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Shirin Ebadi is the �rst Muslim woman to be chosen 
and the �rst person from Iran to win the Peace Prize. 
In this lesson we will explore the basis of human rights, 
the suppression of human rights in Iran, and the work 
and courage of  Shirin Ebadi in struggling to promote 
human rights and democracy.    

Part I:  Establishment of a 
Theocracy in Iran  

In 1978, Shirin Ebadi was a respected judge who was 
striving to ful�ll her dream of serving justice and 
promoting fairness in her society.  It was hard work 
because at that time, Iran was ruled by the dictatorship 
of Mohammad Reza Shah, who used the secret police to 
arrest, torture and kill political opponents.  

Opposition to the Shah�s rule grew steadily in the 1970s, 
and was primarily organized by radical Islamic clerics, 
known as the mullahs.  In 1979, the Islamic revolution 
swept away the Shah�s government.  At �rst, Shirin Ebadi 
was supportive.  She saw hope for her country to grow 
into a beautiful democracy where the rights she had 
supported would be administered by and for the people.  
The leaders of the revolution did not support freedom 
for the people; instead they wanted the laws of Iran to re-
�ect their own radical view of Islam.  The people of Iran 
went from the dictatorship of the Shah to a dictatorship 
of religious leaders known as a theocracy.  

Suppression of Human Rights 

The mullahs that took over Iran�s government have issued 
restrictive laws re�ecting their view of the Islamic religion.  
Women are forced to cover their heads in public.  Fail-
ure to follow this law can be punished with 6 months in 
prison, and / or a public beating with a cane.  The laws and 
courts of Iran view women as being worth half the value 
of a man.  A woman�s testimony in court counts as half 
of that of a man�s.  In determining damages to victims, 
women receive half the compensation of a man.  Ebadi be-
lieves that Islam itself doesn�t discriminate against women, 
rather the government�s incorrect interpretation of Islam 
is the basis for their discrimination against women.     

Shirin Ebadi suffered from the government�s dis-
crimination.  In 1979 she was told that women are too 
emotional to be judges and she was stripped of her 
title.  For 7 years the mullahs of Iran did not even allow 
Ebadi to practice law.  In 1993, after many appeals she 
was �nally allowed to practice law, but the government 
has maintained its ban of women being judges.      

When the law discriminates against one group of 
people by giving them lesser rights and protections, this 
violates a basic human right of equal treatment under 
the law.  Equal treatment under the law is protected 
in the US Constitution in the 14th Amendment and is 
enumerated in the United Nations Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights, which states that all human 
beings �are born free and equal in dignity and rights.�  
Ebadi rejects discrimination against any group stating 
�All human beings are of equal worth simply by exist-
ing.�  �Any discrimination on the basis of gender, race 
or religion is a challenge to our basic humanity.�

The people of Iran do not have the right to determine 
their own government through elections.  The chief 
ruler of Iran is the Supreme Leader, who is not elected, 
cannot be removed, and has control over the army, 
police, justice system, intelligence agencies, and can 
veto legislation passed by Iran�s parliament.  The presi-
dent is elected but the government effectively controls 
the electoral system to its advantage.  The selection of 
candidates for elections is controlled by the ruling mul-
lahs.  Within the Iranian theocracy, the religious clerics 
dominate all branches of government.  

Many Muslims in Iran do not share the ruling clerics� 
view of Islam and have tried to speak out for an end 
to the theocracy and for their rights.  In our nation, 
freedom of speech and the press is enumerated in the 
1st Amendment of the US Constitution, and enables us 
to freely speak out against government policies.  The 
Iranian constitution only grants freedom to the press 
for anything that is not "contrary to Islamic principles, 
or are detrimental to public rights."   
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Since 1901, the Nobel Prize has been one of the most prestigious international awards for 

achievements in physics, chemistry, medicine, literature and peace.  This year the Nobel committee chose Shirin 

Ebadi as the winner of the Nobel Peace Prize, in recognition for her work and courage in promoting human 

rights in the country of Iran.       
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Recently, Ebadi provided legal representation for an 
Iranian journalist, Mohsen Sazegara, who was arrested 
for writing an article calling for changes in Iran�s con-
stitution.  The government charged him with spread-
ing lies against the Islamic Republic.  Ebadi was also 
imprisoned 3 years ago and placed in solitary con�ne-
ment for �disturbing public opinion.�  Her crime was 
distributing a videotape showing connections between 
the government and radical groups that beat and harass 
opponents of the government. 

Students have also spoken out through mass demon-
strations and writings against the theocracy and the 
oppression of the government.  The government has 
attempted to stop student protests through arrests, 
beatings and killings.  The student protesters of Iran 
have shown great courage in speaking out for their 
rights and their country despite these threats.  The fact 
that students and people like Ebadi take such great risks 
to �ght for their rights reminds us of the value of the 
human rights that we enjoy.        

The government of Iran has tried to tell its people what 
rights they are allowed to have.  However, basic human 
rights such as equal treatment under the law, freedom 
of expression and of religion are not granted by govern-
ments.  The United Nations Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights states that all human beings �are born 
free and equal in dignity and rights.� The US Declara-
tion of Independence also states that �all men are created 
equal and that they possess inalienable rights including 
life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness�.  We are born 
and created with these rights and although governments 
can deny us the opportunity to practice these rights, they 
cannot deny the existence of our human rights.  
 
Part II:  Shirin Ebadi’s Struggle for 
Human Rights in Iran 

When Shirin Ebadi was forced to step down as a judge 
and become a legal assistant, she said it was like turn-
ing "the president of a university into a janitor."  Other 
woman professionals left Iran to escape the repres-
sive laws.  Ebadi chose to stay and open her own law 
practice in the city of Tehran.  Instead of hiding, she 
takes cases that place her in direct confrontation with 
the government.  She represents children, women and 
political dissidents who have been imprisoned for 
speaking out against the government.       

When people who spoke against the government were 
killed, she pressed for an investigation of their deaths 

and prosecution of the killers. Ebadi�s struggle for 
justice and publicizing the involvement of government 
of�cials with militant groups that harass political oppo-
nents, has resulted in her own imprisonment, countless 
beatings by radical groups supporting the government, 
and house arrest.  

Ebadi �ghts for the rights of women and children in a 
country where a law prevents a father from being con-
victed for murdering his own child, and a father can kill 
his wife, sister, or daughter if he believes she is guilty 
of in�delity.  When a father murdered his own daugh-
ter, and no action was taken by the law, Ebadi repre-
sented the girl�s mother. The stepbrother, who was also 
involved, was convicted, and although the law has not 
been changed, Ebadi was able to draw attention to it.  

"We asked people who objected to the law to take white 
�ower petals and throw them into the street," she said 
in an interview. "In a few minutes, the whole street was 
white with petals."  This strategy is an example of Eba-
di�s belief in non-violent protest.  Ebadi, like Dr. Martin 
Luther King and Gandhi of India, believes in peaceful, 
democratic solutions to the problems of her society.  
Ebadi believes that over time, non-violent protests and 
actions can change the government and help the people 
of Iran attain their rights.     

Ebadi believes that to encourage reform, it is important 
to make the world and Iranians aware of Iran�s human 
rights abuses, and her writings are another example 
of non-violent protest.  Her latest book entitled, The 
History and Documentation of Human Rights in Iran 
compiles the human rights abuses.  She is the founder 
and leader of the Association for Support of Children’s 
Rights in Iran.  

Courage 

Why would Ebadi place herself in a position of such 
great personal risk?  The answer is that she believes 
intensively in the cause for which she �ghts.  Ebadi 
recently stated, �there is no future for mankind without 
human rights�, and �any discrimination on the basis 
of gender, race, or religion is a challenge to our basic 
humanity�.  In addition to believing in her cause, Ebadi 
is also able to face the dangers of her work through the 
virtue of courage.  

Courage isn�t denying the existence of danger and fear. 
Rather courage is being able to overcome our fears to 
achieve a goal.  An interviewer recently asked Ebadi 
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Notes

Vocabulary

Democracy � Government by the people, exercised either 
directly or through elected representatives. 
Fraternity � A group of people joined by similar backgrounds, 
occupations, interests, or tastes.  
Human Rights � The basic rights and freedoms to which all 
humans are entitled, often held to include the right to life and 
liberty, freedom of thought and expression, and equality before 
the law. 
Inalienable � Unable to be transferred to another person.
Oppression � The act of oppressing; arbitrary and cruel 
exercise of power.
Perseverance � Trying hard and continuously despite 
hardship and obstacles.
Prod � To incite; to poke.  
Radical � Extreme.
Theocracy � A government ruled by or subject to religious 
authority.
Tyranny � Absolute power, especially when exercised unjustly 
or cruelly.
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if she were afraid of the government authorities and 
she said yes that she was often afraid; but she said that 
her own sense of outrage wouldn�t allow her to stop.  
Ebadi�s life teaches us that we can live out the virtue of 
courage and overcome our fears when we believe and 
work for something good and noble.            
 
Islam and Human Rights

The ruling Mullahs of Iran present an interpretation 
of Islam that they use as a basis for suppressing human 
rights, especially the rights of women.  Ebadi believes 
that Islam does not support the suppression of human 
rights and promotes an interpretation of Islam that 
respects and promotes human rights.  

In awarding the Peace Prize to Shirin Ebadi, the Nobel 
committee said it �wished to prod the Muslim world 
into recognizing that Islam and human rights could go 
hand in hand.�  It also hoped �to embolden the strug-
gling reform movement in Iran at a time of widespread 
turbulence and upheaval in the Middle East.�  

Shirin Ebadi is the voice and hope for Muslim children 
and women everywhere.  Her work for human rights in 
Iran, and success in publicizing Iran�s abuses of human 
rights, show us how individual acts of courage and 
perseverance can make a real difference.  n
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Teacher’s  Guide

Lesson Goals
	Help students understand the virtue 
of courage and to see its relevance in 
�ghting for constructive reforms     

	Help students understand and to 
appreciate the power of non-violent 
reform    

	Help students to develop 
compassion for those living in 
dictatorships where human rights 
are suppressed

	Understand the virtue of 
perseverance and to see the power of 
perseverance in attaining goals

Virtues Highlighted
Courage: the capacity to meet danger 
without giving way to fear  
Compassion: feeling of sympathy for 
the distress of others, with the desire to 
help them 
Human Rights: The basic rights and 
freedoms to which all humans are 
entitled, often held to include the right to 
life and liberty, freedom of thought and 
expression, and equality before the law.
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Part I: Theocracy and Human Rights in Iran
Activity 1 Read Part I of the student text.

Activity 2: Discussion Questions Options
1.	 What is a theocracy?  What are the differences between a theocracy and a  

democracy?

2.	 Which human rights are suppressed by the government of Iran? How are these same 
rights protected in America?    

      
3.	 Whose responsibility is it to see that human rights are recognized and in reality respected?  

(If needed, prompt students to consider the role of citizens in promoting human rights 
through voting and making their voices heard on issues related to the protection / 
promotion of rights)  

  
4.	 Is there a human right in our own country where we can do more protect and or 

promote this right?  If yes, then discuss speci�cally what we as students can do.    

Activity 3: Writing Option 
A.	Let�s write about the human right we believe is most important.  Some of the rights 

you can consider are the right to life, freedom of speech, freedom of religion, and 
equality under the law.  
 
In your essay, state the right you believe is most important, de�ne the right, explain 
how it is protected in America, and �nally write whether we can do more in our 
nation to protect and / or promote this right.    

 
Part II: The Courage of Shirin Ebadi
Activity 1 Read Part II of the student text.

Activity 2: Discussion Questions Options
1.	 What are some of the reasons that you think Shirin Ebadi stayed in Iran as other 

women were leaving?

2.	 What are examples of non-violent protests in Iran?  Do you think non-violent protest 
can work in a nation ruled by a dictatorship?     

      
3.	 In Iran must cover their heads in public. Although Shirin Ebadi disagrees with this law, she 

chooses to follows it.  Why does she choose to follow this law? (If needed, prompt students 
to discuss the importance of strategically choosing which battles to �ght). 

  
4.	 If we lived in Iran today, do you think you would participate in student 

demonstrations to �ght for your rights, knowing that you would face the risk of being 
beaten, imprisoned and even killed?    

 
5. Do you think that the human rights situation will change in Iran?  Will it happen from 

inside the country, from outside intervention or from both?     
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6. In 1920 the Constitution of the United States was amended 

to allow women to vote in this country.  What other rights 
have women fought for in this country?  What do you think 
of women�s rights in the US today? 

Activity 3: Writing Option 
A.	Write a list of the reasons why someone like Shirin Ebadi 

is able to live out the virtue of courage. Where does 
courage come from?  Next, write about a time in your life 
when you needed courage and what you did.

Extension Projects
1.	 In working for human rights, what can we do?  Ask 

the class for ideas about how to effect change for 
human rights.  Examples are participating in Amnesty 
International letter writing campaigns and human rights 
watches.  Choose one of the ideas to participate in as a 
class.  Perhaps it could include a write-up in the school 
newspaper. 

2.	 Team Research and Presentations: Organize the class into 
teams and assign each team a Noble Peace Prize candidate.  
Ask each team to research their assigned candidate 
through the Nobel Prize web site and other web sources.  
Each team should then make a presentation on:

� The work of the candidate that enabled them to be 
nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize. 

� Why the candidate�s work is important and has 
impacted their country and the world. 

3.	 Individual Research: Ask students to imagine that they 
are on the committee to choose the winner of the Nobel 
Peace Prize.  Students should review each candidate for the 
Peace Prize on the Nobel Prize web site, and then write a 
statement on who they would vote for and why.  Statements 
should include a description of the candidate�s work for 
peace/reform, and why their work is important to the 
candidate�s nation and/or the world.     

4.	 Ask students to research, either in teams or individually, 
historical leaders of non-violent reform, such as Martin 
Luther King and Ghandi.   

 
5. 5. Team Presentations on Iran: Organize the class into teams 

and assign each team a topic to make a comprehensive class 
presentation on the nation of Iran.  Topics may include:

� General history of Iran, focus on the overthrow of the 
Shah in 1979 and establishment of the theocracy.  

� Description of the ruling power structures in Iran 
� including the powers of the Islamic rulers versus the 
elected leaders. 

� Status of human and political rights in Iran.
� Status of political reform movement in Iran. 
� Present challenges that Iran presents in global security 

issues � state support for terrorist organizations 
and current debate on a potential nuclear weapons 
program.      

 

Related Websites 
The Nobel Peace Prize  
http://www.nobel.no/

The Nobel E-Museum  
http://www.nobel.se/

Alfred Nobel - Timeline 
http://www.nobel.se/nobel/alfred-nobel/biographical/

timeline/index.html

Amnesty International  
http://www.amnesty.org/

Human Rights Watch  
http://www.hrw.org/

CIA World Facts on Iran  
http://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/geos/ir.html

The History of the Islamic Revolution
http://www.iranchamber.com/history/islamic_revolution/

islamic_revolution.php

Net Iran-Information About Iran  
http://www.netiran.com/

Guide to All Aspects of the Iranian Culture 
http://www.iranchamber.com/

English Language Daily Newspaper from Tehran 
http://www.iran-daily.com/
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