Ghazal Omid:  An Iranian Woman’s Plight for Personal & Political Freedom
A young Iranian woman, Ghazal Omid, has written a courageous and powerful book entitled “Living in Hell: A True Odyssey of a Woman’s Struggle in Islamic Iran Against Personal and Political Forces” (488 pp., Park Avenue Publisher). As Loretta Napoleoni has written in her forward, “Omid’s terrifying life story encapsulates all the extraordinary elements of growing up in a far-away land of which Westerners know very little”. Indeed, Omid masterfully highlights through her nightmarish personal tale not only the continued violence against women in her country, but also provides a valuable account of the historical events of Iran before and after the rise of Ayatollah Khomeini. She gives a first hand account of the dysfunctional nature of Iranian society that has been transformed by those she defines as “mindless fanatics who have taken the Iranian people as fools for the past 26 years and who”, according to Omid, “are waiting to do the same with the rest of the world”. Although Omid now lives in Canada, the publication of her book has made her a target of numerous death threats and her website www.livinginhell.com has become a technical battleground that is continually hacked by those who oppose her and her criticisms. When probed about these events, Omid laughs nervously and says, “I’m not surprised”, adding “what do you expect from those who don’t tolerate dissent”? What are the main criticisms of those who oppose you and what you’ve written? “Most of the criticism comes from people living in Islamic societies. They criticize me for writing about my own personal life - the fact that I’ve written about being raped by own brother and about growing up in a culture where I had no way of speaking up. They call me a whore and keep saying that I’m nothing but an opportunist. Despite being hassled by my compatriots and other Muslims, I must say that non-Muslims and non-Iranians have been very supportive”. You are very critical of the mullahs in Iran, but not of Islam? In your opinion, is it possible to separate religion from politics in the Islamic Republic of Iran? “I’m not critical of Islam, but it’s very difficult to separate the two in Iran. I’m not only criticizing Islam, but any religion that is exploited by its practitioners. I say that I believe in God, but only the God that created me and not the God that these mullahs have created for me and tied to a political agenda. I draw a specific line between religion and power”. How crucial are women’s rights to any serious transformation of the current regime? “They are very important, but you have to remember that women in Iran have been manipulated for so many years that they often don’t see themselves as a force anymore - although they are. If any change is to occur in Iran it is in the hands of women. I’m trying to encourage them that it is their right to demand greater rights. I have a saying that I often use that nobody would put your right on a golden plate and offer it to you. If it’s yours - you have to rightfully demand it. It is crucial that Iranian women stand up and say you know what, we’re fed up with you, we’re a force and we’re going to kick you out, but they haven’t gotten that far yet. It doesn’t help that they are often brought down and treated as dirt. I’ve seen girls being married off at age nine. These girls grow up to become nothing and all they know is to serve men. I wonder how a future generation of women can be independent and free thinking individuals who could stand up to the regime when they’re conditioned in this way. Unfortunately, this practice continues to be encouraged by the regime”. 

Iran, Nuclear Power & the West
What do you think of the new Iranian President Amadinejad? “I believe he’s going to take Iran to a very dark place - much darker than it is right now. He’s not an expert and I fail to see how he could be a good president. He was initially 15th in a list of 70 candidates. Obviously, he knew some very important people and that’s how he became president”. Omid pauses and proclaims sarcastically, “If presidency is so easy, then I ask, why don’t you or I become president”? Presently, Iran is unwilling to suspend sensitive nuclear activities. You have written that “if Iran becomes a nuclear power, the world should start digging, either their shelters or their graves”. Could you elaborate? “One thing that the world has to understand about the regime in Iran is that they have no fear in killing anybody and will justify it with any reason. Since the rise of Khomeini, it has killed nearly 135 to 150 thousand people. If Iran becomes a nuclear power they would have no problem in justifying their actions and believe me, from what I have heard and seen in Iran - when they can kill hundreds of thousands of people from the Iranian family, do you think they will have any problem in killing you or your family? Day after day, children - the future generation - are brainwashed in their schools. I remember the daily insults against Americans and Israelis both there and in the media. On TV, there were daily talks exclaiming that if Iran had nuclear weapons they would be used to kill Israelis and Americans. I know that these threats are not empty ones. I know from my own personal experience of speaking against the regime while I was still in Iran and kidnapped that their threats are real. The regime’s rhetoric of saying if we have nuclear weapons, we’re just going to have them and not use them are empty words. The regime would have no mercy on anybody. Do you think that if they have nuclear capacities that they’re just going to sit aside and say they don’t care about Israel? I believe the regime in Iran will use nuclear power no matter how many times they will swear that they won’t. Iran doesn’t need nuclear power because it has natural gas in abundance and wind power for a period of three months every summer. They also have other resources that they can use in order to generate power and they don’t need a very expensive nuclear system that will cost billions and billions of dollars. Don’t forget that many Iranians are starving right now and aren’t making enough money to have a sustainable livelihood because of this regime”. Returning to President Amadinejad, what was your impression of his speech at the UN last month? “He basically told the world to F-off - that the regime is going to go ahead with its nuclear program. What he said is essentially the same thing that the regime has been saying for the past year, but what bothered me, is that he said that Iran has the right to nuclear power and that they’re going to give it, once they obtain it, to other Islamic countries. This displays the never-ending idiocy of this government. I hope President Amadinejad’s speech convinces other nations throughout the world to join in its efforts with Europe and the US in making sure Iran doesn’t succeed”. In your opinion, should the Bush Administration and the EU engage in dialogue with the Iranian government at this time? “If Iran stopped their nuclear activities then yes, but if Iran does not obey UN laws and continues with nuclear proliferation, then I think the US and the EU should be very careful and worried”. Natan Sharansky wrote in his book “The Case for Democracy” the following: “Where America is seen as opposing the regime, as in Iran, the people admire it.” Is this true? “Yes, it’s true, especially for Iranian youths. Iranians admire the US precisely because it is a free society”. Is there a particular message that you’d like to convey to Italian readers? “Yes, that Iran needs support and I beg the Italians and their government to help the Iranian people by opposing this regime and their attempt to obtain nuclear power. We need your support through action and not simply through empty words. Furthermore, I want to remind Italians that the Iranian people are currently living in a situation where they’re like butterflies in a glass jar who have been captured for the last 26 years. Please help to loosen the lid”.    

Amy K. Rosenthal
NOTE: An Italian version of this article appeared in the Italian newspaper, Il Foglio, on 1 November 2005.
