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Dissident Watch

Fariba Kamalabadi
by Vargha Taefi and Nazila Ghanea

Vargha Taefi, the son of Fariba Kamalabadi, has
studied at the Baha’i Institute of Higher Educa-
tion and at the University of Leicester; he is cur-
rently a Ph.D. candidate at the University of
Warwick. Nazila Ghanea is a lecturer in interna-
tional human rights law at the University of Ox-
ford and editor-in-chief of the international jour-
nal of Religion and Human Rights.

Fariba Kamalabadi, 47, who had been serving in
a voluntary capacity on an Iranian Baha’i body
known as the Yaran (The friends) since 2006,
was detained at her
home on May 14, 2008,
and then taken to
Tehran’s Evin Prison.
Simultaneously, five of
her colleagues on the
Yaran were also ar-
rested and taken to Evin
while a sixth had previ-
ously been arrested in
Mashhad on March 6,
2008. Amnesty Interna-
tional recognizes all
seven as prisoners of
conscience.1

After Kamalabadi
endured months of in-
communicado detention, mistreatment, and de-
nial of heart medication,2 Tehran’s deputy pros-
ecutor general for security affairs, Hasan
Haddad, announced on February 11, 2009, that
the seven would be tried on charges of espio-
nage for Israel, insulting religious sanctities, and
propaganda against the Islamic Republic of Iran.3

Then, in response to an announcement by
Iranian attorney general Ayatollah Qorban-‘Ali
Dorri-Najafabadi that all Baha’i establishments

run counter to Iranian constitutional law, the Baha’i
community in March 2009 disbanded the Yaran
and all other Baha’i organizations in Iran. Dorri-

Najafabadi further an-
nounced that the very
declaration of Baha’i
belief is illegal.4 The
government requires
Baha’is to declare their
religion—for example
when registering
births, seeking inherit-
ance, applying for busi-
ness licenses, or regis-
tering for school—so
this declaration puts
Baha’is in a situation of
having to engage in il-
legal activity.

When the Yaran
was operational—with the full knowledge and
tacit agreement of the Iranian authorities—it was
recognized by Iran’s three hundred thousand
Baha’is as their informal organizational body.
Since Baha’is do not have a clerical religious
structure, this body handled all community
needs.

Kamalabadi is not new to religious discrimi-
nation. She had wanted to follow in her father’s
footsteps and become a physician, but univer-
sity entrance was denied her in the early 1980s

1  Amnesty International, May 15, 2008, Aug. 6, 2008, Feb.
12, 2009.
2  Radio Free Europe, Feb. 17, 2009.
3  Press TV (Tehran), Feb. 15, 2009.
4  Journalist Club, Feb. 19, 2009; Baha’i International Com-
munity to Ayatollah Qorban-Ali Dorri-Najafabadi, attorney gen-
eral, Islamic Republic of Iran, Mar. 4, 2009; Baha’i World
News Service, Mar. 6, 2009; Iran Press Watch, Mar. 12, 2009.
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Fariba Kamalabadi (standing-L) with six other
Baha’is arrested last year in Iran.
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on religious grounds—no Baha’i has com-
pleted university studies since then. When the
Baha’i community in Iran established the Baha’i
Institute for Higher Education in 1987, Kamala-
badi was among the first group of students to
graduate and later completed her postgraduate
degree in education, specializing in develop-
mental psychology.

Kamalabadi faced arrest twice in 2005: first
in a raid at her home by officers of the Iranian
Ministry of Intelligence on May 25, 2005, after
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which she was held for thirty-five days, twenty-
two of which she spent in solitary confinement.
Later that year, she was seized while traveling
and detained in Mashhad and later Evin Prison,
spending nearly two months in solitary confine-
ment. During her period of captivity since 2008,
Kamalabadi has only been afforded a handful of
visits with her family and has been denied ac-
cess to her lawyer, Nobel laureate Shirin Ebadi.

While Kamalabadi is not alone in the battle
for free expression in Iran, she has become a
symbol for those seeking religious freedom and
the right to say who they are and for what they
stand.
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For the reader interested in a book about
altruism, Mortenson’s efforts, not unlike those of
Jody Williams’s in her personal campaign to ban
land mines, are at once heroic, frustrating and bun-
gling. Still, he constructed over seventy-eight

schools in one of the most remote and dangerous
areas of the world. For lovers of anthropology, the
tale begins in the tiny village of Korphe high in
Pakistan’s beautiful and impoverished Karakoram
Himalaya region, an area rich in openhanded
people. For those of us who have labored in this
area as well as for the reader, the descriptions viv-
idly evoke its vastness, splendor, and penetrat-
ing, unforgettable cold.

For the professional needing context and in-
spiration in dealing with our long war against ter-
rorism and extremism, Three Cups of Tea provides
profound lessons. Foremost, we must “give time
to time” and follow local rhythms while not forc-
ing things at a Western pace. We are also re-
minded by a devout imam to “look into our hearts
and see that the great majority of us are not terror-
ists, but good and simple people.” Arguably,
Mortenson and Relin identify the region’s semi-
nal problem: the lack of education and the noxious
influence of Wahhabi and Deobandi madrasas.

Some critics will hedge over style or a minor
gaff (such as the “red tracers” of Kalashnikovs in
a firefight) but this is quickly forgotten and the
impact of Three Cups of Tea remains.
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