
FIND A HOME
as the sense of suffocation women expe-
rienced as a result of cultural and societal 
expectations.

Working alongside the Ballarat Regional 
Multicultural Council, Ms Heng engaged 
local migrant women, listened to their 
stories and choreographed the dance with 
a group of culturally diverse women from 
Ballarat.

‘‘Through each personal story, we strove 
to capture the essence of simplicity and 
‘everyday-ness’ in basic human gestures 
that illustrate who we are as women 
today,’’ Ms Heng said.

‘‘Along with the sounds of migrant wom-
en sharing their experiences, we sought to 
find our common ground and essentially, 
what makes us.’’

Ballarat Regional Multicultural Council 
executive officer Ann Foley said Breathe, 
Woman! was selected out of all the arts 
projects because of its ‘‘profound impact’’ 
on both audiences and everyone involved.

‘‘It was perceived as an exemplary arts 
project with great participation and com-
munity support and an excellent artistic 
outcome,’’ she said.

‘‘It’s very important for regional organ-
isations like ours to have a community 
connection and understand the trans-

formative power of the arts.’’
Breathe, Woman! portrayed the essence 

of my grandmother’s story and her beliefs.
The faith that inspires my grandmother 

and our family is a world religion which 
has more than five million adherents 
worldwide.

The Baha’i faith arrived in Australia in 
1920 and its followers and communities 
come from a wide variety of backgrounds.

Baha’is are the followers of Baha’u’llah 
who they believe brought a divine 
message to guide humanity towards its 
spiritual and material maturity, and to 
create a united world society of peace and 
justice.

Yet in Iran, the situation for the Baha’i 
community has not improved since my 
family fled more than 30 years ago. If 
anything, it continues to worsen everyday 
with followers denied the right to practise 
their faith freely.

The ongoing systematic persecution 
includes the jailing of Baha’is, bans on 
attending university, desecration of 
cemeteries, official media hate campaigns, 
threats and assaults and the forced closure 
of Baha’i businesses.

It is for this reason that my grandmother 
has never returned to her home country 

and I have never been able to visit and 
explore the wonders of my heritage.

‘‘I would love to go back to Iran but not 
under the current regime,’’ Pari said.

‘‘Right now, Baha’is are being impris-
oned, forced to close their shops and 
robbed of their possessions.

‘‘If the current situation changes, then I 
will go.’’

Even though her heart will always 
remain in Iran, my grandmother says with 
utmost sincerity that Australia is home.

The freedom she was afforded here 
allowed her family to grow  and she 
now boasts six grandchildren and three 
great-grandchildren.

Having moved to Ballarat from Mel-
bourne 13 years ago, she spends her spare 
time volunteering at BRMC and Sovereign 
Hill in a bid to give back to the community 
she loves.

‘‘For Baha’is in Iran, it’s about living in 
fear every day. You wake up frightened 
that you could be abused or even killed. If 
I stayed in Iran, my family and I would not 
have been able to have a free life so I am 
very grateful for that.’’

 ‘‘We left 
everything 
behind us. 
Everything. 
All our  
possessions 
and our close 
friends. 
It was hard.
Pari Khadem

(TOP) FOUR 
GENERATIONS: Pari 
Khadem (middle) has been 
able to live a free life since 
moving to Australia more 
than 30 years ago. Pictured 
here with her grand-daugh-
ter Dellaram Vreeland (left), 
daughter Elham Jamali 
(right) and great-grandsons 
Elijah and Haydar. 
Picture: Lachlan Bence

(Left)Pari Khadem enjoying 
her freedom in Australia.

(Right) Pari and Ghodrat 
Khadem on their wedding 
day.
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