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As a second-year law student at
university in Tehran, he was tem-
porarily suspended from studies for
a month for criticising the teachings
of the mullah (an Islamic priest),
and was subsequently fired from his
job as a legal representative in a
bank, a job he held for four years, for
the same type of criticism.

In Iran, freedom of speech is an
alien concept.

But worse was to follow.
On July 9, 2003, Sharifi was arres-

ted for taking photos of a pro-demo-
cracy student demonstration in
Tehran and imprisoned for three
m o n t h s.

During that time he claims he was
subjected to torture on a regular
b a s i s.

The details on his application for
asylum make harrowing reading:

“The torture involved flogging
(with wood and rope), beating the
soles of my feet, hanging, kicking
my head and punching, slapping and
kicking all parts of my body.”

So when the authorities raided his

house, you can understand why he
was taking no chances.

Sharifi now believes the Irish au-
thorities do not appreciate the
extent to which his life was in
danger in Iran.

He says that when they were pro-
cessing his application for asylum,
there were problems with the inter-
pretation of his interview at the
Office of the Refugee Applications
Commissioner, and that the (ORAC)
is unable to comment on individual
cases. According to a spokeswoman,
interpreters in the asylum process
have a recognised reputation in the
area of translation and interpreta-
tion and at the time of interview the
applicant would have had the oppor-
tunity to clarify any statements or
inconsistencies in the interview
re c o rd .

Sharifi’s primary concern is an
anomaly in the transcribed inter-
view detailing his arrest.

The transcript reads that Cana-
dian photographer and journalist,
Zahra Kazemi, (who was also arres-

ted in Tehran on June 20, 2003 for
taking pictures of a student demon-
stration) was “arrested.” In fact,
says Sharifi, it should actually have
read that Kazemi was killed —
Kazemi was arrested on June 23 and
was subsequently executed by the
authorities on July 11.

For the moment, real freedom for
Sharifi lies in the Irish Govern-
ment’s hands.

He is putting all his hope in the
appeal process and is currently
trying to gather more evidence, in
the hope that the Office of the
Refugee Application Commissioner
will be convinced of the critical
nature of his case.

But until he receives the results of
his appeal, the future is very uncer-
tain.

He is sure of one thing though.
A return trip to Iran is not on the

c a rd s.
“I would prefer to kill myself than

to go back to my own country,” he
s a y s.
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TODAY is the anniversary of the
book that has been translated into
more languages and printed in
more countries than any other —
except the Bible.
It is a novel that all of us would
probably list if asked to choose
five books we would take with us
if we were to be stranded on a
desert island.
The latter was a topic of
conversation that popped up when
a few of us were in the pub last
week, following on from; the five
people dead or alive we would
invite to a dinner party; who was
the best soccer player we had ever
seen perform live; and whose
round was it.
The usual sort of conversational
clichés you lean on when none of
you can think of anything
interesting to say, but what with
World Book Day being celebrated
over the weekend in the city, talk
turned literary for a while.
It started when one of the
company brought up an
acquaintance who claimed that a
certain book had changed his life.
It was a very pretentious choice
too; so pretentious that I realised
for the first time that I had been
pronouncing the name of its
international author wrong for
several years.
Anyway, none present could
actually think of a book that had
changed their own life — though
one received sympathy for once
having Bill Clinton’s
autobiography dropped on his
fo o t .
The choice of bibliography for the
desert island, though, did suggest
that a certain literary
snobbishness was afoot.
But, unsurprisingly, no book
chosen had appeared on the
syllabus studied for the Leaving
Cer t.
“What was the board of education
thinking about?” I asked my fellow
b a r fl i e s.
“I can’t speak for the present
generation,” I continued on, “but
what I remember from my
schooling is one day it was Ann
and Barry chasing a ball, then
chasing a dog and a ball, then the
same dog and a green ball and
next thing, before I knew it, I was
attempting to outline the various
themes of Silas Marner.”
This statement, although
chronologically correct, may seem
a little time-contracted, but what it
is important to remember is that I
was quite upset at the time of
speaking.
The point I was trying to make
was that we had been force-fed
literature in our later school
years, while not being given any
chance to appreciate it on its
m e r i t s.
Shakespeare was the most obvious
villain of the piece. I never took a
shine to the Bard of Avon and his
unique ability to turn any
dialogue, no matter how full of
pathos, into a rhyming couplet.
Even the modern novels and short
stories that I enjoyed suffered

because we were being spoon-fed
answers to possible questions on
the great exam that lay ahead and
were not expected to reason
critically ourselves. At my school,
we weren’t encouraged to think
outside the box by teachers.
There was quite a lot of thinking
outside the prefab (“Get outside
and think about what you’ve just
done,” the teacher would say,
pointing to the door, as if the
location of the door hadn’t been at
the forefront of your mind from
the moment you sat down at the
start of any class).
Last week, CNN news reported on
James Agee’s A Death in the
Fa m i l y , which was published two
years after his death in 1955 and
went on to win a Pulitzer Prize
and become a staple of high school
reading lists across the US.
It turns out that the novel was
pulled together and censored by a
misguided editor whose final
version did not match Agee’s
intentions, but was arranged to
appeal to a 1950’s audience.
A new version of the book is now
being reconstructed by a scholar
from the University of Tennessee.
Be forewarned, the same sort of
revelations will soon come out
here. After
years of
poring over
academic
inter pretations
of the great
works, we
will soon
realise we
too were
h o o d w i n ke d .
King Lear,
Hamlet and
Macbeth will
turn out to
have been
comedies;
Animal
Far m will be
re cl a s s i f i e d
as having
not been an allegory at all, but a
work of non-fiction; Silas Marner,
it will be announced, was actually
meant to be that boring.
And when that day comes we will
all be told that from this day on,
our children will be allowed to
enjoy reading on their own terms
and never again have to identify
reading as something to be done in
a stuffy classroom with 30 other
kids and a teacher with a grudge.
That is the spirit I took from
World Book Day.
Schoolchildren should be allowed
to read what they want, unfettered
by the academic constraints of
a d u l t s.
In an ideal world, these young,
uncontaminated minds would be
allowed to build their own
wonderful society on some sort of
paradise island.
Just like Robinson Crusoe ( w h i ch
was published on this day) but
with added camaraderie, freedom
to express ideas with like-minded
individuals and five books each.
Oh, and a conch.

��
Childr en
should be
allowed to
read what
they want,
unfetter ed
by any
constraints.
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REGIME: A woman sits at Ali Ghapu Palace in Esfahan, Iran. Life is difficult in Iran which has been an
Islamic dictatorship since the 1979 Islamic Revolution and the regime is very oppressive.


