Three Iranian Feminists arrested and imprisoned.

On Saturday morning the 27th of January three Iranian feminists were arrested at Imam Khomeini Airport in Tehran, while trying to exit the country to attend a journalism seminar in New Delhi India. The three women, Tala't Taghinia, Mansoureh Shojaie, and Farnaz Seifi are women's rights activists and journalists.
After their arrest, security forces escorted the three activists to their homes, where their personal affects, such as their books, computers and computer cases, were searched and seized. Then they were transferred to Evin Prison, 209th Ward, where high profile political prisoners are kept. 
The three women regained their freedom after 24 hours arrest. However their plight is not yet over, because they have to go to court for an inquest into their activities in the next two months.

Talat, Mansoureh, and Farnaz were among the organizers of the 2006 June 12 women’s demonstrations. This protest occurred on the anniversary of a similar protest in 2005 in front of Tehran University, when a group of Iranian women and men came together peacefully demanding a change in the rules and regulations specifically targeted against the civil and human rights of women in the Islamic Republic. This coalition of individuals, associations and NGOs wanted to highlight their grievances and demands through civil disobedience and simultaneously formed the largest independent women’s coalition to appear since the fall of the Shah and so became be a turning point in the Iranian women's movement. 
In 2006 the demonstrations were brutally attacked by the police. The peaceful sit-in on June 12th was immediately broken up by the police in Tehran. Female police officers, wearing the dark chador, beat women’s rights campaigners with clubs and used pepper gas sprays to disperse their peaceful assembly. Women participating in the demonstration were arrested. A lot of the policewomen also had red paint to spray on women, so that they would be recognized in case they escaped. Some people were taken to jail and some people were taken to hospitals. Nobody knew exactly how many people were arrested. Some disappeared, some voluntarily disappeared.

The brutality and immediacy with which this peaceful gathering was ruthlessly crushed speak of the increasing anxiety of the Islamic Republic about its prolonged legitimacy. The concern of the Islamic Republic and its intolerance of the slightest manifestation of peaceful protest takes place at a time when its nuclear ambitions place it under increased international scrutiny, possible UN sanctions and/or a US-led military attack.
The three women, who were arrested are also part of the ‘One-Million Signatures’ Campaign. Farnaz also runs an active feminist blog in Persian.  
In the last year Iranian women’s rights activists have initiated two campaigns. One has the aim to stop the practice of stoning for the ‘crime’ of adultery and the other campaign demands an end to discriminatory laws against women in Iranian law. The second campaign is called the ‘One Million Signatures Demanding Changes to Discriminatory Laws’. It is a follow-up effort to the peaceful protest which took place on June 12.
Iranian law considers women to be second class citizens and promotes discrimination against them. For example, divorce is an undeniable and uncontested right provided to men. Laws still allow polygamy and permit men to marry 4 wives and enter into an infinite number of temporary marriages (called Sighe). 
According to Iranian penal codes, a girl at nine years of age is considered to be an adult. If she commits a crime which is punishable by execution, the courts can indeed sentence her to death. If a man and a woman become paralyzed as a result of an accident, the punitive damages provided to the woman according to law is half that of those provided to the man. If a man and a woman are both witnesses to a crime, the law does not recognize the woman as a witness, but the man can serve as a witness. The law allows fathers, who obtain the permission of the courts, to wed their daughters even before the age of 13 (the legal age of marriage) to a 70 year old man. The law does not allow mothers to serve as the financial guardians of their children, or to make decisions regarding their child’s place of residence, foreign travel, or medical care. Child custody laws severely restrict mothers’ rights to their children. There are inequalities related to women’s right to serve as judges and to inheritance laws. Honour killings still occur.
Stoning still takes place for the crime of adultery and women are the major victims of this practise. Currently, in Iran, there are nine women sentenced to death by stoning on charges of adultery, compared to two men for the same offence -- highlighting the fact that this barbaric mode of execution is primarily a women's issue.

Iranian law allows a homicide to be pardoned if the immediate family members consent to it. The judge can give a maximum of ten years in prison if he/she feels that the convicted is a danger to the society. However, in most cases it does not exceed one or two years. While the law is so relaxed in the case of a homicide, it is very rigid in the case of adultery. A defendant will be sentenced to death by stoning even if her husband has consented to the adultery or if there is no plaintiff. If women are not stoned for committing adultery they are hanged. 

It is noteworthy that legal discrimination of this type is being enforced in a society where women comprise over 60% of those entering university.
Women of lower socio-economic status or women from religious and ethnic minority groups suffer disproportionately from legal discrimination. Iranian feminists believe that these unjust laws have promoted unhealthy and unbalanced relationships between men and women and as a result have had negative consequences on the lives of Iranian men as well.

The Iranian government is a signatory to several international human rights conventions, and accordingly is required to bring its legal code in line with international standards. The most important international human rights standard calls for the elimination of discrimination based on gender, ethnicity or religion.

The “One Million Signatures” campaign aims to provide education on legal issues to the public and especially to women, to raise public awareness, promote collaboration between groups demanding equality between men and women, and document real experiences. The collection of signatures is occurring through door-to-door contact and dialogue with individual women as well as in public places and at events in which women gather and of course through the internet. (Go to www.we-change.org to view the site, which is in Farsi, English and French). Seminars and conferences are also taking place.
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