss of loved ones, and 

loss of country experience trauma. The impacts on individual and community are significant. 

Part of the process of recovery requires the people who have experienced the violence to 

remember, because it is only as they remember that they are able to begin the process of healing. 

Jenna Wu suggests that “in the case of political prisoners, remembering is a much needed 

“ethical-act” and the healing process cannot begin if the truth of unjust suffering is forgotten 

even before it is uncovered, discussed, understood, and properly dealt with” (2011, pp. 3-4). 
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 When I discuss healing in respect to the participants in the art workshops, I am talking 

about the increased freedom that they experienced through remembering and telling their stories. 

Remembering with others provides people with support; it also provides the opportunity for 

those who have experienced the violence to give testimony and those hearing the stories to bear 

witness to the atrocities that were committed. This is all part of the healing process.  

In the interviews, participants shared the significance of remembering together. Raha found 

incredible freedom in being invited to remember: 

This kind of workshop and activities is a good opportunity for me—for 

healing and to show to other people what is happening in my country. I 

could visit with other prisoners and talk with them. For a long time I didn’t 

do this—for 10 years, I pushed all of the memories away. When I came to 

Canada, I started to remember. I decided that I had another identity and I 

needed to acknowledge it. The regime and the society pushed me to forget. 

...When I was released this kind of message affected me. All of the family 

and the people—my friends pushed me to forget—said this is over now 

start your new life. Your new life is beginning—don’t think about the 

past—look at yourself. I tried to forget my husband, my friends in prison. 

It is not the solution (June 29, 2012). 

 

 Faryad saw the art workshop and the art creation function as a release from her 

memories: 

So many creative people—we created things in many ways to release 

ourselves—get out everything from your inside. You can take everything 

out and make something with plasticine or write it or make something or 

drawing—you are 10 years ago or 20 years ago—in the place where it 

happened. Nobody bothers you—you are free from everything (July 11, 

2012). 

 

 Once those memories were out in the open, participants were able to start making sense 

of their experiences. Raha found that as she released her memories, it changed the way she was 

able to interact with the world: 

Holding the memories created a lot of anxiety for me. It was important to 

put it outside of myself. I began to relax more (June 29, 2012). 
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 Others noticed these changes in participants. Omid shared that his wife encouraged him 

to continue to make art, because she noticed the positive change in him: 

Even my wife is asking when workshops will start again—she likes it 

better when I am involved with this. I am happier (June 16, 2012). 

 

Many of the participants mentioned that they felt a sense of freedom to speak about their 

experiences because there were others who had similar experiences in the room. For many years, 

sharing their experiences was either forbidden by the regime or discouraged by their families in 

an attempt to keep them safe.  

Sharing about prison experiences was taboo. People wondered what might happen if they 

shared their experiences.  How would others understand?  As they shared with others in the 

group, it was the first time in many years that they felt the freedom to share, and in the process 

they gained a sense of belonging. As they formed community, they were moving towards a space 

of healing and recovery.  

 John Paul and Angela Jill Lederach propose that healing done in the context of 

community, is social healing—a place of healing that exists “between micro-individual healing 

and a wider collective reconciliation” (2010, p. 6). They suggest that social healing requires that 

the community who has experienced violence locate both the individual and collective voice in 

order that the process of healing can begin (Lederach & Lederach, 2010, p. 7). The Lederachs’ 

work is based in the countries where the atrocities have occurred, and their work takes place in 

the aftermath of the conflict or state violence as people are trying to rebuild their lives. Their 

work has not extended to communities living in the diaspora or communities where the 

perpetrators of violence and oppression still remain in power. However, I believe that this 

concept is an appropriate lens through which to look at the kind of healing that took place 

through the Words, Colour, Movement project. Individual healing is a necessary step towards 
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experiencing a larger collective, social healing, but I believe that both kinds of healing can also 

happen simultaneously. In fact, I believe they are dependent on each other, particularly in cases 

where people have experienced collective violence. A community is only as strong as its 

individual members. As individuals worked on their artwork, they expressed that they were able 

to take the tangle of their memories and put them outside of themselves, so that they were no 

longer the only ones responsible for holding their experiences (Osborne, 2009).   

 Some participants started their art creation in the workshops, but then asked if they could 

take materials home to work on more art pieces. Omid shared that, as he did this, he experienced 

more freedom to both remember and to forget: 

I had so many ideas in my head and I had to do them. Sometimes I would 

stay up all night working on my artwork. Once I had an idea, I had to 

make it. My artwork showed the people my story and what happened to 

me in prison. When I created it, it was there, no longer just inside of me 

(June 16, 2012). 

 

 This forgetting was not evidence of apathy, but rather of a new understanding of their 

experiences. When their experiences and memories had been held carefully in place, those 

memories and experiences were held captive and also held the individuals captive. They were 

not sure how to remember safely. In the aftermath of experiences of violence, people will begin 

to recover their sense of self when they find spaces where they can re-enter community, learn 

how to trust again and how to redefine their purpose. 

 As former political prisoners met together and remembered their experiences of both 

violence and resistance, a transformation took place. As individuals shared particular memories 

of their prison experience, it acted as a catalyst for others to rethink their own experiences. At 

times, this validated their own experiences but at other times it confronted their memory of an 

experience.   This was evident in the way that project participants worked together 



147 

 

collaboratively.  When they were working together on the drama for the Talking Prison event, 

many of the participants had different ideas about how their prison experiences should be 

visually represented.  The process of putting the drama together required participants to explain 

themselves, to assign meaning and significance to their experiences.   

An example of this was the discussion about sexual abuse, such as rape, that happened in prison.  

Shannon Blake described this process in her interview: 

We used a simple process- we found an event and assigned actions to it.  I 

wanted to do physical aspects as well. This was a complicated process- 

particularly when we talked about controversial topics, like rape in prison.  

This conversation took place with the female participants and I was glad it was. 

The women had seen different things, experienced different things but they had 

never talked about it before. The women had different ideas about how to 

express this experience.  In the end we decide to only speak the experience of 

rape in the drama and to represent the idea that it was a difficult topic.  Getting 

to that point was challenging because of the different experiences that the 

women had.  However, I was pleased with the process- with the conversation 

that we had and with the end result (May 16, 2012). 

 

Experiences like this caused participants to enter into a self-reflective mode of learning and 

thinking about their experiences. As they continued to reflect, their understanding of their 

personal histories increased, and eventually their analysis branched out into a deeper 

understanding of the history and cause of their imprisonment. They began to understand how 

they were able to perform as active agents preventing further injury to others. In this process, 

both their agency and sense of purpose were restored. 

 This awareness was transformative, because it allowed them to see their participation in 

the art workshops as a continuum of their politics, opposing the IRI through the act of testifying 

against its atrocities. As they continued their artistic creation, they began to ask questions about 

the significance of their experiences: How did I resist? How did I survive? How did my vision of 

another world play into my resistance and survival? How does my understanding of the political 
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order help me survive and thrive today? The process of formulating these questions led to the 

representations of prison memories becoming social explanations.   Faryad demonstrated this 

kind of awareness in her interview when she said: 

They killed my friends....my family disappeared- I am responsible to 

continue - to show we survived and we must continue to not just sit at 

home.  We must share our message, their message- this government in 

Iran is not right.  They are still in power and still killing and arresting 

people.  They are doing it.  We are responsible wherever we are- out of 

Iran.  We are safe in Canada and can give our message to people 

everywhere. I want all the world to know what our history was during 

these 30 years.......We are connected together....We are still standing up- 

we are supported.  If enemy gets strong and arrests us, attacks the people- 

we will be stronger. In the future we will be the winner, not the enemy 

(July 11, 2012). 

 

Raha showed a similar type of awareness when she talked about the self-reflection that 

she has done as a result of her participation in the project: 

When I am talking about my own life, I am thinking about all of the steps 

that I have passed. For my future—more scientifically—what is my next 

step for changing this world. The important thing is that this world must 

change—the world is not fair or just. There are so many problems around 

the world. This kind of workshop helps me as an activist—you were that, 

your identity is this, you have a responsibility for this world  

(June 29, 2012). 

 

Although this did not take away the pain of the violence they had experienced, it served to move 

them along a continuum of resistance to a place where they were able to articulate clearly what 

their mission was in the here and now. 

 Not only did they begin to understand their own experiences more clearly, but they began 

to understand how they could work with each other more effectively. A number of the 

participants mentioned the importance of learning how to communicate effectively.  When they 

were able to communicate effectively, they could work together to communicate their message 
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about their experiences of both resistance and state violence. Omid shared that through his 

participation in the art workshops, he had developed a new language to talk to others: 

I found some people who I could learn from. I could transfer this 

experience to other people. Because of that. …I am talking with people 

with a different language. I have changed—I never shared my problems 

before—or shared my experiences before—the art workshops showed me 

how to do this (June 16, 2012). 

 

Kherad noted that the artist facilitators and organizers had modelled a healthy way of 

both listening and interacting with others. He shared: 

We were all in the jail and facing death—that person is trying to push me 

to argue with her or his ideas. You didn’t do that. Never. You were trying 

your best to help us to explain ourselves. It was great experience and great 

feeling for me. I learned from that workshop—how can I be useful for the 

people?  To make something better, to make a change, we have to [be 

open to others] (July 25, 2012). 

 

Raha reflected on what the learning process had been like for her: 

Working with people. …with you and Shahrzad…is a process of learning 

and understanding. It is very helpful for us to think about what we are 

doing—what is the definition of our activities—it is not just a function—it 

is important to think about this. It is a different kind of process. I really 

appreciate the fact that I can participate in this, it helps me to learn. There 

are some meetings or reading books. My English is now better than before. 

It is easier to do this. I am very eager to continue (June 29, 2012). 

 

 The fact that many of the participants talked about the things they learned shows a 

healthy level of self-awareness. I observed changes in participants that were indicative of their 

learning individually and in community; it was only as they were conscious of that learning, that 

change was possible. This is the educational process that Allman discusses as an integral part of 

transforming educational and social relations (1999, pp. 1-2). When this connection happens, 

Allman suggests that this is the moment of critical praxis (1999, p. 89). For these women and 

men, this was not the first time they had been a part of a process of social transformation; such a 

process was integral to their acts of resistance against the IRI in the 1970s and 1980s. However, 
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all the events that had taken place since prison—the continued oppression, forced migration, 

time in limbo, the stress of re-settling—had obscured a sense of what was possible. The learning 

that was a significant part of the process of the art workshops and the community building helped 

them to remember their purpose and reminded them of who they were. 

Challenges to Community  

My discussion of the art workshops would not be complete unless I also discussed some of the 

challenges we encountered in the process. Memory projects often go hand-in-hand with 

controversy. Although there were no major controversies that arose in the process of creating art 

and communicating the message, there were definitely challenges we faced as organizers and as 

a larger group. To begin with, not everyone had the same feeling of community or felt able to 

participate. There were some former political prisoners who came for a number of sessions, but 

did not end up participating in the majority of the art workshops or the performances. Some of 

these women and men had never talked to anyone about their experiences before. They were 

confronted with the experiences of others, which triggered their own memories—memories they 

were not prepared or able to deal with. Others had current life circumstances that were 

overwhelming, and could not create the space to remember or deal with the past. Still others had 

no desire to share their experiences within the context of community; they were interested in 

telling their own story, but had no desire to hear the stories of others. People were at different 

places on their own journeys; the challenge was to create a community space where people feel 

the freedom to simply be in the space they were in. 

 In my reading of Sara Ahmed’s The Cultural Politics of Emotion, I came across a quote 

that reminded me of one of the controversies that arose over the creation of a piece of art for the 

Lines of Resistance exhibit. Ahmed suggests that: 
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Solidarity does not assume that our struggles are the same struggles, or 

that our pain is the same pain, or that our hope is for the same future. 

Solidarity involves commitment, and work, as well as the recognition that 

even if we do not have the same feelings, or the same lives, or the same 

bodies, we do live on common ground  

(Ahmed, 2004, p. 189).  

 

Despite this, it can often be challenging to connect with people who have different ideas 

than our own. One of the most significant places of challenge for the group was in the creation of 

the collaborative art piece. Because I do not speak Farsi, there were times when I missed 

discussions.  I only heard the story after the painting was displayed at Beit Zatoun Gallery, and 

then followed up with people in the interviews. 

Figure 40: Women's Resistance     

 

 In the case of this piece of art, there was disagreement over whether the armband the 

woman was wearing should be red or green. Some people felt that the colour should be red, 

because red represented the leftist organizations to which they had belonged or continued to 

belong. One of the participants, who was one of the three artists in charge of the painting, felt 

that the armband should be green, representing the Green Movement—a reformist group that was 

one of the parties in the 2009 Presidential elections. This, they felt, would show solidarity with 
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those who were fighting against oppression in present-day Iran. As you can see from the picture, 

green was the colour finally chosen. All of those who had been against using green felt angry and 

frustrated, some even going so far as to say that it ruined the whole exhibit. 

 When I asked Goli about the challenge of the armbands, she shared that she had been 

aware of the controversy but had been deliberate in choosing the colour of the armband: 

I guess there were challenges in the cooperative piece—the 3 or 4 of us 

who were working on them weren’t always on the same page but we 

accommodated each other. I felt some pressure exerted on the political 

message that was being sent out for a while. I resisted and did what I 

wanted to do (June 14, 2012). 

 

When people experience violence, the way they tell their stories becomes very important. 

It is easy to get caught up in the details, particularly when those details represent more than a 

colour or a word. For the participants in this project, the issue was not just the colour of the 

armband; it was the colour and form of their resistance. Because of what this disagreement 

represented, it was difficult for participants to come to an agreement or settle on a compromise. 

However, despite this challenge, the different participants in the project were able to continue to 

work together. Conflict is a part of life and it can destroy relationships, unless there is 

willingness on the part of the parties involved to work through the conflict, honouring the fact 

that others may have different opinions and perspectives. The fact that these women and men 

were able to recover from this conflict is evidence of the trust and community they had built.  

Conclusion 

 Elie Wiesel (1960, p.120) writes, “Our lives no longer belong to us alone; they belong to 

all those who need us desperately”.  His words point to the importance of remembering.  

However, as we remember, the process can often become messy. The act of remembering is 

often tangled in controversy. There are debates being waged on the truth of many historical 
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events across the globe. A former political prisoner from Iran may state that she has been 

tortured, but the IRI describes their action as punishment for the transgression the individual 

committed against the state and against Allah (Talebi, 2011). For as many people present at any 

one event, the possibility exists of just as many different stories when that particular event is 

recounted. This is only the beginning of the complexity of the act of remembering. In the end, we 

have only our stories constructed through our memories, and the reality that when violence is 

enacted on our bodies and minds, the memory of that violence is seared into both our bodies and 

our minds. When it is safe to remember, memory can function as a key to experiencing freedom 

from the impact of the acts of violence (Herman, 1992, p. 155). This happens when the person 

who has experienced the violence not only remembers the violent act but also is able to reflect on 

how they were able to survive and resist (Herman, 1992, p. 164).  The act of remembering can 

create the possibility for the survivor of the violence to ally with others who have had similar 

experiences, creating solidarity and giving more strength to acts of resistance. 

 The literature and the data collected through my interviews have established the Words, 

Colour, Movement project as a memory project and an important site of resistance. As the 

women and men have remembered together, and created art together, they have been engaged in 

important acts of resistance. Art has played a significant role: in its creation, both as a tool for 

healing and recovery and as a catalyst for change, providing participants with powerful tools to 

both remember, as in the case of the communal singing, and to resist, as they created visual 

representations of their experiences in prison. All these things come together in the building of a 

community of women and men with the common goal of telling their stories, so that others can 

partner with them against oppressive regimes in both Iran and around the world.  



154 

 

 When people begin to remember together, the community that was shattered through the 

acts of violence, has the potential to be restored and rebuilt in a way that gives strength to 

continued resistance. It is here that the revolutionary social transformation that Allman (1999) 

talks about becomes possible. People become active players as they both preserve and share 

stories of violence and resistance in the face of violence. Their memories—represented in the 

sharing of their stories and experiences—become infused with energy and possibility, the 

possibility for individual consciousness and change, community recovery, and continued 

resistance.    
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CHAPTER FOUR 

MEMORIALIZATION: STATE VIOLENCE AND PUBLIC TESTIMONY 

Introduction 

Long before the written word existed, human beings marked their presence on earth in various 

ways—such as building structures and changing the landscape. They remembered loved ones or 

events of particular significance to their culture by building monuments. Archaeologists have 

unearthed memorials dating back to the origins of human civilization.  These markers remind us 

of people who are gone and of significant events that have shaped personal and communal 

identities. In the nineteenth century, the practice of remembering and memorialization or public 

memory assumed a broad social significance (Campbell et al., 2000, p. 1). This new public 

memory became the way that scholars could study national feeling, examining the geographical 

spaces or sites in which collective memory was rooted (Nora, 2006). The importance of these 

places takes on new significance when a nation is threatened by outside forces. War and internal 

conflicts threaten the very fabric of a nation, and the nation needs touchstones to remind them of 

who they are. 

 Memorializing is done in many different ways—with monuments, physical places of 

remembering, but also through acts of public testimony. These acts of public testimony are 

particularly important when people no longer have access to the physical space, as in the case of 

people forced into migration. These public acts of memorialization take place in the form of 

memoirs and other art forms such as film, drama, dance, and visual arts. An important part of the 

Words, Colour, Movement project were the acts of public testimony described in Chapter Two of 

this dissertation. These events widened the circle of resistance that the participants in the project 

had worked hard to establish through their art creation. During my MA thesis research, 

participants had been particularly interested in the possibility of art as a form of protest, with the 
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potential to communicate with a larger group of people. The acts of public testimony were 

deliberate, as project participants strategized ways to effect positive change in the world around 

them. In this chapter, I will introduce public remembering from a historical perspective; examine 

the purpose and function of the memoir; and finish by discussing the importance of public 

testimony as a form of memorialization for both those giving testimony and those bearing 

witness. I will be drawing on the literature as well as from my interviews with participants from 

the Words, Colour, Movement project, and my interviews with film-maker PanteA Bahrami and 

writers Marina Nemat, Chowra Makaremi, and Shahla Talebi.  

Memorialization: Remembering and Representation 

Over the past 20 or so years, argues Andreas Huyssen, “Western societies have developed an 

‘obsession’ with memory—an obsession marked not only by our appetite for memoirs and 

memorials, but also—paradoxically—by cultural anxieties about remembering” (Huyssen, 2003, 

p. 17). The Holocaust, he suggests, stands as a master signifier of the “culture of memory”—the 

ultimate cipher of an unspeakable trauma that must never be forgotten yet can never be 

completely spoken (Huyssen, 2003, p. 17). This particular event is remembered differently by 

different nations. For the nation of Israel, it is remembered as a time of great violence—the 

systematic elimination of six million people—and a period to be both remembered and grieved. 

For Americans, it is an event to be deeply grieved, but also an event that affirms the best values 

of a nation that offers democracy to nations with dictatorial approaches. In Germany, Holocaust 

memorial is much more contentious, because a clear sense of memory is much harder to achieve 

when a nation has committed crimes against its own people (Bennett, 2003, p. 1). The same is 

true of the Indian government’s lack of action against people who committed atrocities during 

Partition in 1947 (Butalia, 2000). Different cultural and religious groups experienced and 
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remember those events differently. The remembering is complicated when atrocities are 

committed as part of nation-building activity. Edkins discusses the effect of war on a nation, 

stating that public acknowledgment of a war or conflict is very dependent on the outcome of the 

war. When the war is won, there are celebrations and commemorations that demonstrate the 

strength and courage of the state and those serving the state. As families and communities grieve 

the loss of loved ones, the nation is renewed (Edkins, 2003, p. 1). However, when it is not won, 

often the official response to returning soldiers is weak, if that return is acknowledged at all. 

Citizens and returning soldiers have difficulty knowing how to grieve or react. This was the case 

of Argentinian soldiers returning from the Falkland War over the Malvinas, when their 

experience of the war was denied because the battle had been lost. Like American veterans 

returning from Vietnam, their presence represented a sense of shame—a war that should never 

have occurred, a war that was lost. When there was no acknowledgement of the war, there were 

no outlets to tell the stories of their experience. Veterans were left to try to rebuild their lives, but 

the foundation was shaky, because there were pieces of their histories they were unable to talk 

about (Lorenz, 1999, p. 99). The veterans who were able to be reintegrated into society were 

those able to incorporate their experience in the Malvinas into their lives. The common 

denominator to their successful reintegration seems to have been the possibility of sharing their 

stories and experiences with family and friends (Lorenz, 1999, p. 109). 

Often soldiers returning from war or conflict zones tell a story different from the official 

report. Survivors can be subdued, even silent, about the atrocities they witnessed. Even when 

they want to forget, they are unable to, many haunted by nightmares and flashbacks (Edkins, 

2003, p. 1). When veterans return and the war they fought in was considered glorified, state 

officials may build memorials or organize commemoration ceremonies to honour those who gave 
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their lives “for a greater good”. When the war was not considered successful, veterans need to 

fight to have their sacrifice recognized. Frustration sets in when the memory eventually fades 

(Keren & Herwig, 2009, p. 1). 

 The act of memorializing allows the nation and its individual citizens to process the acts 

of violence that have caused the loss. Practices of remembrance, memorialization, witnessing, 

and political action are sites of a struggle between wanting and needing to remember and risking 

the gentrification of the actual trauma (Edkins, 2003, p. 15). These practices of remembering are 

important, because the long shadow that acts of violence cast very often move beyond 

geographical spaces (Butalia, 2000). If you look at memories as a social phenomenon, 

individuals acquire their memories in society (Halbwachs, 1992, p. 38). Using Halbwach’s social 

framework of memory, memory can function to bring social cohesion, and is therefore tied to a 

specific group of people, either historically or culturally (Halbwachs, 1992, p. 38). With the 

advance of modernity and mass communication, this sense of shared history and culture tied to a 

specific place or specific events has changed. It is now easy to access to the memories of many 

different people, and cultures, without ever having to be in that space physically.  This access 

started with the advent of the written word and has continued up until the digital age.  

 Historically, oral history has played an important role in many cultures (Charlton et al., 

2007). Each culture had its memory-keepers—in some cultures this was the minstrel or court 

jester, in others, the elders of the community. This remembering ranged from eye-witness 

accounts to folklore, myths, songs, and stories. These stories were an integral part of knowing, 

and helped people remember who they were. Today, the word history evokes the sense of 

something that “did” happen, while story is regarded as something that “may have” happened. 

History is a tool that tells us what happened at a particular time and place, while stories tell us, 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Folklore
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Myth
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Song
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not what might have happened, but also what is happening at an unspecific time and place 

(Minh-ha, 1996, p. 42). Both history and story are rooted deeply in the act of remembering, and 

have the potential to be deeply political. History began when story was recorded and 

institutionalized.  In the process, many voices were excluded and/or lost. It was the voices and 

the stories of those who did not have power and privilege that were lost—the voices of the poor, 

women, ethnic minorities. Story can function as history-making, and the telling of stories 

becomes increasingly important as alternative stories and experiences are excluded from official 

records. Bennett points to the danger of the field being limited to a selection of texts that 

represent only a narrow range of traumatic events, histories, and cultural forms. When this 

happens, it is possible to miss engaging the global scope of traumatic events, and the opportunity 

to bear witness to them (Bennett, 2003, p. 10). 

Historically, this exclusion affected the stories of those who were not in power, such as 

slaves’ stories, the stories of peasant uprisings or stories that featured women’s achievements or 

resistance. When some experiences or voices are conspicuously absent from official records, it is 

possible for those voices to be given space. This can happen with a dedicated effort, often 

spanning many years and even decades. This happened to a large degree through the women’s 

rights movement. It was nineteenth-century women’s public telling of their own experiences of 

sexuality, marriage, racism, and sexism that began to produce new knowledge about women’s 

lives and a new truth about their lived experiences (Kolmar & Bartkowski, 2010, p. 38). Drawing 

on historical representations of oppression, and a deeper understanding of their own experiences 

through consciousness raising, activists and theorists in the 20th century developed new models 

for generating knowledge from the “authority of individual women’s experience” (Kolmar & 

Bartkowski, 2010, p. 38). The concept of truth continued to grow and expand as other voices 
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were represented in the literature: the concept of the authority of women’s lived experiences 

(Friedan, 2001) and the inclusion of multiple experiences related to race, sexual orientation, or 

religious/cultural identity (Weathers, 1969; RADICALESBIANS, 1970; Mernissi, 1975). As the 

movement developed, constructions of race (hooks, 1989; Hill Collins, 1990), ) and gender and 

sexuality (Butler, 1990; Bordo, 1994) were critiqued. The concepts of truth, standpoint, and 

legitimate memory were reframed (Haraway, 1985; Shiva, 1989; Mohanty, 1984, 1991). 

Over the last number of decades and in some cases centuries, scholars, activists, and 

artists have dedicated themselves to researching and recording many alternative histories. As a 

result, some of these alternative histories are now represented in academic literature, popular 

fiction, and other art forms such as documentary and feature-length films.  There are many books 

or films that tell the stories of history from the perspective of  women, of children or of other 

marginalized groups whose experiences would not have been captured in historical documents or  

official texts.  Although some lost voices have been recovered, there are still voices not 

represented. The under-representation of third world or developing world narratives points to 

power imbalances in both access and understanding of these alternative narratives. Assumptions 

are made about the lived realities of these under-represented voices and so the truth, despite best 

intentions, becomes flawed. This affects the way our remembering is preserved.  

 Coetzee and Hulec’s research involved individual victims of human rights abuses in the 

repressive states that previously existed in Czecholovakia and South Africa (1999, p. 80). The 

results of the research, giving former political prisoners an opportunity to speak about their 

prison experiences, their resistance, and their survival provided a window into the way repressive 

regimes attempt to dehumanize prisoners of the state (Coetzee & Hulec, 1999, p. 83). It also 

uncovered the tenacity of the human spirit; in the case of prisoners from Robben Island (South 
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Africa), the community of prisoners used their imprisonment as an opportunity to discuss issues, 

devise strategies, and uphold aspects of their culture (Coetzee & Hulec, 1999, p. 90). This kind 

of autobiographical work has the potential to contribute to an important body of knowledge on 

the issue of resistance. 

Resistance Literature: Remembering for a Purpose 

Author Barbara Harlow uses the term “resistance literature” to describe a marginalized body of 

writing, writing marked by different geopolitical contexts. Taken in a global context, resistance 

literature has been birthed out of political conflicts between Western imperialism and indigenous 

resistance movements. As a result, it breaks many of the rules of elite literature by using forms, 

style language and grammar that would not be considered acceptable by many mainline 

publishers (1998, p. 454). Kaplan says that prison literature may use languages that are hybrid, 

comparative but not always linked to a national language because sometimes language is 

connected to forms of oppression  and that it “is overtly political, sometimes anonymous, always 

pressuring the boundaries of established genres (Kaplan, 1998, p. 209). Harlow has written 

extensively on the genre of prison literature. She has particular interest in autobiography as a 

form of expression in Third World Women’s prison literature. Kaplan asserts that the testimonies 

of non-Western women published in the West need to be read strategically. The voice of the 

author giving testimony must be regarded as cultural production and transnational activity. 

Mediations of the editor as well as market demands of publishing must be taken into 

consideration (Kaplan, 1998, p. 210), since these demands can end up producing new forms of 

exoticism and racism (Whitlock, 2007, p. 91). 

 Although she praises Barbara Harlow’s text, Yenna Wu suggests that political prison 

narratives need to be considered as a separate and emerging form of resistance literature. These 
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narratives can overlap with the testimonio form and still remain distinct from them. While 

testimonios often tell the stories of liberation for national movements, political prisoner 

narratives focus on the need for both civil and human rights. Testimonios are most often stories 

that have come from the poor, the oppressed, and the working class; political prisoner narratives 

often come from the “bourgeois” intellectual class, because it is so often the intellectuals, 

including activists and journalists, who are targeted by oppressive regimes (Wu, 2011, p. 13).  

 The autobiography has the potential to be an emancipatory text that is political in nature. 

Smith goes so far as to say that autobiographical processes are occasions for staging resistance 

(Smith & Watson, 1998, p. 434-435). The autobiographical manifesto is a genre within this 

realm. The autobiographer resists the notion that one small segment of the population can speak 

for all, and locates herself as the subject. The function of autobiography is to “bring things into 

the light of day,” making manifest a perspective, often from the margins, on identity and 

experience. The individual story becomes the location of a “standpoint epistemology”, 

challenging the descriptions and classifications of social life based on “universalistic male 

assumptions” because women and men interact with the world differently and therefore create 

different kinds of knowledge (Maynard, 2004, p.1073).  This allows analyses of specific 

confluences of social, psychological, economic, and political forces of oppression.  Theorists 

have differentiated the personal stakes and psychological impacts of colonial systems. They 

focus on the personal oppressive experiences of class, caste, race, sexuality, and nationality 

(Smith & Watson, 1998, p. 436). Aida Hurtado suggests that “the political consciousness of 

Women of Colour stems from an awareness that the public is personally political” (Hurtado, 

1989, p. 849). As a result, the autobiographical manifesto has a transformative nature and the 

potential, as Franz Fanon noted, to effectively “transform spectators crushed with their 
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inessentiality into privileged actors, with the grandiose glare of history's floodlights upon them” 

(as cited in Smith,1989, p. 439). 

 As memoirs have been published and films produced about the prison experience in Iran, 

this experience became more accessible to those who had not been in prison. The stories of 

incarceration and resistance from Iran were for the most part written in Farsi. However, over the 

last decade, there have been a number of memoirs and documentary films published and 

produced in English, or with English subtitles. In the first chapter, you had the opportunity to 

meet the women who have published these memoirs:  Marina Nemat, who wrote Prisoner of 

Tehran (2007) and After Tehran: A Life Reclaimed (2011); Chowra Makaremi, who wrote Aziz’s 

Notebook: At the Heart of the Iranian Revolution (2011); Shahla Talebi, who wrote Ghosts of 

Revolution: Rekindled Memories of Imprisonment in Iran (2011); and film-maker PanteA 

Bahrami, who produced From Scream to Scream (2004) and In Love I Live (2009). One of the 

things about which I talked with them in their interviews was their motivation for writing their 

memoirs. Jelin suggests that “autobiographical writing reflects a personal decision on the part of 

the writer to speak publicly” (2003, p. 118). Both the memoir and the documentary film play an 

important role in the creation of the public remembering. Because the work done by these 

women are the first works that involve remembering prison experiences, both written and 

produced in English, they are significant in their capacity to communicate to a larger audience 

and an audience outside the Iranian diaspora. 

 The writers of memoirs and the film-maker have made their own stories and the stories of 

political prisoners from Iran part of the public record through the writing and production of their 

books and films. As you may remember from the first chapter, Marina Nemat, Shahla Talebi and 

PanteA Bahrami were political prisoners during the 1980s in Iran, and Chowra Makaremi is the 
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daughter of a political prisoner who was executed in the 1988 massacre of political prisoners in 

Iran, and a niece of a political prisoner who was executed shortly after her arrest in the early 

1980s. In their interviews, all four women talked about the importance of remembering their 

experiences for two reasons: personal healing or recovery and as a form of resistance against the 

perpetrators of the violence. When I talked to PanteA, she was very clear about why she made 

the choice to produce films that tell these stories: 

There are lots of reasons. Our generation needs to tell our stories before 

we die. In my latest film—which is in post-production, one of the 

characters is in a coma—the message I want to convey is that the 

generation that was in prison are dying and we have to work hard to tell 

our stories now. Time is marching on. We have had dictators in Iran for 

many years—we need to transfer the experience of prison from one 

generation or the next or we will always be beginning at zero. Our parents 

who experienced the national movement didn’t transfer their experience to 

us and we have been prevented in many ways of transferring our 

experience to our children. We need to talk about the crime—no 

movement can exist without an experience to ground it (June 23, 2012). 

 

In addition, PanteA sees her work as a public testimony that cannot be eradicated. Her 

films document stories—often untold stories—and once produced, the stories exist far outside 

the power and influence of the IRI. PanteA says: 

I also had the feeling that I had done something that cannot be deleted like 

the Islamic Republic of Iran tried to delete our history. When you have 

experienced something like we did in prison, you have a responsibility, to 

tell the story—for those who survived and who didn’t survive. It is very 

valuable when you are able to help others tell their stories as well. In the 

film In Love I Live, I was able to support the first rape victim from prison 

to talk about her experience on film. This was so important (June 23, 

2012). 

 

 When Shahla Talebi reflected on the power and importance of writing, she spoke of the 

first time she had tried to write about her experience, in order to honour those who were still in 

prison and those who had been executed: 
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In prison, my friends had told me that I had a great memory and that I 

needed to survive in order to write all of our stories. I started soon after I 

was released; I wrote in Farsi. However, I needed to start working because 

I had no one to support me. I had to travel a long way to work—leaving 

my house at 5 am and returning home at 9 pm—it was a five-hour 

commute. Because of this, I had no time to write. On Friday, my day off, I 

would go to visit the graves of my husband and friends. I also started 

feeling worried about security. My father was scared as well and 

sometimes stopped me from writing. I had written 200 plus pages about 

my time in prison and I destroyed it all (February 16, 2013). 

 

It was many years before Shahla decided to try writing about her prison experience again. 

She wrote about it as part of her undergraduate thesis, and then set it aside while she pursued 

graduate studies. It was only after the uprising happened in Iran in 2009 that Shahla began to see 

the possibility of writing and publishing her memoir as an act of resistance: 

I told my advisor that I had to go to Iran—to help my people. She told me 

that I could do something here—taking action. She told me that I should 

publish my thesis as a memoir—as an act of witnessing to the violent acts 

of the IRI (February 16, 2012). 

 

 Shahla discussed the concept of resistance in another way, as she talked about the healing 

process of writing. She shared that even though “it is cliché to say that writing heals—I think 

that it does heal. It takes you away from loneliness. It takes you back and reminds you of all of 

the other characters in your history, your life”. To write is to “bring people back to life, you have 

to do this. There is a power to the stories beyond the confines that we create for them” (February 

16, 2013). As Shahla allowed herself to receive healing through the process of the writing, and to 

resurrect those who had been lost, she was resisting the IRI. Her memories and her capacity to 

articulate became acts of resistance in the face of a regime that seeks to erase the memory of 

those whom it imprisoned and executed. 
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 The need to remember and to write was a need that manifested itself many years after 

Marina Nemat’s time in prison. She started out with a sense that it was the only thing that she 

could do to survive: 

When I started writing, I had no intention to go public with it. …I started 

writing on pen on paper in a notebook. I was working at Swiss Chalet and 

would spend one hour after work each day. I needed to see it on paper. I 

needed it to materialize for memory—to not only be in my head but to be 

out there, outside of me. I hid it in my bedroom drawer. That was when I 

would start having psychotic episode after episode—I would lock myself 

in the bathroom and scream—and bang my head against the wall. Nobody 

ever said, what is wrong with you—everybody always said— “are you 

okay”. I always said I was fine after I came out—I was just a little upset. I 

realized that there was no help out there—nobody cares—nobody wants to 

know. When it went in the drawer—it is there but nothing is getting better, 

it is getting worse. I started getting nightmares—it was taking over my 

life. I needed to break free. It was this desperate need—I thought I will 

take writing classes and see where it goes. There was this interest coming 

from my classmates—I started to realize that people do care. Maybe my 

family or community doesn’t but there are people out there who want to 

know what I want to say (June 14, 2012). 

 

As she continued to write, she realized that her writing could take the form of a testimony 

to the atrocities committed by the IRI. She shared that recognizing that she was not alone 

changed her perspective on the world.  

If I tell the world, then I am not the only witness. Then I can share it with 

other people and they would become like my accomplices in this mission 

of telling and making sure that these details and memories and horrors and 

trauma are not completely forgotten. That was liberating for me. That is 

where that need to publish came from. It was a very gradual move. Once I 

had a publisher and they were interested and excited. I thought wow—the 

world actually does care and the fact that the world cared was liberating as 

well. The world is not entirely a cold, dark, evil, angry place (June 14, 

2012). 

 

Chowra Makaremi had always found writing to be a healing act: 

I am very attracted to writing as a process. It is not that writing is healing 

for me but as far back as I remember, I have defined myself as a writer. 

My brother was telling me—you have always wanted to be a writer. The 

writing was not a healing process for me—it is what I know. When I found 
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this text—I could make connections with other things. I wanted to do 

something with it (May 22, 2012). 

 

This was one of the reasons she was so attracted to the notebook her grandfather had 

written documenting the experience of losing two daughters to the violence of the IRI. His words 

had a profound effect on Chowra, as they invited her into a deeper understanding of what had 

happened to her aunt and her mother. As she read the stories recorded in her grandfather’s 

notebook, she began to see their possibility as tools of resistance:  

The reason to publish it was very obvious. I just felt that my grandfather 

was aiming at it even indirectly. At some points in the text, he was 

directing it towards an audience. The text wanted to be published. It was 

not a family text. Even if my grandfather says so in the text—it was a 

treasure—it was more than something for the family. It had literary value 

(May 22, 2012). 

 

 Chowra articulated the function of remembering as a tool of resistance. Her goal is to 

contribute to a common memory among all Iranians. She feels that the many different memories 

of past events is one of the things that prevents people from taking effective political action and 

overthrowing the IRI: 

The purpose is to help creating a stone in a building—a common memory 

among Iranians and non-Iranians........There are different Iranian 

communities living abroad and they don’t have the same memories. They 

didn’t tell the same story of what happened in the 1980s. After these 

common memories are shared, they need to become a political action but 

that is a different story (May 22, 2012) 

 

For Chowra, this is just the beginning of where remembering as a tool of resistance can 

take the people of Iran. Healing is still something that feels beyond her grasp. In this time and 

space, she believes that a more active and direct type of resistance is necessary:  

The thing is—there are two things—first the healing process—people are 

talking about traditional justice—people who talk about this with the 1988 

massacre. I think that there is something missing in traditional justice 

when the people were executed—those people who executed them are 

more than ever in power in Iran. I disagree with that. Yet, there is another 
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thing—the healing is something that will come eventually but now I am 

not in the healing space. I hope that my book will be a weapon. I am really 

at war—I am not in a peaceful state of mind with the Islamic Republic of 

Iran (May 22, 2012). 

 

 For each of these women, the writing of their memoir or production of their films has 

been only one piece in the continuum of their resistance. The first resistance began when they 

resisted the IRI and found themselves incarcerated (or in the case of Chowra, when her mother 

and aunt were incarcerated). As a result, remembering or creating common memories is one act 

of resistance. Chowra feels that it is important to never give up: 

It is alsothe real satisfaction behind the publication —to prove that it is not 

over. …The first day I realized that, a phrase came to mind “ As long as 

we don’t say that it is all right”. As long as we don’t say it is over. It is 

how you keep going on (May 22, 2012). 

 

 Each of these women, through telling their stories in this public way, are saying in no 

uncertain terms that it is not all right, that it should never have happened, and that they are 

standing as witnesses to atrocities, resisting further acts of violence perpetrated by the IRI. Each 

of these women who has given testimony has met with different kinds of challenges to the telling 

of their stories. 

The Challenge of Public Remembering 

When you choose to give public testimony, you open yourself to public scrutiny. Your story 

becomes available to everyone, including people you know who potentially were not enthusiastic 

about hearing about that part of your life. All four of these women met with different challenges 

as they wrote and then published/produced their memoirs.  

 For PanteA, the controversy surrounded different choices she made in the images or 

representations of prison. Much of this controversy came from within the Iranian community. 

Her example concerned one of the components of the IRI prison system, mentioned in many 
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Iranian prison memoirs—the tavaab. Tavaab is a Persian word meaning a collaborator or 

informant (Mojab, 2008:10). Agah et al. define tavaab as:  

A religious term meaning repentant sinner. Dissidents who renounced their 

ideological beliefs were used to inform on other prisoners and to perform 

duties for prison authorities. By repenting and cooperating, the tavaabs 

could escape death and torture and received shorter sentences, as well as 

preferential treatment in prison (Agah et al., 2007, p. 235). 

 

PanteA shared: 

 

For example, I had one man tell me that if my film was broadcast or 

discussed on the Voice Of America—that he wanted his part withdrawn 

from the film because it was an imperialist tool. When BBC wanted to buy 

my film, another character told me that she didn’t want to be included if I 

chose to feature a tavaab in the film. I had to delete her part before I sold 

the film to the BBC. It is very sad for me that we, as the community of 

former political prisoners, aren’t ready yet to challenge or face problems 

from prison. Tavaabs were a creation of the regime but we still regard the 

individuals as being at fault (June 23, 2012). 

 

 Marina Nemat is no stranger to this kind of controversy, since the publication of her 

book, Prisoner of Tehran (2007), caused controversy within the community of former political 

prisoners from Iran who were imprisoned with her. The criticism concerned how she chose to 

tell her story and what she left out. Marina published a second book, After Tehran: A Life 

Reclaimed (2011), which addressed the allegations people had made. In her interview, she shared 

a conversation she had had with another former political prisoner who was considering 

publishing her memoir. Her response to this woman reflects an awareness of the kind of scrutiny 

one’s story and all the decisions that are part of the publication process are under:   

They are afraid because they saw how I was attacked . One woman wrote 

to me from the States and has written a memoir—I didn’t know her in 

prison. She said I am afraid to get this published not because of her 

identity in Iran but because she didn’t want what happened to me to 

happen to her. She said, “I don’t want people to call me names”. She made 

decisions that she is not proud of just like me. I think okay—you have the 

right (June 14, 2012). 
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 Once a story is available for public consumption and criticism, it is out of the hands of 

the person who told the story and open to the interpretation of others. People do not always 

interpret symbols or even the purpose of the story in the way the storyteller intended. This was 

true of one of the films that PanteA produced: 

I also have faced opposition to some films because people didn’t agree 

with the symbolism or misinterpreted the symbolism. I won a number of 

prizes for a short 15-minute film and because of one scene where the light 

hits the Koran which is under water, some people thought that I was 

burning the Koran. They made me take this scene out (June 23, 2012).  

 

For Shahla, after one bad experience with a newspaper reporter concerning a short piece 

she had written about her prison experience, she always worried about how people would 

interpret her story. She shared: 

No—I was also worried about how people would interpret it. For example, 

I did an interview with the San Francisco Chronicle and after I had 

finished talking about my experience, the interviewer said— “Wow, you 

must feel like you are living a dream; you survived and you are here”. I 

didn’t know how to respond. The headline said, “This woman said that her 

dream has come true”. I thought to myself, “ I can’t be this kind of voice” 

(February 16, 2013). 

 

 Another challenge to the publication is the reactions of family and friends, those close to 

these women. Stories of violence are embedded with emotion—for some, shame, for others, 

anger; others still would prefer to ignore it, to have violence be about someone else and not 

about someone they knew and loved. Shahla was surprised at her brother’s positive response to 

her memoir, and at the impact it had on her nephew and his wife who had been through a similar 

experience: 

My brother [read it]—this was surprising to me. He had never been able to 

sit through a conversation about prison before this. He read it and told me 

that he didn’t know how I managed to live the time in prison. All these 

years he suppressed his experience of activism. It has changed him. He 

now posts on Facebook and has become quite active. My sister read it but 

couldn’t finish it. When my nephew came to the US, I gave it to him. He 
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and his wife read it. They asked me how I got over my nightmares. They 

were in prison as well. He has said that he wished that I had told him my 

story earlier (February 16, 2013). 

 

Marina had felt distanced from her family ever since they had asked her to forget about 

her prison experience. She felt that telling her story in a public way forced everything out in to 

the open where there would be no more secrets. Although all of the reactions were not positive, 

Marina felt that telling the story had opened a door to a future where better relationships were 

possible: 

Yes—the way that I was able to reconnect with and be reintroduced with 

my own family and friends. My family had become an empty shell. We 

were all like cartoon characters walking in a world that was two-

dimensional. It had no depth in it. I was able to turn that world back into 

three dimensions. It isn’t always pleasant but now we are talking about it. 

My brother doesn’t run away when I say Evin prison—he actually looks at 

me. Or my father—they had avoided it from day one. I had lost my friends 

but when I was released from prison, we knew we were being watched. 

We disconnected from each other. Many left the country and many are still 

there. I was disconnected from everybody. When the book came out, I 

started getting letters, postcards, and e-mails. Not only from my friends 

who had left but even from people who were inside. Saying hey—good to 

hear from you—where have you been?  (June 14, 2012). 

 

Chowra ended her interview by commenting on the nature of controversy when telling a 

story that stemmed from acts and experiences of violence: 

The enemy is elsewhere. But then you are at the level of the different 

perspectives of loyalty and bravery and ethics. You have lost sight of the 

bigger picture because you are trapped within the betrayals and 

confrontations within yourselves (May 22, 2012). 

 

The controversy within the community about how the story is told can take the focus off the real 

issue, the fact that the IRI perpetrated acts of violence against anyone who chose to resist their 

oppressive policies.  

 In response to a question about what advice she would give to others who needed to tell 

their stories, Marina gave the following recommendations: 
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Number One—There is no such thing as closure—don’t look for it. 

Anybody who says do this and do that and you’ll find closure should be 

put in prison. That is damaging to people. If you think there is closure and 

you can’t find it, you will think that there is something wrong with you. 

Some people pretend they have found closure but I know it is not there. 

Number Two is that you cannot change the past. What happened, 

happened. It is not easy but tell the truth and live with it no matter how 

bad it is. Live with it—try to make the future slightly better. The other 

thing is that—don’t let the world discourage you because it will try really 

hard. It will try to wrestle you down. If you really believe in where you are 

going, you are not going to be deterred by it. If you get deterred by it, you 

never meant it in the first place. If you really mean it, you will get there 

(June 14, 2012).  

   

All four of these women faced challenges in the telling of their stories, but all four of 

them continue to resist in very public ways. Chowra’s words “As long as we don’t say it is all 

right” (May 22, 2012) summarize the commitment of these women and the Words, Colour, 

Movement participants. These women and men are not alone in telling their stories in public 

ways; they are joined by many others—women and men who have written their prison memoirs 

in Farsi and women and men from across the globe telling their stories and resisting violence. 

Remembering in the Age of Mass Communication 

There are many issues to consider in the realm of public remembering. Memory literature 

devotes much discussion to the impact of mass media on the way the people both experience and 

remember events.  This critical to the issue of acts of public testimony, because often these acts 

represent an important but alternative recounting of events. In the present day people are faced 

with, and even experience vicariously, many memories of violence, because of the 

“commodification of mass culture” (Landsberg, 2004, p. 20). Landsberg says that 

commodification, at the heart of mass cultural representations, makes images and narratives 

widely available to people who did not experience them themselves. News service agencies such 

as CNN or Fox replicate the traumas repeatedly by running footage of disasters. September 11, 
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2001 marked the first large-scale trauma on North American soil for over a century (Butler, 

2004). The footage shown repeatedly on news service agencies served to give people a sense that 

they “knew” what had happened, but it also served to produce many cases of secondary trauma. 

These were cases of individuals who, in an effort to feel in control, consumed so much of the 

footage of the trauma that they exhibited symptoms of actually having experienced it firsthand 

(Gilgun, 2009).  

 Our culture is one that consumes trauma. The media focuses on particular worldwide 

traumas and these are considered legitimate consumption. This happens through the consumption 

of news service stories, but happens more frequently when a particular trauma is written about in 

the form of a novel or produced in the form of a movie or book that makes it to the best seller 

list. Whitlock talks about this, citing the example of Azar Nafisi’s book Reading Lolita in Tehran 

(2004), published the same year the U.S. invaded Iraq. She asserts that the publication of the 

book served the political purposes of the U.S., and that the popularity of the book can be 

attributed to the way in which it gave readers an entrance into the world of an “other” who had 

recently become significant to North Americans. She suggests that, not only did the book serve a 

political purpose, but that both the book and Azar Nafisi’s image became commodities in the 

process of its promotion. This commodification happened when Nafisi became the spokeswoman 

for Audi and her book became the book that everyone should read at their book club (Whitlock, 

2007, pp. 166-167)  

 Commodification happens when violence is objectified and stories of pain are exploited. 

The last number of decades has seen the development of the pornography of the poor and the 

pornography of violence. These are terms I developed to discuss the way that violence in its 

many forms is exploited by media, governments, communities, and individuals. It is connected to 
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using images of violence and the effects of violence to manipulate and elicit support or empathy, 

as in the case of development agencies that use pictures of impoverished children to elicit the 

support of donors, or in the case of news agencies using scenes of the aftermath of state violence 

to elicit a particular response from either national or international media to support one side of 

the conflict. When images are exploited in this way, there is a risk of losing the subject of the 

violence (Hartman, 1997). In the case of the Rwandan genocide, there were pictures of bodies 

littering the landscape. Similar pictures have emerged from the conflict in Darfur, Sudan. In 

these two cases, the violence of the Rwandan or Sudanese people was the focus, not systemic 

acts of violence (i.e. forced migration or forced exile, or the legacies of historical violence such 

as slavery, colonialism, and genocide) that contributed to the tensions between different tribal or 

ethnic groups.  

 Judith Butler (2004) discusses the political dimension of the way that global events, 

particularly those of a violent nature, are both experienced and remembered.  She suggests that it 

serves to privilege one position over another and presents only a partial view of the event. 

Whitlock (2007) discusses this same phenomenon from the perspective of her work on memoirs 

coming out of the Middle East. She calls these memoirs “soft weapons”, because they shape our 

perception of the unfamiliar in a more subtle way. They tell stories of particular lives and 

experiences so that people who are outside of that context, gain a sense of “knowing” what 

happened and what that experience was like. Although there is nothing intrinsically wrong with 

this, the insidious nature of this type of “soft weapon” means that when people feel they have 

been given all of the facts or even the “truth” about an event, they cease to be critical and to seek 

alternative stories or possibilities (Whitlock, 2007, pp. 15-16) . When this happens, other stories 
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and experiences get lost, and a whole culture or history is relegated to a very one-dimensional 

understanding.  

 When engaging in memory work that involves an event or events experienced by an 

entire nation, such as in the case of Iran, there are many factors to consider such as the fact that 

the IRI is still in power and former political prisoners continue to represent the official 

opposition.  As a result, their stories and experiences will not receive validation from the state. In 

such cases, remembering becomes charged with meaning; even the private grief of citizens takes 

on a political function. Butler suggests that grieving “furnishes a sense of a political community 

of a complex order” by bringing to our attention “the relational ties that have implications for 

theorizing fundamental dependency and ethical responsibility” (2004, p. 22). In other words, our 

grief embodies us and situates us (Butler, 2004, pp. 23-34). This becomes complicated when the 

other is not acknowledged as having the same value, as in the case of the citizens of a country 

against which our own country is fighting. Butler suggests that “there are no obituaries for the 

war casualties that the United States inflicts (Butler, 2004, p. 35). In this way, the war obituary 

becomes a nation-building tool, privileging American lives over the lives of the people killed in 

the countries that the United States perpetrates acts of war against. 

 Those who control the media play a significant role in the construction of the official 

memory. Butler argues that images are used to either humanize or dehumanize particular people 

or communities (Butler, 2004, p. 141). Her point of reference is media coverage in post-911 

America, but the theory she is working with is transferable to many other states that demonize a 

particular social, cultural, or ethnic group or—as in the case of Iran—those who resist oppressive 

practices. The Islamic Republic of Iran demonizes those who resist the regime, in order to 

conscript the support of citizens to help quell the resistance. Citizens, in order to protect the state, 
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become active agents in assisting the government to find and capture those who resist. The same 

tactic was used to an extreme within the prisons of the Islamic regime, where torture and 

“educational” tools (i.e. brainwashing) were used to manipulate certain prisoners to turn against 

their fellow prisoners and assist the regime in eradicating resistance. This means that whoever 

has control of the media or the mode of communication has the power to establish “what will and 

will not be human, what will be a liveable life, what will be a grievable death” (Butler, 2004, 

p. 146).  

Remembering Not to Forget 

The women and men who participated in the Words, Colour, Movement project were determined 

that the lives of their family and friends lost in prison would be marked as grievable. In their 

interviews, they talked about the importance of remembering those who were gone as a 

motivation for their participation in the Words, Colour, Movement project and their continued 

resistance. Though the remembering was often painful, participants felt a strong sense of 

responsibility. They expressed this responsibility in a number of different ways in their 

interviews. Goli was the first former political prisoner from the project whom I interviewed. She 

described the experience of watching the performance at the Talking Prison event: 

[It was very] moving and [those] who had had the experience that was 

being portrayed on the stage…felt very emotional. I could hear my 

comrades—political prisoners I knew from before. I could hear them cry 

and sob. …It [brought] all of the memories back. It was also a sense of 

pride at being able to do something about those memories—because many 

of them are no longer here to talk about their experience and so when you 

tell their experience to an audience in a way it is a sense of duty to do this 

for them because they are no longer here (June 14, 2012). 

 

 As a child, I wore a red poppy, purchased from WWI and WWII veterans who came to 

our classrooms. In elementary school, I was told that the poppies were about remembering those 
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who had lost their lives.  Nothing could have been further from my reality, as a white middle 

class child growing up in the 1970s and 1980s in a small town in Canada.  As an adult, I have 

chosen not to wear the red poppy because I have problematized the notion of a Remembrance 

Day that marks some lives as more significant that others—excluding the loss of lives in other 

countries or from other nationalities. Instead I have chosen to wear a button produced by 

Mennonite Central Committee that simply states, “To remember is to work for peace”. Through 

working with the women and men in this Words, Colour, Movement project, I have come to 

understand the red poppy in a new way and even to find the strength of resistance in its image. 

They see the poppy as a symbol of resistance and strength.  

 Similarly, Goli’s reflection on the responsibility that she felt towards those who had been 

executed at the hands of the IRI, reminded me of the words of John McCrae’s “In Flanders 

fields”:   

    Take up our quarrel with the foe: 

    To you from failing hands we throw 

       The torch; be yours to hold it high. 

       If ye break faith with us who die 

    We shall not sleep, though poppies grow 

             In Flanders fields. 

       (1919:15) 

 

I recognize that this poem was written by a Canadian doctor serving in the military during WWI 

and that this poem has almost reached the status of “sacred” in western society.  Despite the fact 

that it has served to promote both military masculinity and societal militarism, the last stanza of 

the poem, written above, speaks to the difficulty of understanding violence and how to move 

forward in the aftermath of violence.  Although the setting of Iran is different than the setting of 

WWI Europe and although the cause that soldiers were fighting for in WWI looks different than 

the cause of the leftist resistance in Iran in the 1970s and 1980s, there is a similarity in the 
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expression of responsibility.  Goli and other former political prisoners feel a heavy weight of 

responsibility—the responsibility of being alive when others did not survive. 

I shared the poem with Goli in the interview, explaining to her the context of the poem.  She 

responded immediately to the last stanza: 

I got goosebumps—it was very much like that. It is feeling of duty that I 

will always carry with me and I will always do my best to exercise what I 

have—in life—to bring back the memory of those who were lost (Goli, 

June 14, 2012). 

 

 After that conversation with Goli, I decided to include the poem in future interviews if 

the conversation moved towards the topic of responsibility.  The topic emerged in all of my 

interviews with former political prisoners. Surviving the IRI’s prison system did not come 

without a significant cost. Omid shared passionately: 

Really—in this time, I felt I have freedom but I am not free—I am alive 

but my mind is not free. I have a life right now but in my mind, I have too 

many stories that I need to write. About the people who were living with 

me in prison but that are dead now. …I have a responsibility to those 

people. I think if they were here and I was not alive, they would have the 

same responsibility. They would need to keep this responsibility towards 

human rights (June 16, 2010). 

 

He listened to the poem carefully when I shared it with him and then responded, telling 

me that this was the kind of responsibility he felt. It was this feeling of responsibility, he said, 

that propelled him into action: 

I am always thinking—why did they kill the people for this simple reason? 

—what is my responsibility?  That’s why I am always having an internal 

dialogue—there is no way for me except that I need to be responsible 

about this situation. That’s why I am happy with this workshop. I have to 

find some ways to say to the people—we are human beings just like you—

we need your help, we need your voice. We need you to see and to help 

me find a better way to tell the story and to stop violence. Many people—

not just Iranians but there are many people around the world who need 

help. They experienced violence like us. If I don’t help, this means I am 

not human. I feel the pain from all people who need me—in this time, they 

need me (June 16, 2012). 
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 Khosrow shared passionately about his responsibility for not letting the stories and 

experiences of those who were executed in prison be forgotten:   

I have many friends who I was in prison with or we were activists 

together—they were arrested—they were such nice people. When you are 

living with them, it is more painful when you lose them. I saw them, they 

were so wonderful—selfless people—so dedicated—they were killed so 

easily. I really want to take my share and don’t let those people be 

forgotten. The main reason for me was this one (June 26, 2012). 

 

 Raha expressed the discomfort she felt in surviving when others had not. This propels her 

to continue her resistance: 

It is very hard—my friends loved life and they wanted to continue to live. 

They got involved with political activities. I am alive and so some kind of 

responsibility—I feel uncomfortable. I had friends who were younger—I 

worked with them and I worked with them to help them develop their 

political consciousness. Now she is executed. I felt guilty. It is a kind of 

thought. I have to continue their ways, their path. They are gone and so it 

is my responsibility to continue (June 29, 2012). 

 

 Faryad connected the need to tell the story of prison to the continued violence she sees in 

present day Iran. She also feels a responsibility because of the privilege she has living in a safe 

space, where her life is no longer in the same kind of danger as it was in Iran: 

I feel a responsibility to those who didn’t survive—they killed my friends. 

…my family disappeared—I am responsible to continue their way—to 

show we survived and we must continue not just sitting at home. We must 

share our message, their message—this government in Iran is not right. 

They are still in power and still killing and arresting people. They are 

doing it. We are responsible wherever we are—out of Iran. We are safe in 

Canada and can give our message to people everywhere. The other one is 

that I want all the world to know what our history was during these 30 

years (July 11, 2012). 

 

She went on to passionately describe her commitment to keep that trust and responsibility with 

those who were lost: I cannot sleep or rest—if I don’t do this—you asked me about the 

responsibility to my friends (July 11, 2012). 
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 Kherad felt the tangible presence of those friends who were executed in prison when he 

was on stage at the Talking Prison event. When he spoke about their presence, I had a picture of 

this incredible cloud of witnesses present at the event: 

On that day, I had so much stress and I was nervous and I was coughing 

all the time. When I went out—onto the stage—I was feeling that our 

friends who were not alive, that they were there. They asked me to talk 

and I needed to talk (July 25, 2012). 

 

 Even as I write these words, I feel the weight of the responsibility. I am not a survivor of 

the Iranian prison system, but I am one of the people who has been a witness to the many 

different atrocities committed by the IRI. As I have listened to stories—through words and 

through art—I have taken on a share of that responsibility. This sense of responsibility of the 

survivor‒witness is one that is taken up in the literature. Primo Levi talks about the incredible 

weight of responsibility he felt as a survivor of  Auschwitz. He speaks of his “duty to remember” 

and “to testify” on behalf of those who also experienced the horror of the concentration camp but 

did not live to tell the story (1988, pp. 83-84). Like Levi, the women and men who participated 

in the art workshops and the public performance/exhibits were taking on an incredible 

responsibility—to speak in the place of those who did not survive. Every time the stories of the 

women and men who lost their lives through the violent acts of the IRI are shared in acts of 

public testimony, those who have listened to the stories are invited to share some of the weight 

of that responsibility. 

The Function of Public Testimony and the Witness 

Elizabeth Jelin suggests that, at the level of remembering violent events, particularly those 

inflicted by the state, collectively members of the group must overcome the challenges of 

silence, must be able to simultaneously distance themselves from the past and promote active 
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debate—“rethinking the relationship between memory and politics and memory and justice” 

(Jelin, 2003, p. 12). She discusses the importance of both the testimony given by the survivors 

who witnessed the violence and also the testimony of those on whose behalf the survivor is 

narrating the stories of  violence and survival (Jelin, 2003, p. 78). In the case of the acts of public 

testimony through the Talking Prison and Lines of Resistance events, both of these groups were 

significant partners. There was careful attention paid to how the message was communicated, 

with the express desire that those who heard the stories through these events would join in 

continued resistance. 

 For the participants in the Words, Colour, Movement project, it was an exciting step to 

move from creating art to presenting their artwork to others. It was also a challenging one. 

Creating art was one thing. Presenting in a public way meant identifying themselves as former 

political prisoners, taking the risk of getting up on stage and acting or singing. Not everyone felt 

comfortable with this. In fact, up to the day before the performance, it was not clear who was 

going to perform. This was not something with which Shannon Blake was unfamiliar—she has 

worked with different communities over the last decade, supporting them through the process of 

both creation and performance: 

I think that something that was in discussion from the beginning was 

whether participants would be comfortable on stage. They didn’t just have 

public speaking fear but also some political fear. We went through a 

number of incarnations—we talked about having puppets, we talked about 

having actors perform through a screen......I’m really glad that we didn’t 

do that. I think that it is important to remember—in the end we had 

professional and participant actors. I think that up until the night of the 

performance, we had a real fear that our participant actors might not show 

up (May 16, 2012). 

 

The three professional actresses who joined the former political prisoners in performing 

the drama played an important role in supporting the performance process. Knowing that they 
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were supported on stage was essential to the different project participants’ willingness to 

perform. 

 As she prepared the choreography for Behind the Stained Walls, Roshanak Jaberi felt a 

huge weight of responsibility. She had attended art workshops, heard the stories of the different 

participants, and then had taken those stories to create a representation of them: 

I was really interested in their stories. They began to tell them to me and I 

became a bit of an observer and listened at the visual art sessions and the 

meetings. I thought—this is great—this is the way that it is naturally 

evolving—it would be great to put together a dance piece that incorporates 

some of these stories (May 7, 2012). 

 

It was incredibly important to her that those stories were honoured through the performance. She 

had a personal commitment to honour people, but also felt a responsibility as she interacted with 

the former political prisoners. One participant said to her, “‘you are our voice,’and then he held 

[her] hand and looked into [her] eyes as he said it. [She] felt this immense and deep pressure—to 

make sure that the work was done properly”. She went on to say: 

I think that the biggest thing for me that because it was such a sensitive 

subject, I wasn’t sure how I was going to approach it artistically. Did I 

want to be literal about the movements or did I want to be more abstract?  

If I was more abstract would people understand the message or the 

intention? Was it necessary for the audience to get the intention or was it 

enough that they felt the emotion?  I was exploring all of these questions 

because I couldn’t really start anything until I figured out the answers. I 

wanted to be sensitive and respectful to the stories that people were 

sharing with me (May 7, 2012). 

 

 By the time the day of the dress rehearsal arrived, there was an energy surrounding the 

performance and when people stepped onto the stage, they were ready. When participants 

reflected about the night of the performance, they felt that it shared a powerful message with 

those who were in the audience: other former political prisoners, the Iranian community, and 

those from other communities. Faryad was particularly moved by the responses of her friends, 



183 

 

other former political prisoners in the audience—the whole experience for her was one of 

solidarity: 

The drama. …we did with Shannon was very good—it was showing 

everything true—you don’t need to add anything—we showed our  time in 

prison. The first time, I wondered if people would get it—but I talked with 

so many people afterwards—they said that they understood—they said it 

was good—they were crying when they saw us. They came to us and told 

us that we reminded them of the specific activities in prison. They said—

you did very good—it was the first time—you showed your experience 

with art like this. …The other thing that was powerful was standing up—

for me—I stood up and showed that we are powerful and the government 

did not win. We showed that we are standing and have power and still 

believe that we will make a better world—a better future. …You killed us 

and put us in jail, separated us from our families, you tortured us but still 

we are standing—you did not win. We won, we are still standing. We are 

continuing to resist (July 11, 2012). 

 

 Kherad talked about the feeling of hope that the performance brought to 

him. Not only was he there to share the story, but his ideas and ideology was still 

alive: 

It brought us hope—we were feeling that we were alive—the ideas were 

alive and in spite of those brutal pressures, still we are here…being on 

stage …it was WOW! I cried, it was great (July 25, 2012). 

 

 Although Eshgh had not been in prison, she had married a political prisoner and had 

many friends who had been political prisoners, and shared in their stories. She was impacted by 

the response of the audience, because she felt that people were understanding their lives and 

experiences:  

I wasn’t in prison, but I felt their pain. I had many friends and my husband 

who was in prison. When we came to Canada, I thought that nobody 

would understand our life. When I sang this song in front of people, I was 

happy that they heard our pain and our lives. …I saw some people crying 

in the audience (July 25, 2012).  
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 Taylor talks about performance as being a system of learning, storing, and transmitting 

knowledge that moves our focus from a written to an embodied culture (2003, p. 16).  In the art 

workshops, this happened as memories and texts took form on canvases, as people told their 

stories dramatically, and as these different texts took form in the shape of a dance piece. As all of 

these different art pieces were presented in the public performances, the audience was able to 

respond to the representation of the memories. For audience members or people visiting the art 

exhibit, the invitation to share in experiences of both violence and resistance became an 

opportunity to join in resistance against oppressive states like the IRI. 

 The former political prisoners had a powerful and rich experience of risking themselves 

in a revolutionary struggle. In order to invite others to join the struggle against injustice, that 

experience needed to be shared with others. This was the motivation behind establishing a 

memory project that allowed for the expressing of experiences beyond words—in either oral or 

written form (such as memoirs). The different types of performances created the possibility of 

capturing more fully the enormity of the pain, the resiliency, and the resistance of these women 

and men.  

 This was what transpired with the dance piece created by Roshanak Jaberi. Despite her 

misgivings about whether or not she had represented the stories in a way that honoured the 

former political prisoners, she was successful. She shared: 

It was the most challenging few months that I have ever had artistically 

and professionally. It was also the most rewarding. When people who had 

participated and helped in the process, when they saw the piece—and there 

was a strong positive emotional reaction to it. People were sobbing. 

Ironically this was nice because it told me that it spoke to them. As long as 

the people who I made the dance for responded, that was all that really 

mattered. If they felt like I made a good representation, I was successful 

(May 7, 2012). 
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Shannon Blake also felt a responsibility to honour the participants through the script she 

created and the drama she directed. She felt that it was a success, because it had connected with 

people and told the story well: 

I remember the performance very positively—the participants and the 

professional actors did a great job—we also had—Kherad singing. …I 

remember it very positively. I think that the piece was received very well 

by the audience. It told the story very simply but I think that it was well-

received. I think that a number of people in the audience were theatre 

goers. I wanted someone like me who didn’t know the story to be able to 

come in and watch the performance and know the story. I think we 

communicated that very well (May 16, 2012). 

 

 This performance provided an opportunity for these women and men to have a greater 

sense of who they were and the value of what Mojab and McDonald call “survival” or 

“resistance” learning (2008, p. 51).  Taylor suggests that “performance transmits memories, 

social knowledge, and a sense of identity” (2003, p. 2), that it makes “political claims, and 

manifests a group’s sense of identity”(2003, p. xvii). This has been important in framing my 

understanding of the concept of the performance of resistance. The performance of resistance 

happened in two ways in this project:  through the art workshops and through the public events 

(dance/drama performances, and the art exhibits).  

 In the art workshops, women and men found space to remember their experiences of 

violence and of resistance, and came to a greater awareness of how they had been part of a 

bigger performance of injustice perpetrated by the IRI. The art workshops were a process of 

remembering and, as the women and men remembered, future resistance became more possible, 

because the workshops drew people together and reminded them of a purpose that had been 

obscured for many of them by their experiences of state violence.  

 The public performances provided a way to expand the communication of these 

experiences to the general public. The performances crossed boundaries of language and 



186 

 

community, opening up the possibility for others to join in the act of resistance against state 

violence.  So much of what happens in critical education never goes beyond the walls of 

whatever constitutes a classroom at that particular time and space (Habermas, 1987, p. 107; 

Welton, 1995, p. 145). Literature on memorialization discusses the importance of an audience in 

bearing witness to experiences of atrocities. The performance of public remembering can have a 

transformative effect on both those sharing their stories and those bearing witness to the acts of 

atrocity. Sharing the experience of violence in a public setting connects those experiences to the 

continuum of violence as well as to the continuum of resistance (Caruth 1995, p. 117). The 

performance also took experiences that had previously been invisible within the Middle Eastern 

diaspora and made them visible.  

 As an audience member, Jafar felt that the act of public performance was an essential step 

in breaking a culture of silence that has existed about the atrocities committed by the IRI. He 

shared “that until this silence is broken, people will not be able to move forward. …older people 

want to forget—they want to have normal life in Iran. Those people were not part of those 

groups and those groups were silenced. It is a mechanism that the government used to cover up 

what happened in the 1980s and 1990s. It is important for people at this stage to talk about it—

resistance to the culture of silence” (July 6, 2012). The act of resistance began long before this 

project started, and the lives of each of the people who survived the prison system stood as 

evidence of the possibility of overcoming atrocities. However, it was the process of storytelling 

that provided the possibility for breaking the silence. As former political prisoners told their 

stories within the context of the art workshops, they bore witness to each other’s stories and were 

able to affirm details and experiences, at times making connections to each other’s stories 

through the places and the people within the stories. The different artist facilitators who 
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supported the process stood as witnesses to those experiences, and worked with former political 

prisoners in solidarity to find new ways to tell their stories. The strength of the story grew. 

Stories need to be told and heard in order to gain strength and power.  

 When the artwork was displayed and the former political prisoners and their supporters 

got up on stage and told their stories, the strength and power of the story continued to grow. The 

different art mediums in which the stories were told gave the stories a new kind of life and 

power, because the stories became dynamic. Taylor would argue that the kind of performance 

and storytelling that was done through the Talking Prison event was an “acción”, a Spanish word 

that refers to “an act, an avant-garde happening and rally or political intervention such as street 

theatre protests” (2003, p. 14). The “acción” brings together “both the aesthetic and the political 

dimensions” of performance, making the stories “alive and compelling” to those who are 

participating in the performance as the audience (Taylor, 2003, pp. 13-14).  

 Felman and Laub (1992) suggest that testimony cannot exist without the listener, and that 

the listener becomes a participant in his or her own way, with his or her own reactions. The 

significance of the person or person bearing witness is that, as people tell their stories of loss, 

they are doing so in a context where they are not alone—the audience listening and sharing in the 

story of loss, by their presence, says to those bearing testimony, “I am your witness” (Felman 

and Laub, 1992, pp. 91-92). At both the Talking Prison and Lines of Resistance events, the 

audience was made up of a number of different groups of people: family and friends of the 

former political prisoners; other former political prisoners; the Iranian community; and people 

from outside the Iranian community. As I talked with the research participants, many of them 

commented on the significance of the audience. Omid was humbled by the different people who 

were present at the different events, as well as by the artist facilitators who had been part of the 
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journey of the art workshops. The presence of these people encouraged him, and made him 

believe that positive change was possible: 

You know Bethany, when I was coming to the art workshops, I didn’t 

have a view for the future—in the beginning but after that workshop and 

after the performance and the exhibits, at the university, I saw that we can 

talk and we can say and there are many people looking for what we want 

to say and what we need and what we can do. That was why they came to 

help us. We have many people—sitting beside us and they want to help us 

(June 16, 2012). 

 

 Raha felt a similar sense of hope as she looked out over the audience of over 400 people 

at the Talking Prison event. She felt the responsibility to share her message of the violence and 

of the resistance. As she observed the audience, attentive to the things they were sharing, she felt 

honoured by their presence and willingness to listen: 

I felt that I want to tell this huge audience—very important message. The 

message was about the IRI and about the resistance in prison. Resistance 

and struggle that is continuing in Iran—it is an important message. We 

weren’t defeated easily—we fought very hard and we didn’t escape the 

violence but we kept fighting—so many of our comrades were executed 

and we were all tortured. This is the message—my generation is the 

revolutionary generation—we wanted another world—a world without 

oppression and dictators. When I was on the stage, I said, I am in front of 

400 people. I am important—we are all important but at that moment it 

was my responsibility to give my message to the people (June 29, 2012). 

 

 Faryad felt pleased with the impact of the public testimony. She felt that it was an 

opportunity for others to really understand the history of violence and of resistance: 

When we were finished and showed people what we did—amazing. For 

me it was great. …It was so much—very good—we can do everything—

even the Canadian students—they could see our history—we didn’t say all 

details but people could catch it—what happened at that time in the history 

of Iran (July 11, 2012). 

 

 As an Iranian sitting in the audience, Abi was particularly interested in the presence of 

people from outside the Iranian community at the Talking Prison event. This was the first 

connection she had with the project: 
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There were several things that were interesting: One was that different 

generations were participating and Canadians were also engaged, it was 

not just Iranians. Usually in this particular subject, is interesting for 

Iranians but not necessarily for Canadians. I remember the dance, it was 

mostly performed by Canadian women and they were so enthusiastic about 

it. Also—this particular period that you are talking about, the younger 

generation isn’t that interested in it anymore. I saw that even younger 

generation is part of it (May 4, 2012). 

 

 By the time that Lines of Resistance event was held, Abi was a participant in the project. 

She continued to be impacted and humbled that “Canadians” would attend the exhibit: 

Again, people from different backgrounds—many Canadians. This was 

strange for me but they showed up. I saw my classmates there—I was 

amazed that they came (May 4, 2012). 

 

 Roshanak was particularly interested in the possibility that dance had to communicate 

with people outside of the Iranian community: 

The Iranian community knows what happens there—we are aware of the 

stories but we want to reach to other communities and cultures. If it speaks 

to other communities in the way that words can’t, it would be great 

(May 7, 2012). 

 

 As a member of the audience and a former political prisoner, Khosrow felt that the 

artwork and performance had played an important role in communicating the story to others in 

the audience who had had similar experiences, but also to those who were hearing the story for 

the first time: 

Those who created the art and in fact—this was a way for them to explain 

their pain and it gave them peace. They see that people are responding to 

what happened. I saw that. The second group who didn’t have any 

experience, they had an awareness, that they would like to participate—to 

show their sympathy to those who had painful experiences. They also 

wanted to see what happened. When I saw the exhibition, if I hadn’t had 

the experience myself, I would not be the same person. In order to get 

more result of this—it should not be one snapshot. It needs to happen more 

often. We all are very busy in our life—but if we have this more often—

every few months—it would become part of me and trigger me to do 

something for it even though it wasn’t my country. It didn’t just happen to 
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them but it also happened to me—when I look at this point deeper 

(June 26, 2012). 

 

 The performance of resistance through the art workshops and the performances/exhibits 

pushed the boundaries of transformative learning past a focus on personal or group healing to a 

place of praxis where the act of resistance became a unity of action and thought—productive 

consciousness (Mayo, 1993). Paula Allman talks about the danger of a praxis that does not take 

into consideration the totality of social relations, which can result in the reproduction of the 

social order and the absence of any real or lasting change (Allman, 1999, pp. 5-8). The public 

performance was essential, because it took the performance of resistance that was central to the 

art workshops and because it created the moment of critical praxis—how the audience could 

come to be participants in this important act of resistance. 

 As women and men were willing to meet together, to remember together, and to 

remember publicly, the strength of the IRI and of other oppressive states was diminished.  Often 

oppressive states are given power because the atrocities that they have committed are not talked 

about and so they are never called to accountability.  The presence and performance opened up 

new possibilities for growth in the strength of the resistance against systems that silence the 

voices that oppose them, holding them accountable. The people who attended the events were 

impacted and expressed gratitude after the event in e-mail messages like this one: 

“You are an inspiration to us all. Thank you for your perseverance. May 

you find hope in the work you do because what you are doing is changing 

the world” (name withheld, personal communication, April 17, 2011). 

 

This was an acknowledgement that resisting oppressive state practices in a regime like the IRI 

was service, not just to the people of Iran, but to a larger global community where many people 

suffer under oppressive state policies and actions. 
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 Heather Read shared her reaction to working with the artwork and the participants in 

putting together the exhibit: 

I also remember feeling very honoured that I had had the chance to 

work with such strong and brave people, even indirectly. And, I 

remember feeling patriotic too—how wonderful that we live in a 

country where these women can come and live relatively safely, and 

where they can congregate together and share their stories. And where 

they can vote, and write letters, and protest things, and have art shows, 

and encourage other people to become activists. I remember feeling 

lucky. And, I think that ties in with my renewed (or new?) sense of art 

activism. One of the special things about Canada, I think, is that it is a 

space where things like that can happen (May  11, 2012).  

 

Jelin suggests that “In broader social contexts, it is possible to identify some of those “others” 

willing to listen in the coming of age of new generations—new generations that ask questions 

and express a willingness to understand, but who are free of the historical burden that weighs 

upon the common sense of a generation or a social group that has been victimized” (2003, 

p. 112). This is something that has been important to the Iranian community. Over the last three 

decades, the IRI has attempted to render invisible the part of Iranian history that included leftist 

resistance against the Islamic Republic of Iran. This has meant that the younger generation has 

had very little access to the stories of state violence or the stories of resistance that are part of 

their own history. 

 The younger generation of Iranians who participated in the project as artist facilitators or 

who attended the different events were an important presence. Because of the state-enforced 

silence surrounding the suppression of resistance following the Iranian Revolution in 1979, many 

younger Iranians have not had access to these stories of resistance.  For many of them, the only 

resistance they had been aware of was following the Iranian elections in 2009. As the artist 

facilitators met former political prisoners and heard their stories of both violence and resistance, 

they began to connect the experiences of their generation to those of their parents and 
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grandparents. This strengthened the artist facilitators’ resolve to actively participate in resistance. 

As the younger generation of Iranians attended the different events, they responded powerfully to 

what they saw. Many of the youth in the audience at the Talking Prison event responded 

powerfully to the telling of the stories. In addition, a number of the comments recorded in the 

guestbook from the Lines of Resistance exhibit indicate that young Iranians were standing in 

solidarity with former political prisoners, and that interacting with the stories of former political 

prisoners had impacted them: 

I have strange feeling! Following a long cooperation and hard work, every 

effort and color was exhibited. A result that can reveal my feelings to 

many people. I spoke to many individuals. They were very much affected 

by what they saw. I am very glad that this group came together and 

cooperated to relay this important message to non-Iranians. 

  

I am very proud of having been a part of this project. 

 I am enchanted to see so much volume and color coming out of the 

belly of darkness of prison. In the hope of days full of light and color for 

the Lands of the East. 

 

Dear artists—thank you so much for sharing your experiences and insights 

through art and words. It is important that silences are broken, and that we 

all work together to heal humanity, end violence and build true peace and 

freedom. 

 

This art was very powerful to me. It was bittersweet; beautiful yet very 

painful. It has inspired me to fight harder to end violent repression forever. 

Thank you so much. 

 

Peace and Love—it is beautiful to see so many deep and inspiring artworks 

by people who are able to move others who didn’t go through torture—
they did it by visual representation. I thank each and every single artist 

who took part in this project. I ask you to continue to let your voices be 

heard. Before today I had no idea about the torture and injustice happening 

in Iran. The paintings really expressed a lot. Please continue. Don’t stop 

(names withheld, personal communication, April 17, 2011). 

 

 This was important to the former political prisoners and their supporters who participated 

in the art workshops and events, because it allowed them to give testimony to their 
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experiences—to “pass the torch” to those who will need to carry on resisting the oppressive state 

of the IRI. Within every culture, there is a generational gap and this is even more true within 

communities in the diaspora, because there is a disconnect that the younger generation feels 

towards the country from which their parents have come, because they have either little or no 

memory of the place (Fletcher, 2007). This is even more true when parents have been forced to 

leave the country because of state violence. The experiences of parents or grandparents become 

invisible, because there is no direct physical reminder of those experiences.  

 There were three young Iranian women who were a part of the team of artist facilitators 

who supported the art creation, Ava, Shaer, and Roshanak Jaberi. Each one of them reflected on 

the importance of their participation in the project. Ava shared that, growing up, she had very 

little access to stories of former political prisoners. She had visited her aunt in prison but, after 

her aunt was released from prison, the family never talked about the experience again. Ava 

appreciated hearing the stories and understanding a part of history that had remained obscured. 

She was very moved by the way the stories were told at the Talking Prison event: 

It was very interesting. The visual expression of what they had 

experienced. As an artist when I was getting back from the workshops, I 

was thinking about it visually. In the event, I saw how people expressed 

themselves differently—in poetry, in dance and in drama. I was really 

impressed with the dance—I thought how can they express prisoner’s 

experience so well. It was like they had experienced it. I was crying all the 

time—my friend was crying. There was another artist with us and she was 

crying. I felt that they—we felt they expressed themselves very well 

(May 14, 2012). 

 

 Shaer had grown up in Iran and was aware of the violence and resistance there, but had 

never been connected to it. Her participation in the project opened her up to the possibility of her 

own resistance: 

Wow—sort of the saying—one generation plants the tree and another 

generation enjoys the shade. How much pain people have gone through 
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and continue to go through in Iran. People my age are still fighting there. 

That, and also listening without judging, without having any perceptions, 

assumptions, bias—listening and learning and being humble. That’s the 

biggest thing (June 17, 2012). 

 

 Roshanak came to the project with a feeling that she wanted to somehow respond to the 

violence of the 2009 uprising in Iran. She felt helpless—not sure how she could respond or take 

action: 

I was really moved and touched by it. It is amazing how you can be living 

in another country and be removed from all of the hype and the action and 

yet still feel connected, part of what is happening. It was amazing. It 

triggered in me a desire to do something about what was happening in my 

homeland. Some sort of artistic work—at the time I wasn’t sure when or 

how, where do I begin? Who do I talk to? I had no idea how this would 

even transpire. All I knew was that I needed to use my art in a way that 

could contribute and maybe change what was happening...... All of a 

sudden—here was this art workshop. (May 7, 2012). 

 

Although Roshanak’s participation in the project has been life-changing, her family has 

not been enthusiastic about her participation. Part of this is because they worry for her safety, but 

she also feels that they are skeptical about the kind of change that is truly possible through this 

kind of action: 

My family. …talk about it but discouraged me from getting involved. 

They are not quite happy with my involvement with this project. They 

think it is great work but wonder why I have to do it. There is an air of 

skepticism—really how much difference does activism make?  I am not 

sure if it is a category of Persian people—yes it is happening but really 

how much of a difference is it going to make. Sometimes it makes me 

question whether I will make a difference (May 7, 2012). 

 

 In addition to the impact that the participation had on these young Iranian women, their 

presence and that of other young Iranians who attended the events was very encouraging for the 

former political prisoners. Goli felt encouraged by the fact that there were so many people from 

the younger generation who connected to the art workshops and to the different public events:  
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It was very good and positive because this generation hasn’t had 

experiences that we had with this. They have been living here most of the 

time—except for Ava who came a few years ago. They were raised here 

and didn’t have those experiences. I think it would be really great to draw 

more young people—they are the ones who can actually make a difference 

in the final analysis. They can take it and move it forward—exposing the 

IRI or becoming involved politically. I think it is important for them to 

become involved so they get kind of inspired to do more (June 14, 2012). 

 

 Faryad saw the presence of the younger Iranians as important, because it was evidence 

that the regime had not been successful in stopping the resistance:  

They wanted to cut our generation from the next generation—the period of 

time—they thought they were successful but they were unable to beat it 

out of us. The new generation the young people—they didn’t know what 

happened to us—then slowly we started to write in Farsi—people who 

were in prison—what happened at that time. But, writing is not enough—

we need to start to make films—theatre—make something like a show to 

tell the new generation what happened (July 11, 2012). 

 

 For Eshgh, the presence of younger Iranians was important, because they needed to hear 

the stories so that they could understand what had happened: 

The good thing is that the young generation came—after the revolution, 

for example, they are 20 or 20 something, they didn’t know what had 

come before. They thought that these people, like Kherad, they made a bad 

change and [that what came before was better] (July 25, 2012). 

 

 Khosrow recognized the need for the younger generation to connect to the stories of his 

generation: 

My generation is getting old—the same people are coming—we need to 

appeal to younger generation—so we started using music that we don’t 

like as much but to make it joyful—not just about torture. They need to 

know what has happened in our generation (June 26, 2012). 

 

 Connecting with the younger generation and sharing stories began a process of making 

those experiences of both violence and resistance more visible to the younger generation. This is 

one way for these former political prisoners to ensure that their important fight against injustice 

will be taken up by the next generation. As long as there are those who remember, those 
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experiences and their significance will not be lost. Abi feels that these stories need to be told 

because, if they are not, each generation will end up fighting the same fight as the last: 

I think that it is because of the force of the pressure of the people—they 

want to forget—they don’t want to carry the bitter memories with 

themselves. There is a difference between the people growing up outside 

of Iran and the people growing up in Iran. The people growing up inside 

Iran, they have their own problems. They don’t want to look back. History 

for them is so distorted that they don’t trust it anymore. It is important to 

clear up history for them. When I was growing up, every year, they 

changed the history books—we moved from a monarchy to the Islamic 

Republic—they eliminated the kings one by one in front of our eyes. You 

don’t know what to believe anymore and you have so many troubles in the 

present day in your hands (May 4, 2012). 

 

 Former political prisoners, artist facilitators, and audience members—including Iranians 

from a younger generation—were impacted by the performance. And, in the end, the witnesses 

have the choice to take up the stories they have heard and seen. Taylor talks about the witnesses 

of performances as “accepting the danger and the responsibilities of seeing and then acting on 

what was seen”(2003, p. 211). Taylor feels that the witnessing is transferable, that “the theatre, 

like the testimony, the photograph, film or report, can make witnesses of others” (Taylor, 

2003:211). 

 This is something that Barbara Reid has chosen to do. As she reflected on her work with 

the Words, Colour, Movement project, she recognizes that it has changed the way she looks at 

the world and at her own art. This process began as I shared Raha’s story with her in my initial e-

mail in 2009. She shared: 

You have to pick what and think about who is listening to your story 

because it is not just you. Empathy is the other thing artists do—get inside 

someone else’s experience and try to imagine what it’s like. That’s really 

important too. That’s what happens when you meet people who have 

experienced things that you have read about. It’s real and you can’t help 

but think how would I have reacted? That starts you thinking in a way that 

is maybe more positive, more careful or more thoughtful—make it stand 
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for something somehow. I think that it makes you a better person (May 17, 

2012). 

 

 One of the questions I asked each research participant was whether they saw the 

resistance work they were engaged in against the IRI as connecting to other issues world-wide. 

What I was interested in knowing was whether they were able to think about making connections 

and working with others against different forms of state violence. Many of them shared in their 

interviews that this is the kind of political consciousness they had had in pre-revolution Iran 

(prior to 1979). Goli shared that she and her friends who were involved with the Confederation 

of Iranian students connected and supported any progressive cause: 

They said boycott lettuce because they aren’t paying the migrant workers 

who are picking the lettuce an adequate wage. So we did—and instead we 

used to eat cabbage—we replaced it with cabbage for a full year. We 

participated in any kind of progressive movement  

(June 14, 2012). 

 

 The other former political prisoners told similar stories of their involvement in many 

different kinds of resistance. As young people in Iran, they cared about the quality of life of their 

neighbours—their fellow Iranians and those resisting injustice around the world. Many of the 

former political prisoners expressed a similar sentiment in their interviews. Omid shared that he 

really feels like we have to fight injustice wherever it is: 

In Germany they say “One World—Our World”  Our world is getting 

smaller and smaller—if they shoot many people in Africa or Asia—or for 

example in Canada they killed many native people—this is all history. 

Now if someone is killed in Africa—we know this from the news. Our 

world has become close and small. We need to do something with any part 

of it—activists—we have to do it for everybody not just one group.. 

 

He went on to say: 

What is our responsibility? We have to make a better society—for all of 

us—to say to the oppressive regimes—your time is over—you need to go. 

Gandhi wanted to talk with the dictators and tell them that their time was 

over. You see what happened in Libya and Egypt—their time is over. I 
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have to help them, you have to help them. If any part of this world is free, 

it means that I must help others in parts of the world that are not free 

(June 16, 2012).  

 

 In her interview, Raha shared a similar sentiment. She feels that people need to be aware 

of what is happening in the world around us. For her, being politically active in one space opens 

up the possibility to be politically active in many other spaces: 

When you are talking about your own life, I am thinking about all of the 

steps that I have passed. For my future—more scientifically—what is my 

next step for changing this world. The important thing is that this world 

must change—the world is not fair or just. There are so many problems 

around the world. This kind of workshop helps me as an activist—you 

were that, your identity is this, you have a responsibility for this world 

(June 29, 2012). 

 

 For Khosrow, this is important because he sees that in order to see lasting change in the 

world, it is important to be aware of the world around us: 

People don’t have an awareness, they don’t have eyes that see what is 

going on around them. Everyone has a cage—this is my house, my car, my 

son, my daughter. They don’t always see others. If I am really aware, I 

should react. If it is Iran, Pakistan, Bangladesh—every corner of the earth. 

We have one universe and we are all part of this universe. You know in 

physics—every small particle movement affects everything else (June 26, 

2012). 

 

As people from other spaces who have experienced injustice are part of that audience, 

they may help to find new and creative ways to address the current issue. Other “others” may 

also play this role—individuals and groups that approach the issues involved, bringing with 

them, as Jelin suggests, “other historical frameworks and other cultural understandings. Here, as 

in many other social processes, intercultural dialogue is a source of creativity” (2003, p. 118). 

This has been one of the goals of the Words, Colour, Movement project—to bring others to a 

deeper understanding of what happened in Iran and continues to happen in Iran and many other 

places in the world. 



199 

 

The Challenge of Communicating the Message 

Even though everyone involved in the project paid close attention to how the purpose of the art 

workshops and their message of resistance was being communicated, there were still times when 

the meaning was missed. The best example of this was our encounter with a reporter from the 

Toronto Star. A month prior to the exhibit at Beit Zatoun, Trish Crawford, a reporter with that 

paper, approached us with the request to do an article about the art workshops.  A lot of time was 

spent in preparation for the meeting with her. The article (Crawford, 2011) was published just 

prior to the exhibit at Beit Zatoun, and its message was disappointing. Instead of focusing on the 

resistance of the former political prisoners, it focused on the healing that these women and men 

had received through the process of art making. It also featured the participants in the art 

workshops as women and men in the way that people who have experienced violence are often 

represented—as victims. They were painted as people who had suffered and lost many things 

through their experiences of incarceration. The article failed to capture the significance of the art 

making in both community building and in the continued resistance of former political prisoners 

and their supporters.  

 It was a good lesson for us that, sometimes, despite best your efforts, actions and 

meaning can be lost in the interpretation.  All of the project participants had hoped that the article 

would increase the spaces and scope of resistance by telling the story of these women and men 

and the art workshops in a way that portrayed them as active agents in their own lives and their 

acts of resistance. Instead the article focused on the art workshops as places where people who 

had been affected by violence could feel better about themselves and the world. It was definitely 

a nice human interest story, and it captured a small piece of what was happening in the art 

workshops, but it did not go far enough. In this case, the telling of the story minimized the 
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importance of the art workshop participants—instead of being portrayed as active subjects, they 

were relegated to the position of object or other. This was not, however, the only way that the art 

workshops or exhibits were understood. There were two other articles written on a blog and on a 

website, and these captured the significance of art as a tool for resistance, and portrayed 

participants as subjects with the capacity to effect positive change (Association for Women’s 

Rights in Development, 2011; Gray, 2011). 

 What I learned from this experience is that you need to be very strategic in how you 

communicate the message to people outside the movement. You cannot guarantee that your 

intended message will be understood by everyone. You might be telling a story in a particular 

way, but the person receiving that story may not hear it in the way it is offered and may also 

have preconceived notions of what is happening and what aspects of the story they should assign 

importance to. I also learned that, in order to communicate your message effectively, you need to 

seek multiple spaces and forums, looking for people and spaces that have the capacity to receive 

what you have to give in the spirit in which it is offered. All of this is part of the learning process 

that took place in both the art workshops and the public performances. 

 As Canadians, we like to think of ourselves as a nation that upholds democracy and 

human rights. However, there have been historic moments when individual or community 

experiences have been obscured from public memory because they do not serve the purpose of 

the state. Examples of this are the government-sanctioned Japanese internment camps during 

WWII and the government treatment of indigenous peoples in state institutions like residential 

schools. It took many years of work by advocates to get official recognition of these atrocities 

committed against individuals and communities, and will take even more time for individuals 

and communities to receive compensation for their experiences. In the meantime, even when 
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justice looks more possible than it did two decades ago, these two communities are still dealing 

with the after-effects of their experiences of state-sanctioned violence. 

 Conversations following a traumatic event can become “black and white,” and this is 

where the controversy becomes passionately engaged by both sides. Hinton and O’Neill suggest 

that, in order to look at the truth in the aftermath of violent situations, one must be willing to 

engage shades of grey (2009b, p. 13). Doing this can be very difficult, considering the passion 

that each “side” of the conflict invests in their truth about the particular situation. In situations of 

genocide, the population often faces traumatic shock in the aftermath. As the government of 

Rwanda has begun to rebuild their country, they have articulated a discourse of national unity in 

both domestic and international spaces. This has been particularly true in the way in which they 

have both memorialized and commemorated the genocide and constructed victim (Tutsi) and 

perpetrator (Hutu) (Burnet, 2009, p. 80). This construction has actually polarized survivors and 

stunted their ability to mourn, since it marginalizes people who were victims of the genocide but 

don’t fit into these constructed categories (O’Neill and Hinton, 3009, p. 15). Hutu people 

(particularly women) who were affected either directly (through rape) or indirectly (through 

death or wounding of immediate family members) are not given official victim status, and 

therefore have no forums in which to express their grief and no access to government or foreign 

aid to assist in their recovery (Burnet, 2009, p. 90). 

 Similar controversy can be observed in post-genocide states like the Sudan, where the 

international community has been present in monitoring the recovery process. Hutchinson argues 

that, although the international presence in the form of the human rights field operation was 

meant to determine who was responsible for the atrocities committed, they ultimately did more 

to excuse and condone violence than to restrain or rectify it (2009, p. 75). 



202 

 

 Like many of the genocides that have followed the Holocaust, determining who were the 

victims has not been an easy task. The challenge of rebuilding lives and seeking justice following 

such atrocities is difficult. Convicting people based on memory was complicated, and there were 

even instances when people known to have committed crimes as part of the Third Reich were 

allowed to go free because memories of abuse were not accompanied by evidence, or the 

articulation of particular situations was not clear (Conot, 1983; Goldhagen, 1996). This places 

importance on the role of survivors and memory projects in cases where the state has perpetrated 

the crimes. People who have had crimes committed against them need to be willing to speak up 

and to speak publicly about their experiences. There also need to be systems put into place to 

support people willing to speak up against state violence.  

Conclusion 

The process of remembering is complicated, because our lives are connected to and impacted by 

many external forces. Remembering has often been connected to controversy as it has become a 

tool to affirm the telling of stories and history in a particular way. As the ways our stories are 

both told and accessed has expanded, and particular experiences have been given more space, the 

need for people to tell alternative stories has increased. This chapter has discussed both the 

challenges and the importance of remembering rightly through the case of women and men who 

have been actively engaged in resistance against a regime that has sought to silence their stories.  

 This chapter has also discussed the genre of resistance literature and the role that it plays 

in recording stories and experiences of people who are less-represented. PanteA Bahrami, 

Marina Nemat, Chowra Makaremi and Shahla Talebi have all made important contributions to 

this genre through the writing and producing of their acts of public testimony. The women and 

men who participated in the Words, Colour, Movement project have made a significant 
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contribution to better understanding the importance of public testimony and the role of the 

witness in resistance. They have also made a contribution in further understanding the motivation 

behind giving acts of public testimony, as they discussed their representation of family and 

friends who were executed by the IRI. The process of memorialization is about remembering 

publicly and, through their creative acts of resistance, these women and men have begun the 

process of memorializing those who were executed for their beliefs. Although the work of the 

Words, Colour, Movement project has not progressed to a level where former political prisoners 

from Iran have been able to participate in organizing a human rights tribunal, educating the 

public about the injustice committed by the IRI has been an important goal of the different 

events. The women and men involved in the project are moving in the right direction, and a 

community needs to move at its own pace towards the different possibilities that the future holds.  

 The acts of public testimony that were a focus in this project connected former political 

prisoners with the memory of their resistance, as well as providing spaces for others to learn 

from their memories of violence and resistance. The silence surrounding the violence that former 

political prisoners experienced through the IRI has been transformed into acts of testimony and 

witness and the possibility for positive change.  
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CHAPTER FIVE:  SUPPORTING RESISTANCE 

Putting the Pieces Together 

As I was putting the pieces of my dissertation together, I thought a lot about where I wanted to 

include the manual that I created as a part of my work with the women and men involved with 

the Words, Colour, Movement project.  The two previous chapters were based on my review of 

the literature and the analysis of my data.  I decided to include the manual in the chapter 

following these two chapters because it is another way of interpreting and communicating the 

process that I participated in through my interactions with the project.  I have called this chapter, 

Supporting Resistance, because this manual represents the ways in which I have been able to 

support the important resistance work of former political prisoners from Iran. This manual is part 

of the dissertation rather than being an appendix because it represents one of the important 

outcomes of my participation with the project and of my research.  The knowledge that is 

represented in this manual is my contribution to the body of knowledge on community 

organizing.   

Why Create a Manual? 

It was important to me to have a component of my PhD dissertation that provided a resource for 

people working in community development work. I have already indicated that I came from the 

community development sector to do graduate studies. When I came to OISE/UT, I came with 

the conviction that I would not just do research that served to bolster my own career, but that I 

would seek to do research that had a direct positive impact and use to people working in 

community organizing and engagement. I kept this in mind as I worked with the Words, Colour, 

Movement project and as I conducted my PhD research. 



205 

 

 As I was doing my literature review, one of the things I found missing were written 

examples of  important memory and community building work being conducted with groups of 

people living in the diaspora. From my experience working in a variety of diverse communities, I 

knew that this absence was not reflective of the kind of work that is being done. The under-

representation of literature tracing stories of this type of work is most certainly connected to the 

contexts in which most memory projects are conducted: in underfunded community development 

work and through the grassroots connection of people who are political and extremely 

passionate, but lack the resources to write about the work they are doing. Community 

development work, particularly work that does not have tangible outcomes like employment or 

educational programs, is chronically underfunded, with staff often stretched to capacity. In this 

kind of environment, there is not space for writing about the work. Work done with diverse 

grassroots groups of people living in the diaspora is often not written about, because those doing 

the work lack time, knowledge of possible channels, and language resources. Knowing these 

barriers increases the importance of doing this work, theorizing, and writing about it. Through 

this dissertation, I have contributed to this important body of knowledge. However, a dissertation 

is not an accessible form for the people whom I believe could benefit from the work that has 

been done through the Words, Colour, Movement project. When I was working in full-time 

community development, I often wished there was a manual or accessible resource for me to 

draw on. This is how the idea for a manual arose. 

The Process of Creating the Manual 

After I had completed the first year of the Words, Colour, Movement project, I took a course 

called Working with Survivors of Trauma at OISE/UT. One of the assignments in the course was 

to work on a project that could be used by practitioners working with people who had 
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experienced violence. I chose to conceptualize a manual that detailed the experience of working 

on a memory project with people who had experienced state violence. This was the genesis of 

this manual. 

  Over the last three years, I have edited and rewritten various sections of the manual. 

Through different conversations and connections, I have had the chance to see this manual used 

as part of the curriculum and reading list in two different courses, one on Popular Education and 

the other on Community Development. One of the requests I made of people using the manual in 

their classes was to provide feedback about the manual. The result of this feedback, as well as 

my revisiting and revising of the text as the project has changed and grown, forms the remainder 

of this chapter.  The language and approach I use in this manual are purposely accessible, 

because the intention is that this manual will be used in diverse communities who have not had 

exposure to theoretical texts. This is a “how-to” tool. You will also find represented in the 

manual both the narrative and a number of the ideas that I discussed earlier in the dissertation. 

The manual is meant to be a stand-alone document, and so this repetition is necessary. 
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Figure 41: Manual Cover 
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How to Use This Manual 

This manual brings together some of the lessons learned in working with a group of former 

political prisoners from Iran. My work began seven years ago when I started my MA degree in 

the Adult Education and Community Development program at the Ontario Institute for Studies in 

Education at the University of Toronto (OISE/UT), Canada. I had worked for the previous 10 

years with women in various marginalized communities in both Canada and Bangladesh. In my 

community work, I had used art and various creative approaches as tools for engagement. My 

interest was in providing spaces and new forms of expression for creative resistance, and using 

this approach was also a good fit for working with former political prisoners from Iran on a 

creative project. Based on my experience working in various communities, I know that there is 

important creative work being done in marginalized communities. The difficulty with most of 

this work is that the people facilitating the work are often too busy to take the time to write about 

their experiences. This manual represents my effort to record some of the work I have 

participated in as part of the project, so that others can learn from and add to it.   

 This manual brings together my experience with the process of bringing people together, 

learning to live and work in community, and—through the use of art—finding ways to protest 

against the forces that caused the trauma. It does this in a number of ways: through a narrative of 

the process, by drawing on important work that has been done with trauma and the arts, and by 

providing a resource of activities used in our art workshops. 

 I am not a former political prisoner from Iran, but I do stand in solidarity with these 

women and men, walking with them, bearing witness to their experiences of violence, and 

finding ways to support them in their healing processes.  
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 This manual is meant to be used as a resource guide: to spell out the things that have been 

learned in the project over the last five years and to provide practical resources so that you can 

run your own workshops. Violence can cause people to forget who they are—the purpose of this 

work and these activities is to remind people of who they are. 

Introduction 

For the last six years, I have been working with Iranians living in exile in Canada  who were 

imprisoned and tortured by the Islamic Republic of Iran (IRI). I was introduced to this group of 

women and men through my co-facilitator, Shahrzad Mojab. Through various kinds of torture, 

the state tried to break their spirits, eradicating their resistance. Many of those who left prison did 

so because of their resolve to survive and to continue to resist. They also left with many wounds: 

physical, mental, and emotional. However, in the post-imprisonment/post-trauma period, they 

did not have space or the resources to process this trauma. They did, however, continue to be 

politically active, and were always searching for ways to resist the IRI. There were a number of 

barriers to doing this effectively, namely, their lack of capacity in the English language and 

knowing how to invite others to join them in their resistance.  

 My work began with meeting individuals to help them acquire language skills in English 

so that they could speak out against state violence. As I listened to their stories, I began to gain a 

better understanding of what their prison experiences had been like; I learned more about their 

experiences of torture and some of the things that had allowed them to survive while 

incarcerated—their community and acts of creative expression. While in prison, most political 

prisoners had created beautiful things out of ordinary objects—pieces of stone, discarded 

packaging, bits of plastic bags, and date pits—;they also created sculptures from dough they 

made by mixing dry bread and water together.  
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Figure 42: Prison Art—Hand Holding Date Pits 

  
 

Soudabeh Ardavan, a former political prisoner, describes the function of art-making in 

the documentary From Scream to Scream (Bahrami, 2004). In her story, she also reflects the 

creativity and resourcefulness of the human spirit in the face of adversity. She says: 

I drew [pictures] with tea in a one-person cell. This was my last period in prison. I hid the 

razor from a pencil sharpener in my Chador. I cut some of my hair. Coincidentally I 

found a toothpick on the floor of a one person cell. I pulled a plastic thread from my sock. 

I put the hairs on this toothpick and closed it tightly. I sharpened the toothpick with the 

razor and made a brush. Most of my paintings were portraits. It made me calm. I felt like 

I was not alone. It was interesting that, unintentionally, all of the portraits were of the 

same people that I lived with during these years (Bahrami, 2004). 

 

The creation of art was significant in the lives of these former political prisoners, and yet 

many of them did not continue the practice when they left prison. In addition, community 

sustained them in prison and yet, after prison, it was difficult to maintain contact with the people 

who had been their companions through the pain of torture and imprisonment. There were many 

reasons for this: after prison, all of these women and men were under surveillance and were not 

allowed to connect with other former political prisoners; they all had difficulty figuring out what 

to do with themselves after many years completely isolated from society; and the continued 

This is an example of the kind of art 

that was made by political prisoner in 

Iranian prisons. This is a bookmark 

that was made by polishing date pits 

and attaching them through threads 

removed from clothing. This particular 

piece was smuggled out of prison as a 

gift to a family member living outside 

prison. 
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oppression of the IRI forced many of them into migration. They often had long periods in limbo, 

waiting in Turkey or Europe before being granted refugee status in Canada;  these periods of 

limbo were another form of torture, and the resettlement process was traumatizing in its own 

way.  

Judith Herman talks about how the violence that causes trauma breaks the attachments of 

family, friendship, love, and community, as well as shattering the construction of self in relation 

to others (Herman 1992:51). And so, as I contemplated how to work with and how to walk with 

these women and men, I realized that what needed to be put into place was a forum for former 

political prisoners  to come together, to tell stories through art, and to share and learn about new 

ways of living and speaking out against state-sponsored violence. This is how the art workshops 

began. In the following sections, the narrative will often refer to the pronoun “we”, this is often 

referring to observations or decisions concerning the process of the art workshops, made by 

myself and my co-facilitator, Shahrzad.  At times, “we” will also refer to communal decisions 

made by the group, such as the inclusion of particular events or processes.  I have tried to make it 

clear, who “we” is referring to in each case. 

Bringing People Together 

 

Because traumatic experiences shatter the construction of the self that is formed and 

sustained in relationship to others, coming together after they have experienced trauma will not 

necessarily happen naturally for survivors of state violence.  
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Figure 43: The Damage Violence Can Cause 

 
 

The process of coming together for former political prisoners has been slow. I had the 

privilege of coming into that process when a lot of groundwork had been done and working with 

someone who was trusted and respected within the Iranian community. The coming together 

began with an invitation; the continued meeting has required developing relationships. This 

works means an investment of time—in meeting regularly, and in beginning to engage with and 

understand the culture and history. You can do this by what I like to call “drinking tea” with 

people, taking time outside of art workshops to engage in people’s lives, visiting their homes and 

discovering what is important to them. I do not just ask people to come to MY art workshops, I 

invite them to join OUR art workshops, and I also attend different community events such as 

cultural events or protests. When people begin to take ownership of the art workshops, their 

perception of themselves, their fellow group members, and the possibility for change is 

transformed. The process of engaging people and giving them responsibility for some aspects of 

the group is essential for success. 

Violence can shatter families, 

friendships, community, the 

capacity to love and to relate to 

others. Particularly when the 

violence happens to a group of 

people, part of the healing needs 

to happen within the context of 

community.  
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The Importance of Story  

We are made of stories. Story is the place where possible meets the actual. Stories are the 

beginning of histories, tradition, and culture. They form our identity—they explain where we 

have come from and help us discern where we are going. As a facilitator, it is important to listen 

to all the voices and all the stories, even when those stories seem to contradict one another. In the 

culture of torture and trauma, people have been silenced. It is important to ensure that this does 

not continue to happen.  Providing outlets for expression empowers individuals and groups of 

people. 

The Function of Art 

Art nurtures relationships on many levels: 

 It nurtures the relationship of the individual to themselves. Through art and individual 

exploration, people can discover their own interests and talents. 

 It builds relationship with others. In the context of art workshops, people are invited into 

community. They are invited to collaborate and to find communal expression. 

 It builds relationships with people outside the community by providing them with access 

to the experiences of those within the community.  

 It educates and has the potential to move people to action in response to the artistic 

expression. In the case of our work, the effect of the creation of art was to give people a 

sense of freedom. This freedom then increased their capacity to express and to engage 

outside of themselves. 
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Figure 44: The Freedom of Remembering 

 
 

Building Trust 

Trust is also something that is shattered in victims of torture and imprisonment. The oppressive 

regime uses force in the form of pain or coercion to compel people to betray members of their 

families, friends, and communities. Within the prison system, betrayal and complicity is 

rewarded. Survivors of this twisted society are left with a shattered view of what it means to trust 

as well as whom they can trust. As a result, providing a space and context where these women 

and men can learn to trust again is important. It is essential to set good, healthy boundaries 

within the art workshop context. This can be done by inviting people to talk about what makes 

them feel safe. Three of the exercises that we, as facilitators. have used as tools to explore this 

issue and to learn how to build trust are: 

 Brainstorming  

 Individual collage  

 Collaborative collage 

Remembering Together 

Remembering can be complicated. It becomes even more complicated in situations where people 

have experienced violence. There have been times when people chose not to participate in the 

workshops, because they told me that they refuse to be in a group where someone remembers an 

The freedom may come in remembering, being allowed to 

remember what has happened in the past, and it can also 

provide people with the possibility of dreaming into the 

future. It can give freedom today by the very act of 

allowing the horror of the past to be unlocked. When it is 

unlocked, it is exposed to light—and light shows the 

horror for what it is. The darkness gave it power and 

energy. 
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event or a situation differently than they do. In general, people do remember the same event 

differently—this happens because each person is different and perceives things differently as 

they happen. In situations where violence is present and there is resulting trauma, this increases. 

People may experience the same situation differently because of their age, gender, social class, 

or economic situation. They may experience a situation differently because of their personality 

type or because of previous experiences. 

You cannot hope to change this—the way people remember is part of their identity. You 

can, however, provide a space for people to remember together—a place where people feel the 

freedom to express their experiences. This will require talking about the issue of remembering 

and experiences with all members of the group. As with the issue of trust, this will be something 

that people need to build together into their community. Because people were often forced into 

betraying those they loved, it is conceivable that within a group of people from the same country, 

the same experience of imprisonment, and even the same political movement, there will be 

people who were on different sides of a conflict. People need to feel that they are able to 

remember their experiences without being judged. This is a difficult task but it can be done by: 

 Acknowledging that the enemy was and is the oppressive regime 

 Acknowledging that the regime was determined to destroy community 

 Acknowledging that within the prison system, physical, emotional, and mental torture 

caused people to make decisions for their own survival 

 Acknowledging that there needs to be space for people to remember 

 Discussing the different sides of a situation when conflict arises 

 Fostering an environment that is inclusive of people’s ideas and memories 

Building Community and Purpose 

Within community groups, you may have different generations and experiences. This, along with 

the nature of the violence and the culture people come from, will shape the community. Often, 
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the nature of the discussions is difficult as people navigate through the painful experiences that 

caused their trauma. Celebrations need to be included as part of the community you are building. 

In the case of our work, celebrations happened in the following ways: 

 Food is integral to what we do—we always begin with a time of eating food, drinking 

coffee, and celebrating together 

 When someone has a special event—such as becoming a citizen—we celebrate with them 

 When someone is part of a special event—cultural or political—we support them 

 We include music as part of the art workshops 

 We celebrate the good stories and acknowledge the painful ones—it is inevitable that 

within every experience, there are both positive and negative memories; we allow space 

for ALL memories and experiences 

 

Determining the purpose of the group can be a challenge. Judith Herman talks about this purpose 

or mission as the survivor mission. When survivors recognize either a political or religious 

dimension to their experience, their survivor mission is formed. Most survivors seek the 

resolution of their traumatic experiences through engaging with their personal lives. It is a 

significant minority who feel called to engage a wider world as a result of their traumatic 

experience. When they choose to do this, they see the possibility of transforming their own 

experience by using it as the basis for social action. They recognize that, although there is no 

way to compensate for the atrocity they experienced, it can be transformed by making it a gift to 

others. This can have a redemptive effect (Herman, 1992, p. 207). The survivor mission can be 

an important piece in the process of unlocking self and moving forward into greater freedom, 

because social action offers the survivor a source of power that draws on her own initiative, 

energy, and resourcefulness, but that magnifies these qualities far beyond her own capacities. It 

offers her an alliance with others based on cooperation and shared purpose. Participation is 

organized, demanding social efforts that call on the survivor’s most mature and adaptive coping 
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strategies of patience, anticipation, altruism, and humor. People gain a sense of connection with 

the best in other people, and can transcend the boundaries of their particular time and place 

(Herman, 1992, p. 208).  

Art Workshops 

There are many different forms you can use for your art workshops. If you are working with a 

group for the first time, you may want to experiment with the forms. In the case of Iranian 

former political prisoners, we began with writing workshops and moved to visual art workshops, 

eventually introducing drama and dance. We chose to progress this way, because the initial 

reason the group wanted to meet together was to begin to write their stories in order to speak out 

against state-sponsored violence. As people told their stories, it became apparent that many of 

them had created visual art in prison and that the creation of the art had been a life-affirming act. 

Inviting them into the act of creation in the safe space they now occupied had a very positive 

result—it was healing both individually and collectively. It also allowed participants to function 

outside of language. Functioning in a language that is not your mother tongue, particularly when 

talking about traumatic experiences, is difficult. Providing other means of communication in 

conjunction with verbal expression is very important. As participants gained more confidence in 

their abilities and in forms of expression, we introduced artistic forms that incorporated the body. 

Participants were slow in engaging in these more participatory workshops but, in the end, the 

expression made possible through the incorporation of the body was powerful—in both the 

process and the final product. 

Here are some suggestions for possible forms to incorporate (more information about 

conducting these kinds of workshops is provided for you in the activities section of this manual): 

 Corporate Collage 
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 Individual Collage 

 Plasticine Sculpture 

 Silk Screening 

 Drama 

 Digital Storytelling 

Engaging Artists as Facilitators 

You, as the facilitator of the workshop, may not have the capacity to facilitate workshops in 

every art form. This makes it important to connect with and engage artists who have these 

particular skills. While artists may be skilled in a particular artistic form of expression, they may 

not feel confident facilitating workshops. Our approach to negotiating this challenge is 

demonstrated in the story of Barbara Reid. 

The Story of Barbara Reid 

One of the long-time participants in the art workshops became interested in trying to use 

plasticine as a form of sculpture, after I gave her a book by Barbara Reid illustrated with 

plasticine sculpture. She remembered that, in prison, she had done sculpture—the medium she 

had used was dry bread crumbled and mixed with water. The illustrations she saw in Barbara’s 

books reminded her of those sculptures (all of which were destroyed by prison guards). Over a 

period of two years, she had made 10 different tableaus showing different scenes from prison—

some scenes depicting painful things she experienced in prison and others illustrating beautiful 

scenes of the camaraderie she experienced. 

 When we received funding from Ontario Arts Council and Toronto Arts Council for our 

project, we looked for artists who could offer specific instruction to participants. I sent an e-mail 

to Barbara, telling her this woman’s story and inviting her to facilitate workshops. She responded 

tentatively, asking for more information. This opened up a dialogue, and over the next few 
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weeks, I met with Barbara, sharing with her my experience, talking about possibilities, and 

discussing the history of Iranian political prisoners who had come to Canada as refugees. This 

included giving her a copy of We Lived to Tell: Political Prison Memoirs of Iranian Women, 

which told the stories of three Iranian women who had similar experiences to workshop 

participants. We also discussed specifics of working with people who had experienced trauma. 

At the end of our discussion, Barbara agreed to facilitate workshops. The result was a wonderful 

body of work that represented prison experiences and allowed participants to hope for what 

might be in the future. At our public performance and exhibition, Barbara shared that the 

experience of facilitating workshops had been transformative for her; it had changed her way of 

looking at the world. 

 Many artists are not even aware of their capacity to participate in this kind of 

transformative process. Think about the artists you know or are connected with in some way. 

Even if they have had no prior connection with political movements or facilitating art 

workshops, they have the potential to be great allies in this process. Invite the artists around you 

into discussion, and engage with them in thinking through possibilities. The results can be 

transformative. Over the last five years, we have worked with over 20 different artists from 

various artistic backgrounds. Some had worked in community arts in the past, while for others, 

working with us was their first experience. In all cases, we spent a significant amount of time 

educating the artists about the lived experiences of our participants throughout the process. This 

included giving them books to read, film discussions,  and one-on-one meetings. 

Forming Partnerships 

I have already discussed how important it is for the participants in the workshops to be engaged 

in the process and to take ownership of their learning and healing. It is equally important for 
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others to gain the same sense in their participation. Forming partnerships is integral to the 

success of your work. One of the important aspects of the survivor mission (Herman, 1992) is for 

people who have experienced trauma to connect with a larger purpose, including educating and 

speaking to others about their experiences. Partners can provide this outlet, as well as providing 

support in the process of speaking out against the perpetrators of the violence that caused the 

trauma. In the case of our work, we have engaged with artists, activists, community educators, 

gallery curators, funding agencies, and the press.  

With Artists 

As I mentioned above, forming partnerships with artists is essential to the success of the 

workshops. They provide artistic input as well as support for participants and for you the 

organizers. It is encouraging for participants to have people from outside their social circle to 

respond to the stories they are sharing, bearing witness to their testimonies. It is also important to 

have artistic input on different forms of expression. In the case of our work, many artists have 

produced work based on their interaction with former political prisoners. This has taken the form 

of dance performances, drama, and visual art pieces. Their contributions have enhanced our work 

and provided new opportunities for future work involving these artists. 

With Activists and Educators 

Not everyone is an artist but everyone has a way to contribute. As people have heard about our 

work, we have received many enquiries about participating in or supporting our work in some 

way. Many of these people are not artists (though there are many activists who also identify as 

artists), but they all have something to contribute. We have made it our practice to always find a 

way to include people, no matter what their particular gifts. The importance of including activists 
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is that they often have experience with other forms of activism, and creative ways to 

communicate with the public, institutions, and government strategically. The importance of 

including educators is to allow them to both learn and contribute. It is important for us to 

encourage others to engage in forms of informal learning and alternative approaches to working 

with survivors of trauma. In the case of all of these participants, their presence is encouraging to 

participants; their interest in their experiences and the fact that they are bearing witness to their 

experiences of violence makes their presence a significant part of the healing process for the 

survivors. 

The Challenge of Inviting People In 

The biggest challenge for us in inviting others into the process was the time it required of us. 

With each new person you invite into the process, you need to spend time helping them 

determine where they fit in. It was also important for us to ensure that the people joining us knew 

that the stories and experiences that were a part of the discussion might be difficult to hear, and 

to provide them with support as they processed through the things that had been shared with 

them.  We took certain precautions in this process: 

 Ensured that people were educated before they arrived at the first workshop—meeting 

with them to discuss the nature of the workshops and the experiences of participants, give 

them reading material and films to watch 

 Engaged in discussions about the workshops between meetings 

 Raised the issue that hearing stories of torture, imprisonment and abuse can be difficult 

and provided people with resources to access if they need to 

With other institutions 

In order for a movement to be sustained, it is important to form partnerships with different 

institutions. In the case of our work, running art workshops and arranging for strategic 

performances and exhibitions requires funding. Although it is possible to rely on the goodwill of 
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people for locations to hold events, time and support for running the art workshops, and funds to 

buy art supplies, it will be difficult to sustain your work if you do not have some kind of external 

funding. We are still figuring this process out and are currently strategically planning for long-

term sustainability. We do, however, have some lessons learned in our process: 

 Figure out which funding bodies are most suited to your particular work (in our case, we 

specifically targeted art councils and their community arts funding) 

 Arrange to meet with those funders—part of the job of the funding officer of the program 

to which you are applying is to meet with potential applicants and to help them put 

together their proposal 

 Write out a brief project description with possible outcomes prior to arranging a meeting; 

you need to sell the program officer on your proposed project—they will be an important 

ally 

 If you receive funding, make sure you maintain contact with the program officer and 

invite them to all events you are holding as part of the project 

 If you do not receive funding, arrange a meeting to discover how you could improve your 

application 

 Once you have completed your project, make sure that you complete all necessary reports 

and discuss future funding opportunities with the program officer 

 

Public Testimony 

 

Former political prisoners chose to participate in our workshops and in this particular movement 

in order to find new ways to protest, to speak out against state-sponsored violence. The ways in 

which they have protested in the past included demonstrating, speaking out against the 

government of Iran in public demonstrations. Over the last number of years, they shared that 

they wanted to find more effective ways of protesting. They wondered how they could set the 

context for the people outside their group to understand their experiences and why it is so 

important to speak out against state-sponsored violence. One of the things we did as part of our 

Words, Colour, Movement workshops was to hold a public performance. This event was titled 
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Talking Prison, Creating Art and Making Justice, and was held in June 2010. This event was 

held at the Hart House Theatre at the University of Toronto, Canada, and combined drama, 

dance, musical performance, and testimonies from participants and artists about the process of 

the workshops. There were many important outcomes to holding this public event: 

 Participants and artists had something to work towards—this helped to shape the 

workshops 

 Participants had the opportunity to give testimony in various ways—through art, drama, 

dance, and writing to a large audience (450 people) 

 The political agenda of the group was shared—they had an outlet to encourage others to 

stand with them and to speak out against state-sponsored violence—and the audience was 

encouraged to take action in a tangible way by signing and mailing a postcard provided in 

each program 

 

Figure 45: The Postcard 

 

 

There were many challenges to holding such a public event. Speaking in a public forum 

has an element of risk for former political prisoners; their friends and family members could 

potentially be targeted by the same repressive regime that imprisoned them. . As a result, a 

number of participants chose to sit in the audience rather than participate in a public way. The 

logistics of such a large event also took a tremendous amount of time. The movement of former 
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political prisoners is quite young and, although the engagement and ownership levels of 

participants are beginning to grow, at this point, the bulk of the responsibilities for planning fell 

on the organizers. It was also very important for participants to concentrate on preparing their 

artistic expressions—the pressure put on people through the act of public testimony was 

significant (even though the decision to participate was their choice) and, as a result, a number of 

people dropped out at the last minute, unable to cope with the pressure or afraid of what their 

public testimony would mean for them and family members. 

Activities 

Brainstorming  

(with appreciation to Dian Marino, Wild Garden p. 34) 

Use brainstorming when you want to produce a pool of ideas leading towards creative action on 

a problem or issue, not when you want routine responses. “Brainstorming” is a word that is often 

used in everyday conversation, and it tends to be used to indicate that it is important to look at 

producing ideas in a way that is free-flowing and apparently without structure. Yet, in practice, 

brainstorming does require a structure or guidelines, to make sure that everyone gets a chance to 

contribute. 

 It is important to note that although many people that you will work with have grown up 

in an educational system that uses the strategy of brainstorming as a learning strategy that makes 

action possible, people coming from different backgrounds—different language, culture, and 

locale—may not be as familiar with the practice of brainstorming.  Be careful not to assume that 

people understand the concept- be ready to explain it and give examples.  

How to do it 

In a group, introduce, explain, and discuss the following guidelines one by one. 
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Quantity—the more ideas produced, the better. The group records all of the participants’ 

ideas as they come up. This does not mean that every idea will work or prove totally 

useful, but it is a way to bring as many good ideas or combinations of ideas as possible 

out in the open. It also means that everyone can participate, no matter what their level of 

“expertise” in a particular problem. 

 

Play-giarize or build on each other’s ideas—including even those from fields totally 

different than the one the group is looking at. “Stealing” ideas is taboo in a culture that 

puts so much emphasis on private property, yet groups need ways to develop ideas 

(problems, solutions, plans) together. 

 

Crazy or wild ideas help the generation process. These ideas are often just slightly off 

the norm, and yet they can “threaten” the status quo—that’s why they are labelled crazy 

and wild. 

 

No evaluation or criticism until the brainstorming is finished. This guideline, perhaps 

the most difficult to follow, can help make sure you produce as large a pool of ideas as 

possible. One of its many side-effects is that it makes sure participants do not use 

evaluation as a means of controlling or judging other people’s ideas. It also makes the 

skill of evaluation explicit, rather than leaving it as a submerged process 

 

After these guidelines have been explained and discussed, you can begin the 

brainstorming session. Ask participants to call out ideas one after another. Make sure that people 

follow the guidelines. The group should record each and every idea.  

After—and only after—you have generated a pool of ideas and possible solutions to problems, 

you can use brainstorming to generate criteria for those ideas and solutions. 

In the case of brainstorming for the production of a collaborative art piece, invite 

participants to think of different images that represent the theme or event they want to focus on. 

It can be helpful to give people a starting place or framework to begin. For example, in the case 

of the Iranian group, we started with a framework we had used before—that of Before, During 

and After Iranian Prison Experiences. It was helpful to have this as a starting point, because it 

helped to focus participants in the beginning.  
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Films as Education and Catalyst 

Film can be used as a tool to encourage group discussion and reflection. It can also open up areas 

that people have forgotten, and give individuals or the group images and even 

vocabulary/language to work with. In the case of former political prisoners from Iran, there have 

been a number of documentary films produced in English specifically addressing their 

experience. 

Akrami, Joseph. 2004. A Few Simple Shots—A Documentary on Human Rights Violations in 

Iran. 90 min. Canada.  

 

Through first-hand accounts in Persian and English by Iranians who say they were tortured for 

their beliefs, filmmaker Joseph Akrami chronicles human rights abuses by Iran's Islamic 

fundamentalist government. All the Iranians in Mr. Akrami's 90-minute film now live in Canada. 

He also interviewed Canadian human rights groups, United Nations representatives, and 

immigration lawyers such as Mary Tatham. Mr. Akrami shows the faces of those whom he says 

are some of those Iranians, including members of opposition movements, journalists, and 

students. The film provides detailed evidence of the systematic brutalization and torture of the 

Iranian people, and portrays this brutality as the essence of the Iranian regime, not simply a 

technique to ensure its own survival. 

 
Figure 46: Red Names DVD 

 
 

Arshadi, Shahrzad and Amin Zarghami. 1999. Red Names. 12 min. Canada. 

 

This is a short video celebrating the legacy of thousands of women who lost their lives in Iran 

between 1979 and 1999 because of their political, social, and religious beliefs. For Amin 

Zarghami and Shahrzad Arshadi, working on this video was an opportunity to pay tribute to the 

memory of these women—some of whom they knew personally—and grieve their loss. It is 

intended as a testament to both their suffering and the political tyranny that led to their 

execution. 

 

Bahrami, PanteA. 2008. And In Love I Live. 105 min. Germany.  
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And in Love I Live is a documentary film about the political activities and experiences of three 

generations of female political prisoners in Iran during the past five decades. In this 

documentary, thirteen women talk about their political activities and prison experiences. The 

documentary includes reconstructed scenes of some of the prisons of the Islamic Republic of Iran 

 
Figure 47: From Scream to Scream DVD 

 
 

Bahrami, PanteA. 2004. From Scream to Scream. 30 min. Germany. 

 

From Scream to Scream is the story of a young, female artist who spent eight years in jail for her 

political activism in the Islamic Republic of Iran. In spite of her confinement, she was able to 

produce more than 200 paintings and drawings and smuggle them out. This documentary 

includes interviews with this courageous artist in her exile in Scandinavia, and shows some of 

her artwork. 
 

Figure 48: The Corridor DVD 

 
 

Nirizi, Zoe. 2004. The Corridor. Produced by Black Swan Films. 27 min. United Kingdom. 

 

The Corridor tells the story of a young Iranian woman who becomes politically active in 

opposing Ayatollah Khomeini's regime in the 1980s. She is made to pay a heavy price, not only 

in terms of her immediate suffering and her torture and imprisonment at the hands of the regime, 

but the deeper pain of having her daughter, born in prison, taken away by the authorities, to be 
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brought up by her husband's family. This is a film about organized state violence and the price 

paid by those who stand up to it. The film aims at a poetic realism that both gives the viewer a 

moral perspective on the events and shows their devastating effects on those caught up in them. 

http://www.blackswanfilms.co.uk 

 
Figure 49: The Tree that Remembers DVD 

 
 

Raouf, Masoud. 2002. The Tree that Remembers. Produced by the National Film Board of 

Canada.50 min. 

 

The Tree that Remembers is Raouf’s compassionate reflection on the betrayal of the 1979 Iranian 

revolution and the tenacity of the human spirit. Raouf assembles a group of Iranians, all former 

political prisoners like himself who were active in the democratic movement. Blending their 

testimony with historical footage and original artwork, Raouf honours the memory of the dead 

and celebrates the resilience of the living. While anchored in a specific history, The Tree that 

Remembers reflects on the broad themes of oppression and survival, pouring light into a somber 

universe and finding unexpected fragments of hope. http://www.thetreethatremembers.com. 

 

There are other films that have been produced about prison experiences that can also 

encourage discussion. One such example is: 

Figure 50: War on the Family DVD 

 

http://www.blackswanfilms.co.uk/
http://www.thetreethatremembers.com/
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Rivet-Rivers, J. and J. Lyons (n.d.). War on the Family: Mothers in Prison and the Children they 

Leave Behind [DVD]. Chicago, IL: Peace Productions. 

 

The drastic and destructive impact of incarcerating women is revealed in painstaking detail in 

this documentary. Haunting first-person narratives, coupled with analysis from passionate 

advocates, paint a devastatingly clear picture of the effects imprisonment has not only on the 

women they lock away, but also on the children who have been left behind.   

 

This film also comes with a study guide that is available at: 

http://www.peaceproductions.org/media/WOTF%20Study%20Guide.pdf   

 

Collaborative Collage—Safe Place 

 

Collage is one of the easiest of all art forms to get started with, and magazine collage is a good 

place to begin, because everyone has most of the materials within easy reach. Because collage 

uses found images and objects, it is also an art form that most people feel that they can do. This 

particular exercise helps members of a group to define safety or a safe space. Following the 

construction of the collage, facilitators can initiate conversations about what people feel they 

need within the context of the workshops in order to feel safe. 

Materials 

 magazines  

 fabric 

 white glue, acrylic medium, or glue stick  

 scissors 

 cardboard, paper, or poster or illustration board for background support  

 

Directions 

There may have been times in the past when you did not feel safe, and you did not know who to 

trust. Today, we are going to look for images (either realistic or abstract, that is, colours and 

shapes) that make us feel safe or represent a place of safety to us. Take some time and look in 

magazines for images that represent safety or a safe place to you. The technique itself could not 

be easier. You simply cut pictures and/or shapes from your magazines and arrange them on the 

background paper. Talk with your group about how you want to combine the images. When you 

http://www.peaceproductions.org/media/WOTF%20Study%20Guide.pdf
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have an arrangement you like, use the glue stick to glue the images to the paper. Be sure to cover 

the entire back of each piece before you apply it. 

Note to facilitator:  Make sure you allow enough time for people to share the images they have 

created.  

 

Individual collage—Who Am I? 

The collage form is a great tool for beginning work with a particular group. Just because people 

have had similar experiences, it does not mean they know each other or understand each other. 

Making representative collages is a great way to open up dialogue and to give people within the 

group the opportunity to get to know one another better. It also gives the facilitators an 

opportunity to get a sense of who people are and what is important to them.   

Materials 

 magazines  

 white glue, acrylic medium, or glue stick  

 scissors 

 cardboard, paper, or poster or illustration board for background support  

 

Directions 

Who are you?  What is important to you? What sorts of shapes, colours, people, and objects are 

important to you?  Today, we are going to look for images (either realistic or abstract, that is, 

colours and shapes) that represent who you are—these could include events, places, or people 

that have influenced or impacted you. Just start by ripping out images that appeal to you. When 

you have an arrangement you like, use the glue stick to adhere the pieces.  

Note to facilitator:  Make sure you allow enough time for people to share the images they have 

created. This exercise can result in some important discussions about who people are and how 

they perceive themselves. 

 

Plasticine Pictures 

With thanks to Barbara Reid (1998) 
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Plasticine was invented in England over one hundred years ago, by art teacher William Harbutt. 

He had been searching for an easy-to-use modeling material for his students, and the final 

product was the result of many experiments. His students fully enjoyed working with “the clay 

that never dries out”. Although it was first invented as a teaching tool, plasticine was eventually 

packaged for commercial sale. It is now readily available. There are many different types of clay 

available. Some are water-based and will dry out if left uncovered. Others are meant to be baked 

into a permanent shape. Plasticine, Plastolina, Klean Klay and Plasticolor are just a few of the 

brands you may find at your local art and craft or toy store. 

 Making pictures with plasticine is something that comes to most people easily. Plasticine 

is a material that children often use, and so it is less intimidating than working with other 

materials. It also allows participants to be very engaged in their work. In the case of the former 

political prisoners from Iran, many of them used simple materials to create pieces of art while in 

prison—one of the methods they used was to crumble dry bread and mix it with water to make a 

dough then used it to make figures to decorate their cells or to send out to family.  

Figure 51: Prison Art—Figures Made From Dough 

 

 

 

These figures were created in an Iranian prison by a former political prisoner using dough made 

from dry bread crumbs and water. She smuggled them out of prison in the hem of her garment. 
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Working with Plasticine  

When beginning a plasticine project, it is a good idea to take a few minutes to squish and knead a 

small piece of clay in your hands. It will get you in the mood, warm up your hands and soften the 

clay. Modelling clay is available in many different colours, but you can make even more by 

mixing colours together. For example: a small amount of red and yellow plasticine kneaded 

together will gradually become orange. 

Figure 52: Mixing Plasticine 

 

 

Adding white will make colours lighter. Brown, red, white, and yellow can be combined in 

different amounts to make a variety of skin tones. Colours that are partially mixed have a 

marbled look that can be used for interesting effects as well. These are samples of some of the 

colour combinations you can use. 

 

Figure 53: Colour Samples 
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javascript:;
javascript:;
javascript:;
javascript:;


233 

 

CD Jewel Case Project  

Spend some time talking about memories from prison (or other experience of violence). Invite 

participants to share stories or a particular image they associate with their experience (this could 

be a positive or a negative image). Give them paper and pencils to sketch how they might like to 

represent the image. Instruct participant in the three basic techniques you can use to make a 

plasticine relief picture.  

Spreading 

After planning the picture first with pencil and paper, open up your CD case ( or a piece of 

cardboard or illustration board cut to the size you want to use. If you are going to use cardboard 

or illustration board, make sure you cut it to a size that is easily frameable (i.e. 5x7 or 8x10)). 

Start by spreading out a background using your thumbs and fingers, and adding small pieces 

until the area is covered. Spreading a background provides a sticky surface to which to add small 

details. The background is the farthest thing away in your picture. Your background can also 

combine colours—a good way to do this is to smear colours together. 

Figure 54: Working with Clay 1 

 

Modeling 

You can make all sorts of shapes in your fingers and stick them onto the background to build up 

layers that form a picture. A round pancake shape can be pressed on to make a yellow sun, 

someone's rosy red cheeks, or several can be piled up to form a puffy white cloud. 

javascript:;
javascript:;
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Figure 55: Working with Clay 2 

 

 

By rolling clay with a flat hand on a hard surface you can make a long snake-like shape. Those 

long strings of clay can be used to create hair, tree branches, smoke rising from a chimney, or 

stripes on a tiger. 

Figure 56: Working with Clay 3 

 

Adding Texture 

Once your picture has a background and some details, you can add texture to make it even more 

interesting. With a sharp pencil you can “draw” lines in the clay to add a smile to a face, or 

whiskers to a snout. You can poke little dots to make eyes, nostrils, or nail holes in a fence. A 

plastic knife or thin ruler edge can cut straight lines to make the edges of buildings or machines. 

A small comb or fork can be used to scratch a grassy or furry texture. A tooth brush pressed into 

the surface gives a fuzzy look. Just make sure it is a toothbrush no one wants anymore! Use your 

imagination to think up the textures, and look around your home for tools. One of the best things 

about modeling clay is that, if something does not work at first, you can easily pick it off, squish 

it up, and try again. 

javascript:;
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Figure 57: Working with Clay 4 

 

By combining spreading, modeling, and adding texture you can create just about any picture 

imaginable. 

Figure 58: Working with Clay 5 

 

 

* Illustrations used with the permission of Barbara Reid. 

After participants have finished their plasticine pictures, have them share with the others 

in the group about their work. Be sure to leave enough time at the end of the session to do this, 

because the sharing of the stories in the group is important.  

Figure 59: Artwork about Prison  

                
 
The pictures above show different experiences in prison—the isolation, the ability of the spirit to 

dance even when between a rock and a hard place, and the destructive actions of the regime. 
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Silk Screening 

 

Print-making is a unique way of producing multiple images from the same stamp, block, or 

screen. It can be an effective way to use the same image repeatedly on t-shirts, banners, and 

artwork. This type of artwork is particularly effective in group projects and when there is a 

particular image that is significant to the group or movement. 

Materials 

 wooden frames (can be made or purchased from an art or craft store) 

 screen fabric (you can buy this in bulk) 

 Water resistant masking tape, 1" wide 

 Screw driver 

This picture is of one of the participant’s 

daughters. She saw her as being trapped by the 

label of mental illness. Her daughter currently 

lives at CAMH, and is struggling with the 

diagnosis of schizophrenia. She sees her 

daughter imprisoned just as she was imprisoned 

in Iran. Her heart breaks for her daughter, 

because she doesn’t know how to set her free. 

 

This picture represents the struggle of the people 

of Iran. The red represents the blood that was 

shed in the struggle for justice. The sun 

represents the possibility of hope. Out of the 

sacrifice of the people and the warmth of hope 

comes new growth. Our work has not been in 

vain. 
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 Old newspapers  

 Small scrub brush and dishwashing detergent 

 Scissors 

 Screen printing inks 

 Emulsion formula 

 Small lamp or lamp cord with a standard socket, with 150W incandescent bulb 

 Aluminum foil disposable pie tin with 10" or 12" diameter 

 Old towels, rags, paper towels 

 Rubber gloves 

 Aprons or smocks  

 

Figure 60: Silk Screening Supplies 

 
 

Preparing a Work Area 

A card table will provide enough work area for most projects. Locate your work area with easy 

access to a large sink or laundry tub with hot and cold water. If you plan to make a large number 

of prints, you may wish to string a line through spring-type clothespins or make a rack to keep 

prints from smearing while they dry. 

Figure 61: Silk Screening Work Area 
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Preparing Your Tools 

Lay the tape so it is divided equally—half on the screen fabric, half on the screen frame. Turn the 

frame over and cover the groove with tape. Be certain that the tape extends beyond the frame and 

onto the fabric. Taping in this way helps to maintain a “tight” screen, prevents ink from leaking 

under the screen frame during printing, and will keep the edges of your prints clean. To get 

maximum adhesion of the tape, rub it with a spoon or wooden stir stick.  

Figure 62: Preparing Silk Screen Tools 

 

There are a number of ways to prepare a screen to print the picture or message you want. While 

the methods are different, the basic principle is to make a stencil on the screen fabric, which 

allows ink to be forced through its “open” areas to produce a design. 

 

Screen Printing Directions 

 

This is the fastest, least-expensive, and simplest way to prepare a screen. It is done by cutting the 

message or illustration from paper. Newspaper or newsprint will work satisfactorily. Keep the 

paper flat and unwrinkled. For more accurate and durable cut paper stencils, use waxed paper. 

Designs can be cut with scissors or stencil knife, or they can be torn to create a textured 

appearance. Cut your paper stencil. You may wish to create a design by folding and cutting your 

paper as illustrated. For your stencil, you can use either the cut out or the paper remaining. 

Position printing paper under the frame. Lay your cut outs on this paper as desired and lower the 

screen.  
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Figure 63: Making Silk Screen Cut Outs 

 
 

Making Prints 

Attach your screen frame to the base by inserting the hinge pins. For off-contact printing, tape a 

penny or a nickel to each of the four corners on the underside of the screen. Place a sheet of your 

printing paper under the screen and position it as it is to be printed. Allow for margins. When 

you are certain that the paper is in the correct position, lift the screen gently and mark where 

each edge of the paper should be placed. Cut three pieces of cardboard about 1" x 2" and use 

these for registration guides. Place these next to the lines you drew on the base so you can 

correctly locate each sheet to be printed. These guides should be fastened securely with tape or 

rubber cement. Good guides are particularly important if you intend to print more than one color 

of any print.  

Figure 64: Making Prints 

 
 

Art prints require porous-surface papers of high quality. For most other printing applications, 

construction paper, drawing paper, charcoal paper, pastel paper, most board items (except 

railroad board), and cover stock (especially good for greeting cards) will be fine. Ink remains 
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water soluble after drying. Avoid slick coated, high gloss papers or vinyl or plastic coated 

papers. Stir the ink completely until you achieve a buttery or creamy consistency. If too thick, 

add one or two drops of water or Water Soluble Transparent Extender Base. Mix thoroughly. 

You can intermix colours.  

 Press down on the screen frame to ensure complete contact with all cut outs. Make your 

first print, using the squeegee to ensure full coverage.  You will find with the first pass of the 

squeegee, the ink will cause the cut outs to stick to the underside of the screen, creating a stencil 

effect. Do not overlap cut out pieces on the screen. Generally, ten to fifteen prints can be 

satisfactorily produced by this method.  

* Images compliments of the SpeedBall Website. 

 

Drama 

 

There are many different techniques and exercises you can use with drama. Boal (1985), in his 

work Theatre of the Oppressed addressed many of these exercises. For our work, we have 

engaged a very simple technique, using montages in the form of Before, During and After.  In 

this exercise: 

 Participants are invited to think of one action to share with the group of their experience 

before prison, during their time in prison, and after prison 

 Participants are invited to share these different actions and invited to share the stories 

behind these actions 

 

 This is an effective exercise, because it requires simple actions and storytelling, as well as 

providing a good base for building a larger drama for presentation in a public forum. In the 

Words, Colour, Movement project, participants worked with a professional playwrighte  to 

develop a script based on their initial exercise.  
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Digital Storytelling: Remembering Not to Forget 

One of the wonders of the digital age is that anyone, if given the right resources, can tell their 

story in a way that is accessible to a larger audience. We established a digital storytelling project 

called Remembering Not to Forget in January 2013. 

Figure 65: Digital Storytelling Logo 

 

 
Our goal was to take a number of the digital stories that had been created and connect them into 

a larger piece with commentary. We recruited participants for the digital storytelling project with 

the following text: 

The Remembering Not to Forget Digital Storytelling Project is a storytelling 

project whose purpose is telling the stories of former political prisoners—

experiences of both violence and resistance. Using storytelling and digital 

techniques, participants will work one-on-one with community artists and 

facilitators to tell one of their stories, focusing on a particular time, theme, and 

point of view. These stories will contain some mixture of digital images (i.e. 

photographs, artwork), text, recorded audio narration, video clips, and music. 

The finished stories will be 3 to 5 minutes in length, and will help to tell the 

stories of former political prisoners to a larger audience. No experience with 

computers or writing in English is needed. We will work with you to tell your 

stories and help you to learn new skills in the process. 

 

There were a number of internet resources we found very helpful in putting together the digital 

storytelling project: 

How to Create a Digital Story 

http://courseweb.lis.illinois.edu/~jevogel2/lis506/howto.html  

 

http://electronicportfolios.com/digistory/howto.html  

http://courseweb.lis.illinois.edu/~jevogel2/lis506/howto.html
http://electronicportfolios.com/digistory/howto.html
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Tips and Resources 

http://net.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/eli08167b.pdf 

 

http://www.arhu.umd.edu/tech/academictechnology/howdoi/digitalstorytelling  

 

Samples of digital stories can be found at the following websites: 

 

Child of Russian Immigration—Immigration process 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=276E7CPyseg&feature=youtube_gdata  

Truth and Reconciliation Commission—Resistance to residential schools—by youth 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VfDkPaJjbBo&list=PL92498D8B595F2473&index=6  

The Story Centre—Sharing resistance with future generations 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-njalFR0hqc&list=UUKLPPDaG0bCj1Yqy6PlcouQ  

This story was made in a workshop with immigrants and immigration allies in conjunction with 

American Friends Service Committee (www.afsc.org) and Coloradans for Immigrant Rights 

(www.coloradansforimmigrantrights.blogspot.com) and was facilitated by the Center for Digital 

Storytelling (http://www.storycenter.org) 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CbAuejacesc&list=UUKLPPDaG0bCj1Yqy6PlcouQ  

Path to Freedom—Chinese Immigrant Story 

http://whshistoryproject.org/digitalstories/2011/the-path-to-freedom-a-chinese-immigrants-story/  

 

How this Manual Will Be Used 

Once I have finished my dissertation, I would like to offer this manual to some of the people 

with whom I have worked over the last 15 years in the community development sector, to see 

how effectively the manual might be used in other contexts. I would also like to offer it as a tool 

for teaching arts-based community engagement in community college and university. As I 

continue to learn and meet others doing similar work, this manual will change and grow. It is my 

http://net.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/eli08167b.pdf
http://www.arhu.umd.edu/tech/academictechnology/howdoi/digitalstorytelling
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=276E7CPyseg&feature=youtube_gdata
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VfDkPaJjbBo&list=PL92498D8B595F2473&index=6
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-njalFR0hqc&list=UUKLPPDaG0bCj1Yqy6PlcouQ
http://www.storycenter.org/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CbAuejacesc&list=UUKLPPDaG0bCj1Yqy6PlcouQ
http://whshistoryproject.org/digitalstories/2011/the-path-to-freedom-a-chinese-immigrants-story/
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hope that this manual will be a source of encouragement to others engaged with important 

memory work and acts of public testimony. 
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CHAPTER SIX: THE CRACK IN EVERYTHING 

    "Anthem" by Leonard Cohen 

     

    The birds they sang  

    at the break of day  

    Start again  

    I heard them say  

    Don't dwell on what  

    has passed away  

    or what is yet to be.  

    Ah the wars they will  

    be fought again  

    The holy dove  

    She will be caught again  

    bought and sold  

    and bought again  

    the dove is never free.  

 

    Ring the bells that still can ring  

    Forget your perfect offering  

    There is a crack in everything  

    That's how the light gets in.  

 

    We asked for signs  

    the signs were sent:  

    the birth betrayed  

    the marriage spent  

    Yeah the widowhood  

    of every government  

    signs for all to see.  

 

    I can't run no more  

    with that lawless crowd  

    while the killers in high places  

    say their prayers out loud.  

    But they've summoned, they've summoned up  

    a thundercloud  

    and they're going to hear from me.  

 

    Ring the bells that still can ring ...  

 

    You can add up the parts  

    but you won't have the sum  

    You can strike up the march,  

    there is no drum  
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    Every heart, every heart  

    to love will come  

    but like a refugee.  

 

    Ring the bells that still can ring  

    Forget your perfect offering  

    There is a crack, a crack in everything  

    That's how the light gets in.  

 

    Ring the bells that still can ring  

    Forget your perfect offering  

    There is a crack, a crack in everything  

    That's how the light gets in.  

    That's how the light gets in.  

    That's how the light gets in 

    (Cohen, 1992). 

The Crack in Everything 

There have been many times in the journey of the last six-and-a-half years when I have been 

overcome with emotion. Often, it was in response to the violence I encountered through the 

narratives of Words, Colour, Movement participants, who have been an important part of my 

understanding of the impacts of state violence, the importance of remembering, and the necessity 

of both giving testimony and bearing witness. These narratives have included atrocities and 

assaults on the human body and spirit, but they have also included experiences that demonstrate 

the strength and tenacity of the human spirit through the embodied presence of resistance. As a 

researcher and community practitioner, I have learned the importance of maintaining healthy 

professional boundaries. However, I have also learned that these boundaries are always easy to 

maintain in theory, but more difficult to maintain when you are involved in the process of 

community engagement and building. In the process of organizing and facilitating the Words, 

Colour, Movement project over the last seven years, I have also been a participant in the life of 

the community. As I have borne witness to the stories of torture, imprisonment, discrimination, 
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racism, and other types of systemic violence, there has been a change in me. My sense of justice 

has grown, and I have come to a deeper understanding of the importance of resisting violence.  

 In my interview with Roshanak, we had a conversation about whether the activism that 

we were involved with would make a difference: 

Roshanak:  Do you think this kind of activism—your work—will make a 

difference? 

 

Bethany:  I guess I have to believe it or I wouldn’t be doing it. It is only a 

drop in the bucket. …Do I think that there is a possibility for change?  

Yes. Violence makes us forget who we are. When we forget who we are, it 

is hard to know how to speak out against injustice. This work that we are 

doing is about reminding people about who they are—so that they can be 

the best of who they are—fighting against injustice. As we are reminded of 

who we are, we can effect change. 

 

Roshanak:  I’m thinking that if my work is not going to contribute to 

positive change, then what is the purpose of doing it. …Raising 

awareness—what does it do really? You touched on it a little bit. 

 

Bethany:  Do you know the artist Leonard Cohen? 

 

Roshanak:  Yes. 

 

Bethany:  He has a song called Anthem—he sings about the significance of 

cracks and their importance—that they let the light break through the 

darkness. Bruce Cockburn talks about “Kicking at the darkness until it 

bleeds daylight”...and sometimes I feel like kicking at darkness, but more 

often I think that we all need to push at the darkness, making cracks in the 

darkness. 

 

Roshanak:  I love that. 

 

Cohen’s song talks about the endless cycle of violence that exists on the earth, but he also 

talks about not giving up hope, because even the small cracks that we manage to make in the 

darkness of violence allow the light to break through (Cohen, 1992). When I picture violence, I 

picture an overwhelming cold darkness, a darkness that obscures our vision—of ourselves and 

the world around us. The purpose of violence is to make us forget who we are, our capacity, our 
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possibility. The silence about their experiences of violence in which many people were forced to 

live following their release from prison kept them in a different type of prison, just as lonely and 

dark as the prison cells they had occupied in Iran. The act of remembering both individually and 

together began to make cracks in that darkness, so that the light could leak in.  

 In the Iranian prison system, people learned to appreciate the subtlety of light through 

cracks in the walls, the affirmation of life through far-off sounds like dogs barking outside the 

prison walls. Shekoufe Sakhi explains that while she was in solitary confinement in the coffins, 

even the bite of a mosquito affirmed life to her, because it reminded her that there was a world 

outside of the torture of her small prison cell (Raouf, 2002). Throughout the workshops, the 

former political prisoners talked about the importance of hope and light in their survival. I talked 

to one former political prisoner recently who told me a story about a small tree that grew in the 

window outside her cell when she was in solitary confinement. In the nine months that she was 

in that cell, she was blindfolded and heavily guarded, and so she only got to glimpse the tree 

three times from underneath her blindfold. However, the image of the light and of the tree 

branch, first with a leaf, next covered by winter snow, and finally in the spring with a small bud, 

sustained her through the enforced silence and torture to her body and her spirit.  

 In many of the pieces of artwork that project participants created in the art workshops, 

they used the symbol of light, a ray of sunlight in the corner of a dark cell or a small piece of 

green growing in a dark place: 
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Figure 66: Images of Light and Growth 

 

 

 

Even when they were creating pictures that represented scenes of violence, these small symbols 

were present. When they talked about what these symbols represented to them—without fail, it 

was hope and possibility. These small symbols feel to me like the process of seeing cracks, 

making cracks, in the darkness.  

These are examples of the way that 

hope is represented in the artwork 

through the presence of light and 

growth. 
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 I see the work of this memory project as being the work of actively practicing making 

cracks in the darkness. Bruce Cockburn (1991) talks about this act as “kicking at the darkness 

until it bleeds daylight”. None of us individually can make full and lasting change, but we can 

work together to make cracks in the violence of oppression. The work of the Words, Colour, 

Movement project was to engage people, remind them that they could be active in making 

change. It was also about inviting others into the process. All of our acts of public testimony 

included an opportunity for people to respond to the stories they were hearing. 

The acts of these former political prisoners, as they resisted the IRI in Iran in the 1970s 

and the 1980s and as they continue to resist the violence of the IRI, are an example to me and to 

the many people whom they have impacted through their acts of public testimony. They have 

taught me that there is no risk too great when you are resisting violence and the darkness that 

threatens to swallow the light. 

Summary of Findings 

Through my research, I have learned many things about the connections between remembering 

and resistance, as well as about the importance of performing acts of public testimony in the 

process of memorialization. You have read about this in detail in the Third and Fourth Chapters 

of this dissertation. The following section will summarize how my research findings answered 

my research questions.   

What role does remembering play in resistance? 

 Holocaust survivor, writer, and activist Elie Wiesel suggests that remembering 

experiences of atrocities is essential to both resistance and healing (1990, p. 201). As Volf 

suggests, Wiesel puts his faith in the “saving power of memory—faith that it will heal the 

individuals involved and help rid the world of violence” (Volf, 2006, p. 19). Wiesel considers 
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that remembering is essential for individual healing and in the formation of individual identity, 

for if we do not access painful memories, we are missing out on one of the significant factors 

that have made us who we are (Wiesel, 1990). I would agree with Wiesel that it is essential to 

remember and to remember rightly and that, unless we are willing to deal with our memories of 

the past, it is difficult for us to be whole people. However, I would take this one step further and 

suggest that remembering must have a purpose and a purpose that is bigger than ourselves. 

Individual healing is important, but it has its limitations. What good is individual healing if the 

circumstances that caused the wounding in that person still exist? That individual will not be able 

to make sense of the pain they experienced, if they are the only element that changes. For the 

women and men who were former political prisoners in Iran, remembering their experiences of 

incarceration would not have been as effective if they stopped the process at saying “A terrible 

thing happened to us 30 years ago but we are okay now because we are safe.” This is where, 

Herman suggests, the majority of survivors stop, seeking the resolution of their experiences of 

violence through engaging with their personal lives (1992, p. 207). However, it is when survivors 

recognize either a political or religious dimension to their experience that their survivor mission 

is formed. I have already mentioned that when survivors feel called to engage a wider world 

through acts of resistance as a result of their experiences of violence, they see the possibility of 

transforming their own experience, by using it as the basis for social action.  

 This is what the women and men who participated in the Words, Colour, Movement 

project have done. They were already political when they came together—they are without a 

doubt the most politically motivated people I have ever met. Despite facing horrendous 

violations of body and spirit within the IRI prison system, the pain and disruption of being forced 

to leave their homes, and then the frustration of trying to settle in a new country and learn a new 
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language, they are focused on one goal: making the world a better place. The site of this change? 

The IRI—their practices and policies. However, the disruption of prison and of immigration 

destroyed their community and, decades after their imprisonment, they needed to find new ways 

to resist. 

 As the Words, Colour, Movement participants began to meet together, the art workshops 

provided a space for people to talk about their experiences. For many of them, this was the first 

time they had talked to others about their prison experiences. As they created images that 

represented their experiences and shared those images with the others in the group, including the 

artist facilitators, they gained a renewed sense of purpose; they could use this artwork to talk 

about their experiences to a larger audience. In this way, the individual remembering in the 

context of community provided the opportunity for public acts of resistance. This was infused 

with the political; they were very strategic about what message they communicated to a larger 

audience. Their willingness to remember increased the possibility for resistance. As they worked 

in community and experienced a greater sense of freedom in that context, they were able to see 

the significance their remembering could have in inviting others to resist the oppression of the 

IRI and other oppressive states around the world. 

 

What role does community remembering play in the healing process of people who have 

experienced state violence? 

 

When negative emotions and memories are internalized, the grieving process is disrupted and 

people live alone with feelings of shame, pain, and fear (Green 1999; REMHI 1999; Steinberg & 

Taylor 2003). This was the case with many of the participants in the Words, Colour, Movement 

project. There was an element of personal healing in both the creation of the artwork and the 

interactions with community. You will remember that, in the Third Chapter, many participants 
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talked about the impact the art creation had on them. They talked about untangling a mess of 

emotions and memories, of the relief of breaking the silence of many years by talking about their 

prison experiences, and they spoke of the impact it had on the way they began to see themselves 

and to interact with others. The other kind of healing that took place was social healing 

(Lederach & Lederach, 2010). This happened in the context of community when people shared 

their experiences of violence and found affirmation of their experiences from others in the group. 

Green talks about this process happening through “initiatives that rehumanise broken 

relationships, rebuild trust, normalise daily life and restore hope” (2009, p. 77). Because the IRI 

is still in power and continuing to perpetrate atrocities against those who resist their policies and 

practices, these women and men have not received an official acknowledgement of the atrocities 

that were committed against them. It was important for them to find that acknowledgement in 

another place. The Words, Colour, Movement project provided that space for them, as fellow 

former political prisoners validated their experiences and as those bearing witness—the artists, 

facilitators, audience members, and those who attended the art exhibit—acknowledged that what 

they had experienced was horrific and undeserved. 

 As the group experienced both personal and social healing, their capacity to engage with 

their experiences increased. Through their willingness to connect to their memories and to 

represent those memories in a form that could be shared with others, they began to see the 

possibility in their resistance—that it could affect change. They also began to see that they were 

not alone.  

How do acts of public testimony enable people who have experienced state violence to realign 

and rebuild community? 

 

In my Canadian history class, I learned about the wars in which Canada was involved. I read 

about the atrocities committed by the Nazis—the bombings of England and Germany and the 
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many concentration camps all over Europe. Although I had a healthy respect for the damage a 

war could do, I had a distance from these events, because my connection to them was only 

through what I read in books. When I lived in Austria in the early 1990s, I had the opportunity to 

visit the site of the former Mauthausen Concentration Camp, which has been made into a 

museum and memorial. The atrocities recorded in my textbook came to life in horrifying detail in 

my mind as I watched the documentary film and then walked around the camp. It was a long 

time before I could record my impression of the visit. When I did, it was in the form of a poem: 

Tourist attraction 

 

The sun shines 

On the square gray buildings 

With row upon row of polished beds 

The smokestack stands starkly— 

A sentry guarding  

The frozen landscape 

And the guide’s voice on and on 

Over the silence filling my ears 

And says no more secrets— 

They came again and again 

Through the gate 

Waves lapping on the shore 

Left floating 

Ashy angels 

higher and higher  

until they joined 

the sky 

 

Walking through 

The museum 

Room after room 

Of Nazi treasures: 

A pile of shoes 

A pile of hair 

Boxes of teeth without fillings 

 

Outside the stone slabs 

Stand silently row on row 

With stars for names 

And the prison wall screams: 
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If there is a God, he will have to  

beg me for forgiveness. 

 

I walk the well worn path  

To the rock quarry, 

Using the stairs of death 

Climbing back up, my breath 

Comes in short gasps but 

There are no machine guns 

Pointed at my heels. 

 

My face is warmed  

As the sun shines 

Over the cliff. 

Just as it did when the 

Naked bodies 

Were pushed 

Ten by ten to meet their silence 

 

THIS IS WRONG. 

The sun should not shine 

Here or anywhere 

Ever again. 

 

In the memorial garden 

The menorah with nine arms  

Shakes its fists 

At the open empty space 

Of the sky. 

 

I walk out the gate, 

Turning, 

I stand and look at the walls 

With their tangled barbed 

Wire crown 

And the etching 

With one word 

Sunk into its bronze flesh 

Mauthausen. 

© Bethany Osborne, 1996 

 

It was not until I had the opportunity to see the memorial and witness for myself the place 

the atrocities had been committed that I began to understand the immensity of the crime 

committed against the Jewish people in the concentration camps. The memorial functioned to 
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mark the atrocities committed by the Nazi regime. The transformation of the concentration camp 

into a museum, with the goal of both reminding of and educating about those atrocities, was 

important for remembering, and in the process speaking the message, “THIS MUST NOT 

HAPPEN AGAIN”. 

 In the fourth chapter of this dissertation, I discussed the role that memorials play in the 

process of national remembering. These are incredibly important to the reassertion of national or 

group identity following acts of violence such as war or conflict (Edkins, 2003). The memorial 

serves as a reminder of what happened and of those who were lost . In the case of the Words, 

Colour, Movement participants, there continues to be a public denial of the atrocities that they 

experienced at the hands of the IRI. Public attempts to memorialize those executed by the IRI 

have been forbidden. Despite this, since the 1988 massacre of political prisoners, a community of 

people has been formed around places like the Khavaran Cemetery, remembering and grieving 

for their loved ones. Their presence and resistance was so strong that the IRI paved over the 

cemetery to further prevent acts of memorialization.  

 All of the participants from the Words, Colour, Movement project had to leave Iran for 

various reasons related to their health and safety. As they left Iran, they left behind family and 

friends, and they also left behind the physical spaces that served as a reminder of their 

experiences. As a result, the only thing they have left as a reminder of that time in Iranian history 

is their own lives and their memories. Through the project, they chose to memorialize those 

experiences as well as the lives of their friends and family who were taken by the IRI through 

public acts of testimony. For many immigrants and refugees who no longer have access to the 

physical space of their country of origin, finding ways to remember within the context of a 

community of like-minded people is essential. In remembering those experiences publicly, 
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through acts of testimony, their creative expressions became living memorials representing their 

experiences, and reminding themselves and others of the family and friends that were lost 

through the violence of the IRI.  

 It was in this process, of remembering within community and of truth-telling, that the 

purpose of their resistance was affirmed. The common goal of speaking out against state 

violence, of bearing testimony to acts of atrocity, took this group of women and men, many of 

whom at the beginning of meeting together were strangers, and formed them into a community, a 

community that acknowledged and affirmed their experiences and invited them into new forms 

of resistance. The acts of public testimony also expanded the possibility of community to people 

outside the group of former political prisoners. As the former political prisoners told their stories 

in the context of the art workshops, sometimes family members joined the group and became 

witnesses to their experiences. As participants worked closely with different artists, many of 

them young Iranians, and shared their experiences, the artists became fellow participants in their 

community of resistance. The acts of public testimony also brought people together who had not 

seen each other for decades. Kherad shared a story in his interview about encountering a fellow 

prisoner at the Talking Prison event, a man whom he had not seen for over two decades:   

I saw him. We were cellmates. He is highly educated. I used to write 

poems and get him to read them—and he would tell me that they were 

good or not good. That night at Hart House, I saw [him] after 30 years......I 

said—is it you?  I said—do I look older?..... He told me that Goli was his 

wife.....30 years had passed—I thought he looked familiar and he was 

thinking the same things about me. We were careful before we approached 

each other because political prisoners learned to be careful in public 

places. It took half an hour. And then we thought that it was funny that we 

didn’t need to worry—it was Canada (July 25, 2012). 

 

After the Talking Prison and the Lines of Resistance events, there were many others who 

joined the community of people resisting the violence of the IRI. Some of those people from the 
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Talking Prison audience became peripheral members of the community, wanting to know more 

about the atrocities committed by the IRI and attending other events. Others became part of the 

community, like Abi and Mavi, who had personal reasons and convictions that connected them 

with the Words, Colour, Movement project.  

 Marina Nemat, Chowra Makaremi, Shahla Talebi and PanteA Bahrami each played an 

important role in building community through their acts of public testimony in the form of 

memoir and film production. Jelin suggests that “autobiographical writing reflects a personal 

decision on the part of the writer to speak publicly” (2003, p. 118). As already stated, both the 

memoir and the documentary film played an important role in the creation of the public memory. 

Because the work done by these women were the first works of memory written and produced in 

the English language, they were significant in their capacity to communicate to a larger audience 

and outside of the Iranian diaspora. Each of these women, through talking about their 

experiences and the experience of prison in general, played an important role in both creating 

awareness of the prison experience and opening up that experience to discussion and dialogue.  

The telling of Marina Nemat’s story in the Prisoner of Tehran was fraught with 

controversy within the community of former political prisoners, but even if people did not agree 

with her telling of the story, it still played an important role. It encouraged others to become 

actively engaged in telling their own stories of prison and resistance. Their acts of public 

testimony helped to draw former political prisoners into discussion, dialogue, and active 

resistance. This public testimony also expanded the scope of resistance, by inviting those who 

read their books or saw their films to play the important role of witness. 

 

What role do people bearing witness to stories of state violence play in the continued resistance 

of communities? 
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The witness plays a very important role in the process of both recovery and continued resistance. 

In fact, there would be no point to bearing testimony about experiences without the possibility of 

being able to share it with someone else. Jelin suggests that “In broader social contexts, it is 

possible to identify some of those “others” willing to listen in the coming of age of new 

generations—new generations that ask questions and express a willingness to understand, but 

who are free of the historical burden that weighs upon the common sense of a generation or a 

social group that has been victimized” (2003, p. 112). People who bear testimony do so, not just 

because of the personal release that they feel in the process, but also because it is an opportunity 

for them to be heard and affirmed. In the process, their experiences are validated and they are 

able to find others to help them in their active resistance. 

 I come back to the image of the “torch” that became significant in my research 

interviews. The torch signified a passing of responsibility from the friends and colleagues whom 

former political prisoners had lost to the violence of the IRI. Former political prisoners have 

borne the heavy weight of carrying that torch and bearing witness to the atrocities they 

experienced. They have had the responsibility of bearing testimony to those stories. As they 

talked about their experiences, created art, and then performed that art, those experiences were 

no longer theirs alone. Holst and Brookfield (2011) discuss the importance that art can play in 

drawing others into a greater understanding of a particular movement. All of us who heard their 

stories and became aware of the atrocities the IRI had committed, and is still committing, were 

invited to join their resistance. Without someone to recount the experiences to, the weight 

continues to weigh heavily on those who both witnessed and experienced the acts of violence.  

What the participants in the Words, Colour, Movement project and many others who have 

experienced acts of violence, have come to know is that, without the witness, continued 
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resistance is not possible. However, hearing the testimony of acts of violence, of atrocities 

committed, invites the witness into the responsibility of acting on what they have heard; the 

witness can either choose to ignore what they have heard or take action. Choosing to take action 

means aligning yourself with a particular movement and working with those who experienced 

the violence. When this happens, the power and the performance of the resistance continues. 

This is what Allman (1999), in her work on social movements, calls the critical praxis, the 

connection between thought and action, a connection essential to a successful, vibrant, and 

growing resistance.   

Contributions to Adult Education 

As I suggested in the Introduction, one of the areas of learning that has been of particular interest 

to adult educators is social movement learning.  This is learning that some adult educators 

suggest can happen informally as learners are engaged in protest movements critiquing the social 

and political order (Foley, 1999; Hall and Clover, 2005), while others suggest that this kind of 

learning is attributed to the focus on training for leadership and other key players that various 

social movements have had historically (e.g. as in the case of the civil rights movement (Horton 

& Friere, 1990). Of particular interest to this dissertation is the possibility of art in enabling both 

consciousness and resistance- for example, the body of knowledge that has emerged from Latin 

America with theorists such as Friere (1973) and Boal (1979).  Leona English and Peter Mayo 

(2012) discuss the many different fronts of social movement learning and caution that one needs 

to be careful of applying Western models and understanding of social movement learning to non-

Western contexts.   

 My dissertation draws from the work that has been done on consciousness raising within 

social movements  (Allman, 1999; Brookfield & Holst, 2011).  My entrance point is that of  



260 

 

“successful” learning within social movements.  I suggest that if a social movement is 

“successful” in training its members, and strategically opposing the existing social and political 

order, they will come up against resistance from that same order.  Through my dissertation, I will 

explore how systematic state violence attempts to destroy social movements that oppose their 

social and political rule and how those movements can be reconstituted and rebuilt in diaspora. 

 This was the case in the 1970s and 1980s in Iran.  The leftist movement in Iran resisted 

first the Shah and then, when the Islamic Republic of Iran came into power and it was obvious 

that they had no intention of instituting a true democracy, they began to resist the new regime.  

Their resistance efforts were strategic and organized and the result of those efforts was further 

and systematic repression by the state.  This included various acts of state violence such as 

imprisonment, threats on family members, torture, and disappearance.  These acts by the IRI 

were meant to destroy any kind of opposition.   Following their experiences of state violence, 

these women and men were forced to leave their families, their homes, and their country. 

 My dissertation examines the kind of learning that takes place within the highly 

politicized group of activists, like former political prisoners from the Middle East.  This 

population is very socially and politically conscious- they arrived in Canada with rich histories of 

resistance against oppressive state policies. They also arrived having experienced violence, and 

arrived in countries where there were many barriers, such as language, to engaging with similar 

types of resistance in diaspora.  Through my dissertation, I have focussed on the kind of learning 

that happens within communities like this- this is learning that Mojab and MacDonald refer to as 

Survival and Resistance learning.  

My dissertation makes a contribution to learning theories such as the critical 

consciousness that Allman discusses. My dissertation research has also provided an example of 
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Allman’s social transformation, as participants in the Words, Colour, Movement project have 

learned to think critically about their experiences, providing them with a lens through which they 

can see what needs to be changed and supporting their continued resistance as they risk 

themselves in a revolutionary struggle (1999, p. 93). I look at his in the ways in which 

participants in the project became connected to a greater purpose through their performance of 

resistance in both creating the art and bearing witness to their experience of state violence.   

Social Movement learning examines what happens in the context of the communities 

formed around the particular movements.  However, very little attention has been paid to what 

happens when communities of resistance are attacked and communities splintered. Violence 

shatters community and this loss of community acts as a barrier to individuals connecting or 

moving forward.  My dissertation suggests the importance of community in the process of 

recovery when the community has been impacted by violence.  This is done through inviting 

people into community- a community that incorporates both people with similar experiences and 

their allies.  One of the practical ways that I have articulated this is through Chapter 5 of my 

dissertation: Supporting Resistance- with the creation of a manual based on the work that I have 

done over the last 7 years. 

 My dissertation also makes a contribution to the impact of violence on learning.  

Theorists like Horsman talk about the impact of violence on the learning process.  She does this 

through the lens of literacy communities.  My dissertation points to the fact that the process of 

migration and of resettlement can be violent, in and of themselves and can contribute to a sense 

of isolation and a loss of community.  I look at the impact of violence on communities and the 

importance of the community in the process of learning and recovery, the role of the community 

in helping to re-establish purpose and possibility.  Some of the learning that was done in the 



262 

 

context of community was learning about new forms of resistance; other learning was 

introspective, coming to a deeper understanding or consciousness about the significance of their 

experiences of both violence and resistance; and finally, being reminded of the possibility and 

the importance of community, with both other former political prisoners and with allies who they 

connected to through their acts of public testimony.    

Contributions to Critical Migration Studies 

The field of migration studies is an broad one.  There are scholars from many different 

disciplines contributing to understanding the factors that cause migration, the process of 

migration and the process of resettlement.  Like many disciplines, the research that is being done 

and the approach to working with people impacted by factors that influence migration, can often 

reinforce systems of oppression through maintaining typical social relations.  My approach to 

working with people who were forced into migration through their experiences of violence, has 

sought to contribute to critical scholarship within the field, such as work by Bhuyan (2008; 2010; 

2012); Mahtani (2005; 2006) and Silvey (2004; 2005).  This is research that focuses on the 

different systems that maintain oppressive structures and looks at alternative ways of 

understanding the experiences of people forced into migration.  Through the narratives of my 

research participants, my dissertation has touched on the impact of violence on their lives and the 

role that it played in forcing them into migration.  However, the most significant contribution 

that my dissertation makes to the field of migration studies is in the repositioning of the 

narratives of women and men from the Middle East.  So often, the way that the narratives of 

immigrants and refugees are understood, is through understanding their experiences as different.  

Their experiences, particularly those of citizens from the Middle East who have experienced 

violence, are exoticized.  Through documenting story-telling through the creative process, my 
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research suggests a new way of understanding immigrant narratives, shifting the lens often used 

to examine immigrants that focuses on deficits, to a space that examines the agency of 

immigrants and refugees.  Instead of just using my dissertation to talk about the experiences of 

former political prisoners from Iran, who came to Canada as refugees, I have invited them to tell 

their stories and to talk about their experiences and they came together to resist state violence, to 

give acts of public testimony and in the process, become connected to community.   

Moving Forward 

This dissertation has traced the journey of women and men who were former political prisoners 

as they remembered together, learned together, built community, and actively participated in the 

process of recovery. Although this is the end of my dissertation, this is not the end of their 

stories. The next three sections will discuss the next steps as they are already happening, and the 

steps that I see need to happen so that this community can continue to grow and resist. I will be 

discussing the digital storytelling project Remembering Not to Forget that was started in January 

2013 and the process of continued recovery, as well as making suggestions about sustaining the 

action and resistance in the context of community.  

Digital Storytelling: Remembering Not to Forget 

As I met with women and men for my research interviews, one of the questions I asked them 

was, “What do we need to do next?” The answers took many different forms but essentially, each 

of the former political prisoners said the same thing: “We need to create more art, we need to 

connect with more people, and we need to invite more people to join us.” As Shahrzad and I 

reflected on what the possible next steps could be, given limited financial and time resources, we 

decided on the form of the digital story. We decided on a name for the project: Remembering Not 
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to Forget, and then proceeded to engage people who had participated in the Words, Colour, 

Movement project. 

 A digital story is a short, three to five minute narrative that incorporates images, photos, 

sound, and music. A digital story can tell any kind of story, and the form is used with children 

and adults in classrooms, with community groups, in prisons, and in support groups, to name a 

few. There are many possibilities with a digital story. The cost of making a digital story is low, 

since the only equipment required is a computer and Microsoft Movie Maker or iMovie, both 

which come with a standard PC-computer set-up (or the equivalent, for a Mac computer). The 

first steps require participants to think of a story or an experience they want to capture, and then 

begin to create a text. Once the text is created, participants decide on the images they would like 

to include. Once those decisions have been made, work on the computer begins. 

 After a number of weeks of meeting together, participants were beginning to write their 

stories, some in English and others in Farsi. They worked one on one with volunteers who were 

there to support the writing and in some cases translation process. The difficulty came when 

participants tried to decide the images they would use to represent their stories. They also began 

expressing anxiety about the technological aspects of the project:  How would they be able to use 

the software, navigate the technical process? After a number of discussions and making 

connections with different artists in the community, we found enough artists to partner with 

participants to help them illustrate their stories. The artists connected with participants, asking 

questions about their texts, and then took the stories to work on the illustration. Once they had 

preliminary illustrations, they shared them with the individual and then the group for feedback. 

The artists then worked with participants and other Farsi-speaking volunteers to produce the 

soundtrack of the stories.  
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 The result has been the production of three stories to date, with a number of other stories 

in process. Our plan is to produce the digital stories with similar formatting so that, in the future, 

we will be able to combine the digital stories into a larger piece connected by commentary about 

the experience of political prisoners in Iran.  Once finished, the digital stories will be featured on 

our newly constructed website www.womenpoliticalprisoners.com.  Many parts of our world are 

becoming connected through the internet—through websites and social media. There is a lot of 

potential to connect people with the resistance work being done through this group of former 

political prisoners, increasing the scope of our work and the possibilities for resistance.    

Recovery as Process 

At a recent meeting with many of the Words, Colour, Movement participants, there was a 

discussion about the work being done by the leftist Iranian community to seek justice for the 

atrocities committed and still being committed by the IRI. I was present for the first half of the 

meeting, which was conducted in English, presented the first drafts of the three digital stories 

and then left the meeting. After the break, Iranian activist Nasser Mohajer facilitated the 

discussion in Persian. After the meeting, Shahrzad and I talked about what had transpired in the 

second half of the meeting. There was a conflict between two of the participants from the Words, 

Colour, Movement project regarding the different leftist groups they are still associated with. 

Although all the participants in the Words, Colour, Movement project have been involved in the 

leftist movement, many different groups form this movement, often with very different 

approaches to resistance. At the end of the evening, one of the participants who had been 

involved in the conflict apologized to the other one, and they decided to move forward. In the 

discussion that followed with a small group of people, they talked about why this kind of conflict 

did not happen more often. One of the reasons they indicated was the impact of my presence in 

http://www.womenpoliticalprisoners.com/
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the group. I am always at meetings, moderating, facilitating, and requiring them to speak 

English. While there are many benefits to practicing English and to having someone from 

outside the culture present, it also means that they are many undercurrents of tension not 

addressed in an open manner. I do not believe that this issue precludes the benefit of my presence 

in the group as I believe that I have been able to play an important role as a facilitator and have 

been able to support the significant work that has been done through the project.  However, I do 

think that it is important for anyone engaged in work that is supporting a social justice movement 

that they are not a part of, needs to always be in a space where they are doing critical reflection, 

thinking about their own position and about how their presence is impacting the work that the 

group they are working with are engaged in. When issues of language are involved, I also believe 

that it is important to check in with someone connected to the group who speaks the language 

periodically to ensure that you are not missing important discussions or undertones.  An example 

of this was the issue of the “armband” that I discussed in the fourth chapter. The conflict was 

present but not resolved and, in fact, I was not aware that some people continued to feel real 

frustration about the colour of the armband even after the opening night of the exhibit. I 

recognize that I need to continue to reflect on how I can be present, supporting the group, but not 

impeding conversations that need to happen. These conversations will be important if issues are 

to be resolved and the group is to move forward as a strong united front. 

Wu uses the image of a “rhizome”, which is a rootlike stem, to discuss the function of the 

prison memoir (2011, p. 4). She uses this image because she feels that it represents the powerful 

and creative potential of this art form. Containing “rich resources and ethical value, political 

prison narratives offer critical contributions to the process of remembering, understanding and 

healing” (Wu, 2011, p. 4). She goes on to say that: “ While aware of the pros and cons, I 
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nevertheless argue that in the case of political prisoners, remembering is a much needed “ethical-

act” and the healing process cannot begin if the truth of unjust suffering is forgotten even before 

it is uncovered, discussed, understood, and properly dealt with” (Wu, 2011, p. 4). I like this 

image, because it is one of the images that has been captured so often in the artwork created by 

the Words, Colour, Movement participants, that of growth out of painful experiences, and in the 

growth, hope. Participants in the project have come a long way over the last three years. This 

was evident in the ways in which they represented their experiences and their learning. I have 

also observed positive changes in each of the participants, whether a greater willingness to 

engage with others, more positive body language, or more confidence using the English 

language. However, the experiences each of them has had impact every part of who they are. 

Their bodies were tortured and they still bear the scars; however it was the psychological torture 

they experienced that has had the longest-term impact. It is difficult to recover from this kind of 

systematic violence and come to a place where you can interact with the world and with others in 

community. It takes time and a concentrated effort. 

This fall marks the 25th anniversary of the 1988 massacre of political prisoners in Iran. 

As the group has discussed how to mark this, they have come up with a number of possibilities. 

There will be different commemorative events held in Toronto, and I am sure around the world 

within similar communities in the Iranian diaspora.  The group made the decision to use this 

occasion to come together for a weekend retreat. This retreat will have a number of components: 

making a collaborative art piece to commemorate the occasion; discussing what has transpired in 

the last 25 years; looking at global resistance (you can read more about this in the next section); 

and discussing where the group wants to go in the future. The objective behind this retreat is to 

give people a more relaxed space to interact and discuss issues. Although there will not be a 
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session that deals specifically with conflict, it is our hope that if conflict needs to be addressed, it 

will find a space within the discussions. This will only be a part of the process of recovery. 

Lederach and Lederach (2010) talk about the importance of giving space to these kinds of 

conversations, so that people affected by violence can live lives marked by freedom instead of 

frustration and anger. They feel that more careful attention needs to be paid to proximity and 

connection in the case of communities that have been affected by the cycle of violence, and 

highlight the importance “of recovering and sharing stories that require safety and the deepening 

of social spaces that respect the complexity of naming unspeakable realities as processes of 

discovery and the artistic- like expression of resiliency (Lederach & Lederach, 2010, p. 227). 

Connecting to Global Resistance 

One of the things I have often thought about in my work in community development is the 

concept of sustainability. A movement or project is only sustained when participants become 

engaged with the process and are eventually willing to take ownership of the process. This 

project was initiated by Shahrzad. She has used her position at the university to provide 

resources, including space and financial resources. Both Shahrzad and I have worked to organize 

and facilitate the process of meeting and planning events. The group has been invited into the 

decision-making process but the majority of responsibility still remains with the two of us. In 

order for the work this group is doing through arts-based resistance to continue, it will be 

important for the responsibility to move from Shahrzad and I to others in the group.  

 One of the things that may help this process is for the group to make connections with 

other movements doing similar resistance work. Up to this point, the focus of the majority of 

resistance has been Iran, that is, resistance against the policies and practices of the IRI. There 

have been times when people from other countries in the Middle East (Turkey and Palestine) 
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have worked with the Iranians in solidarity, in both the art creation and different events. 

However, the work that has been done has focused in this one direction. I am not suggesting that 

the work done is not important; in fact, with each new article I read, with each new story I hear 

about the atrocities the IRI has committed or is committing, I become increasingly convinced 

that the IRI must be held accountable for its actions. What I am saying is that the situation in Iran 

is not an isolated one. State violence increases each year, affecting more and more people. 

Leitenburg’s research tracks the number of fatalities since the beginning of the 20th century and 

attributes over 231 million deaths to “politically caused deaths,” which includes people who 

perished in a conflict zone and those who perished by the hand of the state (Leitenburg, 2006,    

p. 14). However, he believes that the number of deaths is actually much higher, because there are 

many places where there is not an accurate record of fatalities, particularly in the case where the 

government is the one that perpetrated the violence (Leitenburg, 2006, p. 23). Statistics like this 

are hard to wrap the mind around. It does, however, contextualize the state violence perpetrated 

in the country of Iran through the IRI over the last three decades into a global experience of 

violence. It will be important for the participants in the Word, Colour, Movement project to 

understand the context within which Iran and the leftist resistance has experienced acts of state 

violence. Understanding the larger context will do two things: change their understanding and 

provide the possibility for collaboration. I believe that as they understand the context in which 

they experienced violence, it will change their understanding of the enemy from one regime—the 

IRI—to the larger forces that perpetuate violence—imperialism and capitalism. As people with a 

leftist ideology, I believe that they understand this theoretically, but need to make the move to 

seeing their own situation in that light. Understandably, raising awareness of and changing the 

situation in Iran is of utmost importance to them. By looking more broadly at the forces behind 
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the violence, however, I believe they will open themselves to new possibilities in resistance and 

collaboration. Reading through the statistics, one can begin to understand that state violence is 

pervasive. Violence like that practiced by the IRI in Iran is not an isolated phenomenon. There 

are very few states globally that have not perpetrated violence on at least one of the groups or 

communities living within their borders. Terms like “disappeared” mentioned in the Third 

Chapter, have become a reality in dozens of countries globally, and there are many governments 

that practice violence on their citizens, often with impunity. 

  However, the world is not without hope. Though violence is strong, the force of justice is 

also strong. I mentioned in the fourth chapter that, according to Amnesty International, from 

1974 to 2007, there have been 32 truth commissions established in 28 countries, and more than 

half of these have been established since 1997 (n.d.). This statistic only includes official, 

government, or internationally sanctioned truth commissions. In addition to these truth 

commissions, in the absence of formal justice, there are groups of citizens working together 

towards a common purpose of seeking justice for atrocities committed by the state against its 

citizens. Examples of these are The Memory and Justice in the Americas Working Group, formed 

of Chileans living in Canada (Espinoza, 2004) and Iran Tribunal International People’s 

Tribunal: Findings on the Truth Commission (2012). The literature is full of examples of other 

memory projects that seek to educate and speak for those whose lives have been lost. Some 

examples of memory work being done globally (not a comprehensive list but rather examples 

that demonstrate the scope of memory work being done globally) include: from Argentina 

(Robben, 2000); from Canada (Haig-Brown, 1988);  from Chile (Brodsky, 2012); from China 

(Ruocheng & Conceison, 2009; Wu, 2011; Williams, 2011); from Colombia (Riano-Alcana, 

2004); from Guatemala (REMH, 1999; Zur, 1999; Rodman, 2009; Sanford, 2009; Menjivar, 
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2011; Steinberg & Taylor, 2003); from India (Butalia, 2000, 2002); from Mexico (Taylor, 2003); 

from Iran (Taleghani, 2011; Iran Tribunal International People’s Tribunal, 2012); from Iraq 

(Zangana, 1991, 2009); from Indonesia (Drexler, 2009; Dwyer, 2009); from Morocco (El Bouih, 

2008; Slyomovics, 2011); from Nazi Germany (Wiesel, 1960, 1990; Linke, 2009); from Nigeria 

(Casey, 2009); from North Ireland (Dawson, 1999); from Peru (Taylor, 2003); from the 

Philippines (Ipong, 2011); from Turkey (Guzel, 2003; Altay, 2011); South Africa (Field, 1999; 

Hulec & Coetzee, 1999; Meer, 2001); Sudan (Hutchison, 2009); from the United States (Rogers, 

1999); and from Uruguay (Di Stefano, 2011). 

 The participants from the Words, Colour Movement project need to make connections 

with some of the other important work being done globally, in order to learn from what has been 

done and what is being done. When you are alone, working on an issue like bearing witness to 

and stopping the atrocities of the IRI, it can be discouraging when you do not see change 

happening. I believe that connecting with other movements will serve to both encourage and 

empower former political prisoners from Iran.  

 One of the questions I asked former political prisoner participants in the interviews was 

whether they saw a connection between their movement and other resistance movements such as 

the global prison abolition movement. Very few of them were able to make the connection or 

demonstrated an interest in situating their movement in a larger context. Many of them 

responded by saying that they did not know enough, that it was important to make sure that our 

focus was not too broad, because then nothing would get done. These are legitimate issues, but 

definitely issues that can and need to be addressed as the group moves forward. I believe that 

these issues are based more in not knowing and not understanding the kinds of resources and the 

kinds of resistance that are possible. Educating participants about this will be very important. In 
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her interview, Goli talked about her history of resistance and how she was committed to stopping 

injustice wherever it was happening:   

As a high school student, I was involved in civil disobedience—

demonstrations. Then in the US, where I went for my college years, I 

participated in demonstrations and all of the activities against the war in 

Vietnam and the Civil Rights Movement. Of course, the movement that 

deposed the Shah of Iran. For Palestine, for Palestinian rights. …even 

lettuce boycotts to support the Teamsters Union. For a whole year we 

didn’t eat lettuce because they said boycott lettuce—they aren’t paying us 

enough. So we did—and instead we used to eat cabbage—we replaced it 

with cabbage for a full year. We participated in any kind of progressive 

movement. I also joined in—so all my life I have been involved in some 

kind of resistance (June 14, 2012).  

 

I am sure that Goli’s experience would echo the experiences of many of the participants. 

Having worked with these women and men for the past seven years, I know that they are people 

committed to stopping injustice; this was what they were imprisoned for. They just need to be 

introduced to the possibility of connecting their important work with similarly important work 

being done by others. This is something that Omid talked about a lot in his interview: 

I have to find some ways to say to the people—we are human beings just 

like you—we need your help, we need your voice. We need you to see and 

to help me find a better way to tell the story and to stop violence. Many 

people—not just Iranians but there are many people around the world who 

need help. They experienced violence like us. If I don’t help, this means I 

am not human. I feel the pain from all people who need me—in this time, 

they need me (June 16, 2012). 

 

Not only would the movement to call the IRI to account for its actions benefit from 

connecting with other similar movements, but the passion and dedication the Words, Colour, 

Movement participants have would make a significant contribution to other movements. Even in 

the literature, the Iranian experience is very rarely in dialogue with other global experiences of 

state violence, remembering, resistance, and justice. The rest of the world could learn many 
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things from the prison experiences and resistance of the leftist movement in Iran and in the 

Iranian diaspora. 

Future Research Areas 

There have been many times in the last year and a half when I have encountered an interesting 

idea or thought about going further in a particular direction with my dissertation research. In 

these cases, I have had to hold myself back, telling myself that PhD research is about 

streamlining a topic and addressing some specific research questions. I have kept a file on my 

computer where I have stored some of these ideas for future research, so that when this 

dissertation is written, I can begin to think about which road I will take next. The topic of 

remembering is so vast, and I have encountered so many different areas through my research; 

this area of remembering and resistance could keep a scholar busy for many decades. There are 

two particular areas that stem directly from this research. One of those is taking a close look at 

Truth Commissions which, as I have already discussed, are either state or internationally 

sanctioned judicial accountability hearings, examining how these different hearings have come 

into being and what their impact has been on the communities they have been established to 

serve. Although there have been 32 Truth Commissions established in 28 countries since 1974 

(Amnesty International, n.d.), there are many countries, including Iran, where this has not yet 

been possible. It would also be interesting to research the process that led to the Iran Tribunal in 

2012, and to examine the impact that such a Truth Commission had on participants, given that it 

was not sanctioned by either Iran or another international body and that the IRI continues to 

function with impunity. 

 A second area of research closely linked to the topic of this dissertation would be 

continuing to follow the Words, Colour, Movement project participants through the next stage of 
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their development: to watch how the community grows and to see whether they are able to move 

towards connecting with similar movements. As I have conducted research and written this 

dissertation, I have come to have such respect for the women and men involved in this project. It 

would be an honour to continue to work and learn with them. 

 There are many other interesting areas I have come across that I have only touched on in 

this dissertation. One of those areas is that of the performance of resistance. There is a very 

interesting and engaging field of scholarship looking at the performance of memory. Scholars 

like Diana Taylor (2003) and Anne Cvetkovich (2003) raise very interesting questions about the 

performance of memory and how it impacts both individual and national identity. The work that 

the Words, Colour, Movement project has been engaged in is very much performance, literally 

through the creation and performance of art and theoretically through the way that participants 

have been in the act of resistance and creating new identities and new possibilities through that 

performance. The other area is the function of the prison memoir, particularly coming out of the 

Middle East, and how it constructs an identity in contrast to the exoticized and orientalized 

woman from the Middle East. I would propose that there have been a number of memoirs 

produced in English over the last decade that situate the Middle Eastern woman as revolutionary, 

as agent, as survivor, and as woman with strength, power, and resistance (Zangana, 1991, 2009; 

Guzel, 2006; Agah et al. 2007; El Bouih, 2008; Makaremi, 2011; Talebi, 2011).  These 

incredible testimonies need time and attention, and need to become well-situated in the genre of 

resistance literature. 

Conclusion 

I never tire of hearing stories, because I think that by connecting to stories, it is possible to better 

understand the world around us. As a child, I loved to read fantasies, because they took me to 
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new worlds; however, as an adult, I have been more interested in hearing where real people have 

come from and where they are going. It helps me to better situate myself in a big world and, 

through the sharing of stories, I find many places of connection, often in unexpected places. Over 

the last seven years, I have spent a lot of time reading books about state violence and resistance, 

partly because I needed to do so for my academic work but more than simply that. I have been 

drawn to those books because I have been trying to understand the impacts of violence, recovery 

from violence, and the possibility of resistance. I am always interested in examples that show 

resilience in people who have experienced violence. It affirms to me that violence will not 

overcome. I remember having a conversation with Shahrzad Mojab at the beginning of this 

journey, when I was starting to hear and read the stories of former political prisoners from Iran. I 

told her that I was glad that I had begun this journey, that I wished with all my heart that the 

stories I was hearing had not happened, but that I was glad that I knew about them and could 

never again live a life that did not acknowledge the atrocities suffered by so many people 

globally.  

 This still holds true. I will never again be the person I once was. Encountering these 

stories of horror, of assaults against innocence and against the human spirit, has directed my life 

in an important way. I think of Chowra Makaremi’s commitment “As long as we don’t say that it 

is all right” and I know that I have a similar commitment, to name injustice for what it is, to 

support truth-telling, and to seek to walk beside people as they recover from the impacts of 

violence. The willingness of the women and men in the Words, Colour, Movement project to 

remember, and to remember in a public way, has increased my own commitment to resisting the 

forces of violence. I have been privileged to be a part of an exciting movement, to see first-hand 

the impact of remembering and creating together, of bearing witness, and of acts of public 
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testimony. I have seen the power of community as it has emerged from the willingness of 

different women and men to learn to trust each other, to work together, and to share out of the 

pain and frustration each of them has endured. I have been an active participant in that process, 

and as I reflect back on what has transpired, I know that what has been achieved through the 

project  has been important; there have been good moments of learning in the process and, 

despite challenges, we will move forward.  

Shahrzad had the opportunity to visit the Museo de la Memoria Y los Derechos Humanos 

(translation: The Museum of Memory and Human Rights) on a recent visit to Chile. She brought 

back a book published by the museum that discusses the background and purpose of the 

museum. I want to end this chapter with a quote from the introduction to that book: 

We must know the past in order to act in the present. So it is that we often 

call upon memory to heal wrongs, believing that remembrance of the most 

barbaric events of our coexistence can prevent them from being repeated. 

However, we have seen too many times that this is not always the way of 

the world. The task of building a memory must therefore be guided by a 

moral compass; we must build a reading of the collective trauma that goes 

above and beyond what is evident, a history of victims and criminals, 

guilty and innocent. The goal in the museum’s construction of memory is 

to become a space that assists the culture of human rights and democratic 

values in becoming a shared ethical basis of our present and future 

coexistence. Only then can we empower our claim of NEVER AGAIN 

(Brodsky, 2012, p. 9). 

 

May it be so, in Chile and with all of the other important remembering taking place in groups 

like the Words, Colour, Movement project around the world. May we be willing to remember, 

speak the truth, listen, and take action, pushing at the darkness, making cracks so that the light 

can get through.  
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Appendix 1—Talking Prison, Creating Art and Making Justice  
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Appendix 2—Talking Prison, Creating Art and Making Justice Program 
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Appendix 3—Script for Before, During, After: Scenes from the Iranian Prison Journey 

Before, During and After: Scenes From the Iranian Prison Journey 

Compiled by Shannon Blake 
 
[Props: 8 chairs, 2 reading stands.] 
 
[Costumes: all performers wear black shirts and pants with a red scarf (scarves 
provided by Words, Colour, Movement facilitators.] 
 
[Scene: 6 ACTRESSES sitting on chairs; chairs are aligned in a row centre stage; all 
actions are done collectively, with words spoken by NARRATOR unless otherwise 
indicated. NARRATOR stands stage left with reading stand. KHERAD and OMID sit on 
an angle stage right with a reading stand. They stand when performing the Interludes. ] 
 
NARRATOR  
Before, during, and after. This is what happened in Iran, before, during and after. 
 
Before. 
 
[ACTRESSES stand.] 
 
Before, we used to debate. 
 
[ACTRESSES move shoulders and hands from right to left.] 
 
Before, we used to protest. 
 
[ACTRESSES mime holding placards, using strong arms.] 
 
Before, we would wave flags. 
 
[ACTRESSES mime holding and waving a flag.] 
 
There would be so many people. 
 
[ACTRESSES hold out arm with right hand at 90˚ angle, and circle hand 300˚.] 
 
We would speak into megaphones. 
 
[ACTRESSES mime using megaphones. ACTRESSES hold this pose.] 
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Before. 
 
When we would speak out, the police would come. 
 
[ACTRESSES turn head to left quickly, seeing police.] 
 
The police would chase us with batons and stones, and we would run. 
 
[ACTRESSES mime running.] 
 
This is what happened before.  
 
[ACTRESSES sit down.] 
 
INTERLUDE: OMID RECITES A POEM, “DARVAK”. 
 
During. 
 
This is what happened during.  
 
We were arrested. Everyone was blindfolded. 
 
[ACTRESSES stand. They move their hands over their faces as if putting on blindfolds. 
They grasp their hands behind their backs.] 
 
We were interrogated. They wanted to destroy our ideology. They said we couldn’t 
think for ourselves because we were women. They wanted to get information from us.  
 
[ACTRESSES sit in chairs.] 
 
ACTRESSES and NARRATOR 
 
They want to know my friends’ names. 
 
They want to know my friends’ addresses. 
 
They want to know when I have an appointment with my friends. 
 
NARRATOR 
They took away our watches. They took away our shoes. 
 
[ACTRESSES lift left wrist and snatch away a watch. ACTRESSES scuff feet to show 
removing shoes.] 
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We didn’t know what time it was. We didn’t know when it was safe to tell about our 
appointments. 
 
[ACTRESSES stand.] 
 
We were tortured. 
 
We were still blindfolded. 
 
[ACTRESSES mime blindfolding.] 
 
They sent us down the stairs, but we couldn’t see. 
 
[ACTRESSES stand. ACTRESSES mime falling down stairs using the chair.] 
 
We stood in a line, in our blindfolds. The sounds of the others being tortured were 
terrible. 
 
[ACTRESSES face right, standing in a line. ACTRESSES cover their ears.] 
 
During, we were put in tiny jail cells. It was hard to know who to trust. We 
communicated between cells using Morse code. 
 
[ACTRESSES rap on chairs a brief Morse code greeting.] 
 
We spilled water near the doors of our cells and leaned over to watch the reflection to 
see if the guards were coming. 
 
[ACTRESSES bend over on all fours, looking left at the ground.] 
 
We had to be strong in the face of the enemy.  
 
[ACTRESSES furrow brow, take shoulders back, make fists.] 
 
Sometimes, we mocked the guards when they weren’t looking. 
 
[ACTRESSES move heads from left to right to watch guard go by. When guard has 
passed, ACTRESSES make claws of hands and grimace to imitate the guard.] 
 
To eat, we sat down together. We had to share plates. 
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[ACTRESSES sit and break into pairs and mime spreading cloth. Each pair sits close 
together and mimes sharing a plate.] 
 
On Sundays, the prison cooks put the leftover scraps from our meager meals into a 
soup pot. Because the soup contained everything from the previous week, we called 
this the “Weekend Report”. Though we were very hungry, we sometimes could not 
bear to eat this soup. 
 
[ACTRESSES make bowl with thumbs and index fingers of each hand. ACTRESSES 
hold bowl to face and grimace. ACTRESSES toss bowl to right.] 
 
INTERLUDE: KHERAD’S STORY 
 
NARRATOR 
Prison was terrible for women and for men. We had to work so hard to keep our 
spirits alive. But there were moments of triumph. I remember, we were all sitting 
silently in our cells, depressed and broken. Suddenly, someone began to sing one of 
our revolutionary songs. All of us joined in together, singing. [why bold?] 
 
KHERAD BEGINS TO SING. OMID JOINS HIM. 
 
[ACTRESSES stand.] 
 
One day, one of the prisoners had a heart-attack.  
 
[ACTRESSES break into pairs of A and B. A’s hold heart and fall down. B’s put hand to 
mouth and watch.] 
 
We went to the door. We pounded on it and screamed for help. 
 
[B’s stand, pounding fists, making noise with feet.] 
 
But no one came. 
 
[B’s stop in mid-pound. Drop to knee and hold the hand of A’s.] 
 
This was not the only time our needs were ignored. Often the guards would do nothing 
if we told them that we had health problems. Female health problems, like uterine 
infections, were taboo. Even simple female concerns, like menstruation, went 
unprovided for.  
 
[A’s and B’s stand. B’s open hands, pleading, A’s put up flat palm to ignore B’s.] 
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On Wednesdays, the guards would announce the names of those who were to be 
executed. We were always terribly nervous waiting to hear which names would be 
called. 
 
[ACTRESSES walk back and forth in disorganized pattern, wringing hands. 
ACTRESSES all stop suddenly and look sharply left, listening.] 
 
Unless we were being punished, we were allowed visits from our families. We tried to 
look our best for Visiting Day. 
 
[ACTRESSES pat their hair, look in compacts, adjust clothes.] 
 
We didn’t want to worry our families by letting them know our true condition.  
 
We would meet our families face to face through a glass barrier. With one hand, we 
held our hijabs, with the other hand, we held phones so that we could talk with our 
families. 
 
[ACTRESSES hold hijab under chin with left hand, and hold phone with right hand.] 
 
If our families didn’t spot us right away, they would panic. Often, even when we sat 
down together, our families were too sad to speak, or had to give us terrible news.  
 
[ACTRESSES turn to the right, faces in hands, bowed down.] 
 
[ACTRESSES sit.] 
 
There were children in prison. Some were born there. Some grew up there. When the 
children grew up in prison, they didn’t know anything about the outside world. We 
kept food in two jars, a big one with a picture of a cow, and a small one with a picture 
of a lamb. We called them “cow” and “lamb”. 
 
[ACTRESSES mime outline of two jars, one big and one small.] 
 
We saw a real cow on TV one day and said to a little boy, “Look!  A cow!”   
 
[ACTRESSES point.] 
 
The boy said, “That’s not a cow!” and ran to the jar with the picture of a cow on it. 
“That’s a cow,” he said. He didn’t know what a real cow looked like.  
 
[ACTRESSES stand.] 
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During, we had to wear chadors when the male guards entered our cells. 
 
[ACTRESSES make knocking sound.] 
 
We would quickly put on our chadors, covering our bodies from head to toe. 
 
[ACTRESSES bend and sweep right hand over feet, sweep both hands over head and 
hold under their chins with their left hands.] 
 
We had to laugh. Why we laughed wasn’t always clear, but psychologically, if we 
didn’t laugh we would get very depressed. 
 
[ACTRESSES mime belly laughing.] 
 
The guards wanted to bore us into submission in prison. We rebelled by finding things 
to do. We remembered books we had read, wrote them down and passed them between 
each other.  
 
[ACTRESSES make left hand flat, write on it with right hand, pass left hand in right 
hand to person to the right.] 
 
We taught each other languages. 
 
[ACTRESS on far left stands, all other ACTRESSES sit and look at her, nodding.] 
 
We recited poetry. 
 
[ACTRESS on far right stands, all other ACTRESSES sit and look at her, clap hands.] 
 
We made a volleyball out of our clothes. 
 
[ACTRESSES alternate holding “bump” position or “set” position.] 
 
We sculpted out of bread crumbs and water. 
 
[ACTRESSES move fingers back and forth across palms to indicate sculpting.] 
 
We sculpted a chess set.  
 
[ACTRESSES move right hand back and forth as if holding a chess piece.] 
 
We sculpted Lenin’s bust.  
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[ACTRESSES hold head up high, turn face on profile to the left with hand under chin.] 
 
We celebrated Nowruz, the Persian spring New Year. We cleaned and dressed well and 
made a strange-looking cake out of what we could save from our meals. We gathered 
Haft-sin, seven items beginning with “s” that have symbolic meaning. 
 
[ACTRESSES hold outstretched palms together as if offering a cake.] 
 
One of us was caught celebrating Nowruz. She was put in solitary confinement for one 
year and four months. 
 
We heard rumours of a place called Taboot inside the prison compound, where people 
were forced to sit in spaces as small as coffins. 
 
[ACTRESSES sit cross-legged, mime putting on blindfolds, rock back and forth.] 
 
The prisoners there would sit for days and days, blindfolded and forced to listen to 
chants from the Qur’an, broadcasted from a loudspeaker. Those who survived were not 
the same afterwards.  
 
[ACTRESSES stand.] 
 
In 1988, something started to happen. They took away the TV and the newspapers. We 
were closed in away from the world.  
 
[ACTRESSES bring hands together so that palms touch, closing.] 
 
We were afraid. Some people thought that the government was getting weaker. 
 
[ACTRESSES look up to the right.] 
 
But others thought that something terrible was happening.  
 
[ACTRESSES look down to the left.] 
 
No one would tell us officially, but one of the guards used a gesture to let us know that 
there had been many executions. We found out later that more than 5,000 people had 
been executed. 
 
[ACTRESSES look full forward and draw their fingers from left to right across their 
throats.] 
 
There is another thing that happened during. We feel ashamed to speak of it.  
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[ACTRESSES use right hand to cover their faces and turn to the left.] 
 
But if we do not speak of it, the silence will imprison us further. 
 
[ACTRESSES move their left hand to the hand of their left hand neighbour and take her 
hand from her face. ACTRESSES stand holding hands with each other.] 
 
Women were raped in prison. Many, particularly, were raped before they were 
executed,  because the guards believed that women who died as virgins would go to 
heaven, and they did not want us to go to heaven.  We no longer wish to be silent about 
this.  
 
[ACTRESSES drop hands.] 
 
We were in prison for two years, three years, eight years.  
 
[ACTRESSES sit.] 
 
INTERLUDE: KHERAD SINGS “LORI”. 
 
After. 
 
This is what happened after. 
 
When we came out of prison, it was difficult to go back to regular life. Before prison, we 
had a hope of a revolution. When we came out, this hope had been defeated. People 
were proud of us, but wondered why we had wasted so much of our youth in prison. 
We still didn’t have democracy. We were respected, but no one wanted us to go back to 
prison for what seemed like a lost cause. 
 
[ACTRESSES stand.] 
 
Our families threw parties to celebrate our return.  
 
[ACTRESSES mime eating. A’s and B’s link arms as if dancing.] 
 
There was so much food and so much activity. It was so different than prison that we 
were overwhelmed. 
 
[ACTRESSES drop arms, stand in line, holding elbows and watching.] 
 
Everything outside of prison was so loud. 
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[ACTRESSES cover ears.] 
 
The sound of the Muslim Call to Prayer or scenes of torture on TV upset us immensely. 
 
[ACTRESSES mime turning off TV, covering ears, screaming and stepping backwards.] 
 
We couldn’t explain what had happened to us in a way that our friends and family 
would understand. 
 
[ACTRESSES scrape heads with left hand, explode hand from head with right hand.] 
 
After, because of our experience, some of us eventually became refugees from Iran. We 
left our country, going first to Turkey and then to Canada.  
 
[ACTRESSES place their hands on their shoulders and move slowly forward as if 
bearing an immense weight. ACTRESSES maintain this pose.] 
 
Because we are refugees, we cannot return to Iran. Being a refugee is like being torn in 
two. We have to learn a new language, we have to find new jobs, we have to negotiate a 
new culture. Our hearts are still in Iran, but we must move forward into our Canadian 
lives. It is the only choice we have. 
 
[ACTRESSES stand full forward.] 
 
This is what happened in Iran, this is what happened in prison, before, during and 
after. 
 
[ACTRESSES sit.] 
 
We started our struggle thirty years ago. A generation has passed, but the same struggle 
goes on. We tell you our story because we want the truth about our experience to be 
known so that it can be confronted and stopped. Our story is an act of revolution and an 
act of hope.  
 
INTERLUDE: OMID RECITES A POEM, “EXECUTION, THE NEWS WAS VERY 
SHORT”. 
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Appendix 4—Lines of Resistance poster 
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Appendix 5—Political Prisoners: Beyond the Wall, the Word, the Art poster 
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Appendix 6—Recruitment E-mail Script for Art Workshop Participants  

 

Hello__________ 

I am contacting you to invite you to participate in my PhD thesis research entitled, State 

Violence, Learning and the Art of Memory which will be looking at the art workshops and public 

performances/ exhibits connected to the project Words, Colour, Movement: Remembering and 

Learning through the Arts. I would like to spend some time talking with you about the art that 

you created and the process of sharing your story with each other and with a larger audience.  

If you would be interested in participating or would like to hear more about the process of 

participating, please feel free to give me a call at 647-248-3893 or to respond to this e-mail. 

 

Kind regards—Bethany Osborne 

  



307 

 

Appendix 7—Recruitment E-mail for Writers of Memoirs/Film-maker 

 

Hello______________; 

I will be conducting my PhD research entitled State Violence, Learning and the Art of Memory 

over the next 6 months. This research will be looking at the role that art plays in resistance and in 

both rebuilding and realigning community. You recently published (books/ film): 

________________________________________________ has significance to my research 

because the particular case that my research will be examining is the process of remembering 

and resisting of a group of former political prisoners from Iran through a series of art workshops 

and public performances.   

 I would like to conduct an open-ended interview with you this coming summer or in early fall to 

talk about your process of writing/ producing your memoir/film. If you are interested or have any 

questions,  please feel free to  contact me. You can either respond to this e-mail or give me a call 

at 647-248-3893.  

I’m looking forward to discussing this with you further. 

 

Kind regards—Bethany Osborne 
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Appendix 8—Letter of Information and Consent (Former Political Prisoners/Supporters)  

 

OISE/UT logo to be inserted here 

Dear: ___________ 

 

My name is Bethany Osborne and I am a PhD student in the Department of Adult Education and 

Counseling Psychology at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education at the University of 

Toronto. I am writing to invite you to participate in my PhD research project, State Violence, 

Learning and the Art of Memory. The primary focus of the project is to trace individual process 

and experiences of resistance through remembering, art creation and public proclamation in the 

project Words, Colour, Movement: Remembering and Learning through the Arts.  

 

I will be conducting open ended interviews from March-June 2012. I will meet with you for 1-

1½ hours to ask you questions about the art workshop and the public performance and/ or 

exhibits that you participated in during the time period January 2010-December 2011. As I talk 

with you, I will be asking questions that clarify details or point to your survival and resistance. If 

at any point during the interview you feel emotional distress, I will refer you to an appropriate 

resource to support you.  

 

The interview time will be arranged at mutually convenient time. There is no financial 

compensation for your participation in this research, however, there may be benefits to your 

participation. You may have an opportunity to gain knowledge about yourself and about the 

experience of other former political prisoners from the Middle East and you may have an 

opportunity to contribute to the body of knowledge of resistance against state violence and the 

role that both memory and art play in the processes of community building and realigning. 

 

Thank you for taking time to read this letter. I want you to know that your participation in the 

project is strictly voluntary and anonymous;  that you can decline to answer any questions and 

terminate the interview and/or withdraw from the study at any time during the interview or data 

analysis process; that your responses and comments will be kept confidential; and that your name 

and personal details will be kept confidential in any writings as pertaining to this research. The 

interview will be audio taped and only myself and my thesis supervisor Dr. Shahrzad Mojab will 

have access to the audio recordings and transcripts. The hard copies of all of the interviews will 

be kept in a locked cabinet and the electronic copies will be secured on a password protected 

computer. The audio recordings will be deleted after they have been transcribed and the 

encrypted transcripts will be destroyed after 10 years in the case of follow up studies. The data 

may be used for presentation and/or publication purposes and once your interview has been 

transcribed, I will send you a copy of the transcript. There are two possible limits to your 

confidentiality: You may be identifiable because of the small community that I am drawing from 

for this research and  in the case that something that you share with me in the interview leads me 

to believe that you are in danger of harming yourself, someone else or if you report that a child is 

at risk, I am obligated by law to report this. 

 

In order to participate in the research project, I will be asking you to sign the  consent form 

below which gives me permission to use the data that I collect from our sessions as part of my 
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thesis research (you can keep a copy of the letter and consent form for your own records). You 

are free to stop the interview and withdraw from the study at any time. 

 

Sincerely yours, 

 

 

Bethany J. Osborne  (PhD Candidate) 

AECP OISE/UT, 252 Bloor Street West, 

Toronto, Ontario, M5S 1V6 

Tel: 647-248-3893 

E-mail: bethany.osborne@utoronto.ca  

 

Professor Shahrzad Mojab, my thesis supervisor, can be contacted through the following: 

AECP OISE/UT, 252 Bloor Street West, 

Toronto, Ontario, M5S 1V6 

Tel: 416-978-0829 

E-mail: shahrzad.mojab@utoronto.ca  

 

Sasmita Rajaratnam Research Ethics Coordinator of the Education Ethics Review Board can be 

contacted through the following: 

UT ‒ Office of Research Ethics  

12 Queen’s Park Crescent West 

McMurrich Building, 2
nd

 floor,  

Toronto, Ontario M5S 1S8 

Tel: 416-978-2798  

E-mail: sasmita.rajaratnam@utoronto.ca  

_______________________________________________________________________ 

 

I, ________________________________, have read this letter and agree to participate.  

 

Signature of  

Research participant: ____________________     Date: _________________ 

 

              Signature of  

                    Witness: ____________________    Date:__________________ 

 

□  I would like to receive a summary of the research findings 

  

mailto:bethany.osborne@utoronto.ca
mailto:shahrzad.mojab@utoronto.ca
mailto:sasmita.rajaratnam@utoronto.ca
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Appendix 9—Letter of Information and Consent (Artist Facilitators) 

 

OISE/UT Logo to be inserted here 

Dear: ___________ 

 

My name is Bethany Osborne and I am a PhD student in the Department of Adult Education and 

Counseling Psychology at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education at the University of 

Toronto. I am writing to invite you to participate in my PhD research project, State Violence, 

Learning and the Art of Memory. The primary focus of the project is to trace individual process 

and experiences of resistance through remembering, art creation and public proclamation in the 

project Words, Colour, Movement: Remembering and Learning through the Arts.  

 

I will be conducting open ended interviews from March-June 2012. I will meet with you for 1-

1½ hours to ask you questions about your experiences and what you observed as you participated 

in the art workshop about the art workshop and the public performance and/ or exhibits that you 

participated in during the time period January 2010-December 2011.  

 

The interview time will be arranged at mutually convenient time. There is no financial 

compensation for your participation in this research, however, there may be benefits to your 

participation. You may have an opportunity to contribute to the body of knowledge of resistance 

against state violence and the role that both memory and art play in the processes of community 

building and realigning. 

 

Thank you for taking time to read this letter. I want you to know that your participation in the 

project is strictly voluntary and anonymous;  that you can decline to answer any questions and 

terminate the interview and/or withdraw from the study at any time during the interview or data 

analysis process; that your responses and comments will be kept confidential; and that your name 

and personal details will be kept confidential in any writings as pertaining to this research. The 

interview will be audio taped and only myself and my thesis supervisor Dr. Shahrzad Mojab will 

have access to the audio recordings and transcripts. The hard copies of all of the interviews will 

be kept in a locked cabinet and the electronic copies will be secured on a password protected 

computer. The audio recordings will be deleted after they have been transcribed and the 

encrypted transcripts will be destroyed after 10 years in the case of follow up studies. The data 

may be used for presentation and/or publication purposes and once your interview has been 

transcribed, I will send you a copy of the transcript. There are two possible limits to your 

confidentiality: You may be identifiable because of the small community that I am drawing from 

for this research and  in the case that something that you share with me in the interview leads me 

to believe that you are in danger of harming yourself, someone else or if you report that a child is 

at risk, I am obligated by law to report this. 

 

In order to participate in the research project, I will be asking you to sign the  consent form 

below which gives me permission to use the data that I collect from our sessions as part of my 

thesis research (you can keep a copy of the letter and consent form for your own records). You 

are free to stop the interview and withdraw from the study at any time. 
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Sincerely yours, 

 

 

 

Bethany J. Osborne  (PhD Candidate) 

AECP OISE/UT, 252 Bloor Street West, 

Toronto, Ontario, M5S 1V6 

Tel: 647-248-3893 

E-mail: bethany.osborne@utoronto.ca  

 

Professor Shahrzad Mojab, my thesis supervisor, can be contacted through the following: 

AECP OISE/UT, 252 Bloor Street West, 

Toronto, Ontario, M5S 1V6 

Tel: 416-978-0829 

E-mail: shahrzad.mojab@utoronto.ca  

 

Sasmita Rajaratnam Research Ethics Coordinator of the Education Ethics Review Board can be 

contacted through the following: 

UT ‒ Office of Research Ethics  

12 Queen’s Park Crescent West 

McMurrich Building, 2
nd

 floor,  

Toronto, Ontario M5S 1S8 

Tel: 416-978-2798  

E-mail: sasmita.rajaratnam@utoronto.ca  

_______________________________________________________________________ 

 

I, ________________________________, have read this letter and agree to participate.  

 

Signature of  

Research participant: ____________________     Date: _________________ 

 

              Signature of  

                    Witness: ____________________    Date:__________________ 

 

□  I would like to receive a summary of the research findings 

  

mailto:bethany.osborne@utoronto.ca
mailto:shahrzad.mojab@utoronto.ca
mailto:sasmita.rajaratnam@utoronto.ca
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Appendix 10—Letter of Information and Consent (Writers of Memoirs/Film-maker) 

 

OISE/UT logo to be inserted here 

Dear: ___________ 

 

My name is Bethany Osborne and I am a PhD student in the Department of Adult Education and 

Counseling Psychology at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education at the University of 

Toronto. I am writing to invite you to participate in my PhD research project, State Violence, 

Learning and the Art of Memory. The primary focus of the project is to trace individual process 

and experiences of resistance through remembering, art creation and public proclamation. The 

majority of the participants in the research study will have participated in the project Words, 

Colour, Movement: Remembering and Learning through the Arts held in Toronto, Canada from 

January 2010-December 2011, however, because of the recent publication of your book(s)/ 

production of your film: ________________________, I feel that your contribution to this 

research would be valuable. 

 

In order to learn about the role does memory play in resistance and how acts of publicly and 

collectively remembering experiences of state violence enable people to both heal and forgive, I 

will be conducting semi-structured interviews from March-June 2012. I will meet with you either 

in person or by phone for 1-1½ hours to ask you questions about your experiences of writing 

your memoir(s).   

 

The interview time will be arranged at mutually convenient time. There is no financial 

compensation for your participation in this research, however, there may be benefits to your 

participation. You may have an opportunity to contribute to the body of knowledge of resistance 

against state violence and the role that both memory and art play in the processes of community 

building and realigning. 

 

Thank you for taking time to read this letter. I want you to know that your participation in the 

project is strictly voluntary and anonymous;  that you can decline to answer any questions and 

terminate the interview and/or withdraw from the study at any time during the interview or data 

analysis process; that your responses and comments will be kept confidential unless otherwise 

specified; and that your name and personal details will be kept confidential in any writings as 

pertaining to this research unless otherwise specified. The interview will be audio taped and only 

myself and my thesis supervisor Dr. Shahrzad Mojab will have access to the audio recordings 

and transcripts. The hard copies of all of the interviews will be kept in a locked cabinet and the 

electronic copies will be secured on a password protected computer. The audio recordings will 

be deleted after they have been transcribed and the encrypted transcripts will be destroyed after 

10 years in the case of follow up studies. The data may be used for presentation and/or 

publication purposes and once your interview has been transcribed, I will send you a copy of the 

transcript. There are two possible limits to your confidentiality: You may be identifiable because 

of the small number of women from Iran that have written memoirs in the English language (or 

made films in the English language) and in the case that something that you share with me in the 

interview leads me to believe that you are in danger of harming yourself, someone else or if you 

report that a child is at risk, I am obligated by law to report this. 
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In order to participate in the research project, I will be asking you to sign the  consent form 

below which gives me permission to use the data that I collect from our sessions as part of my 

thesis research (you can keep a copy of the letter and consent form for your own records). You 

are free to stop the interview and withdraw from the study at any time. 

 

Sincerely yours, 

 

 

 

Bethany J. Osborne  (PhD Candidate) 

AECP OISE/UT, 252 Bloor Street West, 

Toronto, Ontario, M5S 1V6 

Tel: 647-248-3893 

E-mail: bethany.osborne@utoronto.ca  

 

Professor Shahrzad Mojab, my thesis supervisor, can be contacted through the following: 

AECP OISE/UT, 252 Bloor Street West, 

Toronto, Ontario, M5S 1V6 

Tel: 416-978-0829 

E-mail: shahrzad.mojab@utoronto.ca  

 

Sasmita Rajaratnam Research Ethics Coordinator of the Education Ethics Review Board can be 

contacted through the following: 

UT ‒ Office of Research Ethics  

12 Queen’s Park Crescent West 

McMurrich Building, 2
nd

 floor,  

Toronto, Ontario M5S 1S8 

Tel: 416-978-2798  

E-mail: sasmita.rajaratnam@utoronto.ca  

_______________________________________________________________________ 

 

I, ________________________________, have read this letter and agree to participate.  

 

Signature of  

Research participant: ____________________     Date: _________________ 

 

              Signature of  

                    Witness: ____________________    Date:__________________ 

 

□  I would like to receive a summary of the research findings 

□  I agree to share specified content of my research interview under my own name 

 

Specific content specified below: 

  

mailto:bethany.osborne@utoronto.ca
mailto:shahrzad.mojab@utoronto.ca
mailto:sasmita.rajaratnam@utoronto.ca
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Appendix 11—Demographic Interview Data 
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Appendix 12—Interview Questions for Former Political Prisoners and their Supporters 

 

Demographic information: 

 

What is your name? 

When were you born? 

What kind of resistance were you involved in, in Iran? 

Where were you imprisoned? 

Which years did you spend in prison?   

When did you come to Canada? 

Can you tell me about your family? (i.e. How many children? married/ divorced/ 

widowed) 

 

Process Questions: 

 

How did you hear about the art workshops? 

Why did you come to the art workshops? 

Had you ever been involved with art workshops before? 

Had you ever been involved with the community of former political prisoners since 

arriving in Canada? 

What kind of resistance against oppressive state regimes have you been involved with 

since arriving in Canada? 

Tell me about your  experience of the art workshops.  

What were the positive things you experienced? 

What were the challenges that you experienced?   

Can you tell me your best memory from the art workshops, public performances/ exhibits 

(over the last 2 years)? 

What was your favourite type of artistic expression (visual art (what type); drama; dance; 

writing, etc.). 

Tell me about your experiences of Talking Prison, Creating Art and Making Justice (if 

applicable). 

Tell me about your experience of Lines of Resistance: Prison Art from the Middle East 

(if applicable). 

What did you learn from the process of meeting together? 

Why did you stay at the art workshops?  What was important about the process for you? 

What can you see yourself doing in the future? 

Will you continue to make art? 

Will you try to find new ways to connect with other former political prisoners? 

What kind of resistance against oppressive state regimes will you be involved in, in the 

future? 

Is there anything further you would like to share with me? 
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Appendix 13—Interview Questions for Artist Facilitators 

 

Demographic information: 

 

What is your name? 

When were you born? 

Where were you born?  If not born in Canada, when did you come to Canada? 

What kind of activism have you been involved with in the past? 

What kind of community art activity have you been involved with in the past? 

Can you tell me about your family? (i.e. How many children? married/ divorced/ 

widowed) 

 

Process Questions: 

 

How did you hear about the art workshops? 

Why did you come to the art workshops? 

What kind of workshops did you facilitate? 

How many workshops did you facilitate? 

Had you ever been involved with art workshops before? 

Had you ever been involved with the community of former political prisoners from the 

Middle East before? 

Tell me about your experience of the art workshops.  

What were the positive things you experienced? 

What were the challenges that you experienced?   

Can you tell me your best memory from the art workshops, public performances/ exhibits 

(over the last 2 years)? 

Tell me about your experiences of Talking Prison, Creating Art and Making Justice (if 

applicable). 

Tell me about your experience of Lines of Resistance: Prison Art from the Middle East 

(if applicable). 

What did you learn from the process of meeting together and creating art? 

What did you learn about former political prisoners from the Middle East? 

Will you try to find new ways to connect with other former political prisoners from the 

Middle East in the future? 

What kind of resistance against oppressive state regimes will you be involved in, in the 

future? 

Is there anything further you would like to share with me? 
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Appendix 14—Interview Questions for Writers of Memoirs/Film-maker 

 

Demographic information: 

 

What is your name? 

When were you born? 

What kind of resistance were you involved in, in Iran? 

Where were you imprisoned? 

Which years did you spend in prison?   

When did you migrate from Iran? 

Can you tell me about your family? (i.e. How many children? married/ divorced/ 

widowed) 

 

Process Questions: 

 

When did you decide to write your memoirs/ make your films? 

Tell me about your  experience of writing/ producing the film.  

What were the positive things you experienced? 

What were the challenges that you experienced?   

What has the response to your work been? 

How has writing/ producing the film impacted your life? 

Knowing what you know now, would you have done anything differently?  

Do you see your public remembering as a continuation of the resistance you began in 

Iran?  In what ways? 

What have you learned from the process of writing/ making the film/ publishing?   

What can you see yourself doing in the future? 

Will you continue to write/ make films? 

Is there anything further you would like to share with me? 

 


