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Abstract

November 29 has been appointed as International Women Human Rights Defenders Day, while persecution, imprisonment, cruel and unusual

punishment, torture, and even extra-legal killings, are unfortunately frequent in many countries. The UN declaration against torture, or the Bangkok

rules for the treatment of women as prisoners are often ignored in this context. In our short report we want to draw attention to a recent important case in

Iran, that demonstrates the violation of human rights and potential health impact in a country singled out by the UN and many international NGOs for

such violations. Both domestic and political violence must be addressed by strong efforts by the international community and national bodies, not only

because of the adverse individual and public health impact, but also to protect the concept of human rights as a preventive factor in itself. Independent

monitoring of the safety and health of women as prisoners, especially in the context of persecution, must be permitted to support this effort.
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Women are globally especially active as human rights defenders,
but also at increased risk of persecution, imprisonment, cruel and
unusual punishmentand torture, as underlined by the installation of the
29" of November as International Women Human Rights Defenders
Day, and demonstrated by the recent case of Narges Mohammadi,
spokesperson for Iran’s Centre for Human Rights Defenders. Women,
like the first women surgeon, Homa Shaibany [1], sometimes play an
important role as professionals in the history and development of the
country, in spite of the barriers facing them in public and professional
life, as reported for example by the international NGO Human Rights
Watch . Reports by victims and witnesses brought out of the country
circumventing the else strict censorship, are frequently the only
information on ongoing cases of violations and can at least be used to
argue for independent investigation, as for example by the UN special
rapporteurs on torture or on Iran.

Well known for both her publications and her firm stance in the
defense of human rights in Iran, Mohammadi is back in prison after
13 months of freedom. She had been released on 8 October 2020 after
more than five years behind bars and most recently Ms. Mohammadi
was arbitrarily arrested and detained again after taking part in a
memorial service, as reported by Amnesty International, the OMCT,
and other independent international NGOs [2].

Between prison terms, persecution continued. According to
personal communication to the author, during her 13 months

ARCH Women Health Care, Volume 5(1): 1-2, 2022

of freedom, Mohammadi continued to be subjected to judicial
harassment, which included being arrested at least eight times, as must
be assumed, because of her support for the families of imprisoned
journalists and other prisoners of conscience [3]. She was violently
attacked by security forces on the street at least three times when
she attempted to visit the families of political prisoners or executed
prisoners Navid Afkari and Sattar Beheshti, again based on personal
communication received by the first author (SM).

Judicial authorities had further confirmed a decision to give her a
new sentence of 36 months in prison, 80 lashes and a fine on charges
of “anti-government propaganda by means of the publication of false
information” and “insulting government officials” [4].

She said on a phone call to her husband, the transcript being
shared with the author and again regarding flogging sentence during
an online meeting with author, before her arrest (SM): “I'm in security
section 2A of Evin prison [a section controlled by the Revolutionary
Guards] and they’ve told me I must serve 30 months in prison and
receive 80 lashes, but as long as I live, I won't let myself be flogged.”
Flogging [2] must be seen as both a form of torture and “cruel and
unusual punishment” denounced internationally [3,4].

During imprisonment, she had been exposed to solitary
confinement, which is, according to UN, a form of psychological
torture, with potentially severe health consequences, also practiced for
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example in the US [5], but forbidden as torture by international human
rights standards, as stated by UN Special rapporteur Juan Mendez , and
criticized by international expert boards [6-9]. Narges Mohammadi has
published two books, which are currently being translated into English
and German, and made a documentary film about the consequences
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of so-called “white torture,” in which prisoners are systematically held
in solitary confinement for an unknown period of time without even
access to a lawyer, under harsh conditions such as being exposed to light
or noise all the time, etc. [6]. Conditions described would not violate the
prohibitions described in the UN Anti-torture convention [4], but would
also violate the special considerations applying to women prisoners as
outlined in the UN standards (“Bangkok rules”) [10]. Mohammadi had
also reportedly been earlier been subjected to direct physical violence
by the director of Tehrans Evin prison and several guards when she
protested against her transfer to Zanjan prison, 300 km northwest of
Tehran, in December 2019 [8].

The Third Committee of the UN General Assembly, which
specialises in human rights issues, meanwhile adopted a resolution on
17 November, condemning Iran yet again for its flagrant human rights
abuses, including its crackdowns on protests “using weapons of war,”
according to Javaid Rehman, the UN special rapporteur on the human
rights situation in Iran [9].

It might be noted, that publishing independent scientific research
and reporting on human rights violations from countries such as Iran
are nearly impossible, and data must frequently make use of reports
by victims, family members and international NGOs [11]. The Islamic
Republic of Iran is ranked 174th out of 180 countries in RSF’s 2021
World Press Freedom Index [10].

The Un Special Rapporteurs should therefore been invited to
independently assess the situation of Narges Mohammadi and other,
especially women prisoners in Iran. Women as human rights defenders
should receive special support and consideration by the international

community [12], to be given not only at November 29.
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