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Dr. Nina Ansary is an internationally recognized Iranian–American scholar, historian and author, 
whose work has focused on women’s rights issues in Iran. Dr. Ansary is the author of the upcoming 
book, Anonymous Is a Woman (Revela Press/March 2020). Her previous book, Jewels of Allah: The 
Untold Story of Women in Iran garnered multiple awards, including the 2016 International Book 
Award in “Women’s Issues.” Dr. Ansary holds an MA in Middle Eastern Studies and a PhD in History 
from Columbia University. She is a board member at the Center for Human Rights in Iran.
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International Women’s Day, World Refugee Day, International Day for Street 
Children, World Environment Day—these and 27 other international days, 
designated by the United Nations and other international organizations to 
commemorate achievements and historical milestones pertaining to the promotion 
and protection of human rights, are explained and illuminated in Days to 
Remember.

Moving beyond the traditional boundaries of communication, this invaluable, 
uniquely poignant and powerful volume is distinguished by its exquisite array of 
artwork, inviting the reader regardless of ethnicity, gender, religion or geographical 
location to visualize complex issues inherent to international days.

The power of artistic expression incorporated throughout, captures the breadth 
of concepts pertinent to inalienable rights, and enhances the myriad of global 
challenges applicable to life, liberty and freedom of expression.

The magnificence of this body of work conceived by a female Iranian artist, 
who asked to remain anonymous, reflects compassion as well as a nuanced 
understanding of the world’s most urgent human rights issues. 

FOREWORD
Illustrating International Days: 
A New Approach to Envisioning Human Rights
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A mosaic of warm, bright, evocative brushstrokes merge with captivating narratives 
to illustrate the purpose and meaning of each international day and their specific 
significance in the context of Iran. Delicate yet penetrating, haunting yet inspiring, 
each painting attaches a visual story to the particular international day presented, 
to create vivid portrayals of the human condition. 

While the topics are global in scope, the formidable obstacles to achieving human 
rights, as well as distinct signs of optimism, are rendered through the artist’s 
sensitive aesthetic choices within the framework of Iran and presented through 
the lens of hope—a directive which is in contrast to the somber and dispiriting 
approach often taken by the news media. 

We, at the Center for Human Rights in Iran, support Days to Remember and its 
use of an Iranian artist’s brilliant imagery to communicate the challenges applicable 
to universal human rights enshrined in laws and treaties, with the hope that it will 
appeal to a diverse audience and inspire solidarity and dialogue beyond borders to 
bring about urgently needed change throughout the world.

Nina Ansary, Ph.D.
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Introduction

The purpose of this book, Days to Remember: International Human 
Rights Days and the Pursuit of Human Dignity in Iran, is to call 
attention to the days set aside by the United Nations and other 
international organizations for reflection and action on rights and 
issues fundamental to the human condition—and to raise awareness 
of the extent to which the struggle to achieve their promise is still 
underway in Iran.

Artists—painters, writers, poets, filmmakers, musicians—have 
long been among the most eloquent voices for human rights, 
communicating needs and aspirations in ways that reach us, 
irrespective of political or linguistic boundaries. For this reason, the 
Center for Human Rights in Iran chose to note these days through 
works of art, which communicate these issues and the human cost of 
their neglect through the universal language of images. 

Since 2010, the Center has been working with artists, bringing their 
voices to the conversation on human rights in order to communicate 
the injustice of rights denied in unconventional ways. We have 
collaborated with musicians, cartoonists, painters, graphic designers, 
filmmakers and photographers, enabling us to expand the chorus of 
voices speaking out for basic human rights and dignity and reach new 
and broader audiences. 
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In 2013, the Center published Sketches of Iran, a collection of editorial 
cartoons by prominent Iranian artists with accompanying essays by 40 
activists, lawyers, artists and families of political prisoners. That year we 
also collaborated with Iranian musician to produce a music video on the 
senseless personal toll of Iran’s inhumane executions. The video was 
viewed by more than two million people, reaching audiences well outside 
the human rights community. The Center’s 2017 art exhibition, Beyond 
the Ban, brought paintings, sculpture and photography by leading Iranian 
artists to an international audience with a New York show that celebrated 
artistic freedom, tolerance and cultural exchange. 

Continuing this approach with this book, the Center asked an Iranian-born 
illustrator, who requested anonymity, to visualize the issues addressed by 
these international days. To take broad, complex topics, personalize them 
and create compelling depictions that reach across boundaries to inspire 
empathy and resolve—this was the goal of the project. 
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Each illustration is accompanied by a short essay written by Karen 
Kramer, previously a lecturer in Middle East politics and economics 
at the State University of New York at Purchase and now the Center’s 
Director of Publications, which reflects upon the meaning of these 
international days and their relevance to Iran. They are a source of 
information and insight, examining such issues as child marriage, 
literacy, violence against women, religious freedom, poverty, refugees, 
environmental degradation and political contestation in the Iranian 
context.

In a deep sense, this book is also a call to action, illustrating the 
distance between the rights championed by these international days 
and the current reality in Iran. Each day presented in this book also 
represents an opportunity to mark the brave efforts of the many human 
rights activists, lawyers, journalists and others who work to advance 
human rights in Iran, often at great personal cost. It is our hope that 
this book will remind us of our shared humanity and destiny, and help 
to inspire citizens around the world to join in the struggle for human 
rights, tolerance and dignity for all.

The Center for Human Rights in Iran
New York
October 2019
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January 20
World

Religion Day Established by the National Spiritual Assembly of 
the Baha’is of the United States in 1950 as a way to 
encourage interfaith understanding, World Religion 
Day is marked annually on January 20. This interfaith 
understanding is lacking in Iran, where the freedom 
to openly practice religions other than the dominant 
Shia Muslim faith is deeply compromised. The Baha’i 
community is perhaps the most persecuted of all the 
major religious minorities in the country. Members 
of this religion are routinely banned from university 
education and frequently refused employment. Their 
private businesses are often shut down by the state 
and their land confiscated. Leaders of the Baha’i 
community are imprisoned, convicted on sham 
charges for lengthy prison terms that often reach 10 
years. The Christian community too, particularly the 
Protestant and Christian convert community, faces 
persecution. Refused permission to build churches for 
their expanding community, they are often prosecuted 
for worshipping in unlicensed “house churches” in 
members’ homes. Other religious minorities also face 
restrictions, discrimination and persecution. Islam was 
once known as one of the most tolerant faiths, with 
vibrant minority communities valued and protected in 
centuries past. It can only be strengthened by returning 
to this tradition of tolerance.
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January 20 World Religion Day
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World Day ofSocial 
Justice 

February 20

February 20 marks the World Day of Social Justice, which is 
meant to promote recognition of the need to tackle poverty, 
exclusion and unemployment. First begun by the UN in 2007, 
the event seeks to “focus the international community’s attention 
on the reduction of social inequalities, the promotion of gender 
equality and the rights of indigenous peoples and migrants.” 
These are important issues in Iran. With unemployment at 12 
percent (and youth unemployment more than double that) and 
annual inflation approaching 40 percent, serious economic 
hardship is a reality for a growing number of Iranians. Many 
“employed” work for unlivable wages and in temporary or 
informal positions with no insurance. Wages owed to workers 
are frequently and unlawfully withheld, without cause. Economic 
exclusion and discrimination are a daily reality for women, 
ethnic and religious minorities, and persons with disabilities. 
Disparities in unemployment—10 percent for men but 20 percent 
for women and 60 percent for persons with disabilities—reflect 
these inequalities. The widespread exploitation of migrants (and 
there are an estimated two million in Iran’s workforce) through 
underpaid and unsafe labor, make migrant workers’ rights an 
urgent issue as well. The UN asks that we “look for ways to 
make our societies more focused on fair employment and decent 
work, gender equity, combating poverty, environmental health 
and social wellbeing and justice for all.” Yet in Iran this is difficult 
because independent unions are not able to function effectively 
and peaceful activism is criminalized. Nevertheless, the 
imperative is clear: the street protests that erupted throughout 
Iran in 2017 and 2018 were notable for the protestors’ chants: 
“Bread, jobs, freedom.”
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February 20 World Day of Social Justice
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International

Mother    Language 

February 21

International Mother Language Day is observed each year on 
February 21 to promote linguistic and cultural diversity. Of 
the estimated 6000 languages spoken in the world only a few 
hundred have been effectively integrated into the public domain. 
In Iran, ethnic minorities whose mother tongue is other than the 
official Persian language make up approximately 39 percent of 
the population. The largest of these minorities are Azeris, Kurds, 
Baluchis, Arabs and Lors. While Article 15 of Iran’s constitution 
states the official language and script of Iran is Persian, it also says 
“the use of regional and tribal languages in the press and mass 
media, as well as for teaching of their literature in schools, is allowed 
in addition to Persian.” Yet in practice, the use of languages other 
than Persian has been severely restricted. Activists peacefully 
promoting International Mother Language Day have been arrested, 
and individuals advocating for state recognition of mother tongues 
and their integration into the education system in Iran have been 
prosecuted and issued long prison sentences. Days before he was 
elected Iran’s president in 2013, Hassan Rouhani promised to end 
restrictions on teaching non-Persian languages, and Article 101 of 
his Citizens’ Right Charter, signed in 2016, states: “Citizens shall 
have the right to learn, use and teach their own local language and 
dialect.” However, in a 2016 report, the UN’s Special Rapporteur 
on human rights in Iran expressed concern over the closure of 
publications in minority languages and said “the right to teach and 
publish in local languages remains either curbed or restricted.”

Day
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February 21 International Mother Language Day
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InternationalWomen
March 8

International Women’s Day, first marked in 1911 and 
observed annually on March 8, celebrates the social, 
economic, cultural and political achievements of women. 
Iranian women have been at the forefront of many fields—
law, science, math and the arts—and their achievements 
should be doubly celebrated given the obstacles and 
discrimination women face, in law and practice, in all 
walks of life in Iran. The day also marks a call to action for 
accelerating gender parity. At this moment, many Iranian 
women are behind bars for taking such action, for standing 
up for basic rights and freedoms and against gender-based 
discrimination, and refusing to be silenced or cowed—
whether protesting forced hijab and other forms of cultural 
repression; advocating for gender parity in marriage, 
inheritance and custody; working for greater participation 
in the political life of the country, including elected office; 
addressing domestic violence and other forms of violence 
against women; or pushing for the right to attend public 
events at stadiums. The ten values that guide International 
Women’s Day are: Justice, Dignity, Hope, Equality, 
Collaboration, Tenacity, Appreciation, Respect, Empathy 
and Forgiveness.  The brave women behind bars in Iran, as 
well as the men who are also working to advance women’s 
rights in Iran, exemplify these values in the truest sense.

’s Day
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March 8 International Women’s Day
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International Day of Happiness
March 20

In 2011, the UN General Assembly 
adopted a resolution that recognized 
happiness as a “fundamental human 
goal” and in 2012 it decreed that the 
International Day of Happiness would be 
observed every year on March 20. While 
the pursuit of happiness is a personal one, 
this day recognizes that there are broader 
societal aspects fundamental to well-being 
and happiness. Among these is freedom. 
Those who cannot worship freely, paint 
and sing and dance freely, or speak 
and write their views freely, are denied 
this happiness. Happiness also comes 
from family. Those who are separated 
from their loved ones by prison or exile 
are similarly denied. Happiness comes 
from community. Those who live lives of 
isolation because they have a disability, 
or because they are LGBTQ, are denied 
this community. And happiness comes 
from safety and security. Those for whom 
protections are denied, be they a child 
bride, an abused wife or a detainee facing 
a violent interrogator, are without this 
safety. Iranians are by nature joyous and 
celebratory, and remain so, despite the 
pain of these deprivations. Like all people, 
they deserve these sources of happiness 
as well.
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March 8 International Women’s Day

March 20 International Day of Happiness
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International
Day for

Mine Awarenessand Assistance 
in Mine Action 

The fourth of April each year marks the 
International Day for Mine Awareness and 
Assistance in Mine Action, begun in 2005 by 
the UN. Mines and the explosive remains of 
various war munitions represent a grave threat 
to the safety and lives of civilian populations. 
The presence of such unexploded mines and 
munitions also impedes economic and social 
development. The western region of Iran—largely 
poor and populated by Iran’s ethnic minorities—is 
still littered with tens of millions of landmines laid 
during the eight-year Iran-Iraq war (1980-1988). 
These unexploded devices regularly maim and kill 
civilians indiscriminately, including children. The 
International Campaign to Ban Landmines states 
there have been some 10,000 casualties in Iran 
due to landmines since the Iran-Iraq war ended 
in 1988. While combatants during that war who 
were injured and left with permanent disabilities 
by landmines received veterans’ benefits and 
assistance from the state, civilians injuread 
since then by those same mines, which were left 
unexploded, have great difficulty receiving the 
same level of benefits, and more typically receive 
significantly lower (and inadequate) levels of 
assistance from the State Welfare Organization 
(SWO). To date the government has not prioritized 
the removal of these landmines, worked with the 
international community on this issue to ensure 
the safety of its citizens, or provided the full range 
of financial and logistical supports the victims of 
these unexploded devices need.

April 4
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April 4 International Day for Mine Awareness and Assistance in Mine Action
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International Day ofSport for 
Development and 
Peace

April 6

Each year on April 6, the world 
commemorates the International Day 
of Sport for Development and Peace. 
Established by the UN in 2013, citizens 
of the world are encouraged on this 
day to “learn, innovate and promote 
the ways that sport can help countries, 
communities and individuals to live 
peaceful, prosperous lives.” The 2018 
focus was “the promotion of tolerance, 
respect, empowerment of women and 
youth, health, education and social 
inclusion,” and on “sport’s contribution 
to reducing inequalities by promoting 
initiatives that include vulnerable 
groups, such as older persons and 
persons with disabilities.” Iranians 
are passionate about their sports—all 
Iranians—men, women, young and 
old, regardless of their gender, religion, 
ethnicity, sexuality or any disability they 
may have. It is a source of national pain 
then, that marginalized groups are not 
able to participate in sport on an equal 
basis. Top Iranian women athletes have 
been prevented from traveling abroad to 
compete in international competitions 
because their husbands did not give 
the required permission for their travel 
outside the country. Women have 
been banned from attending certain 
sports events at public stadiums—
and those peacefully protesting this 
exclusion have been arrested and 
jailed. Persons with disabilities are 
unable to travel to or enter many public 
spaces where sporting events are held, 
as over 90 percent of metro stations 
and 70 percent of public buildings are 
inaccessible to people with disabilities. 
This is neither tolerance nor respect nor 
inclusion. On this day, let many voices 
speak out for the full inclusion of all in 
Iran—whether they are participants or 
spectators—in the beauty and passion 
of sport.
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April 6  International Day of Sport for Development and Peace
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International 
Day forStreet 
Children 

April 12

The International Day for Street Children, 
marked annually on April 12, seeks to call 
attention to the plight of street children 
worldwide. The UN estimates there are 
150 million children living on the streets 
around the world today, and Iran is not 
immune to this tragedy. It is estimated that 
there are some 200,000 street children in 
Iran, living primarily in urban centers such 
as Tehran, Isfahan, Mashhad and Shiraz. 
A significant portion of them are the 
children of Afghan refugees and migrants. 
Street children are often employed as 
trash sifters in large municipalities, where 
they are routinely exposed to highly toxic 
materials. This practice is facilitated by 
the frequent informal contracting out of 
waste disposal services by municipalities 
to poorly monitored private companies. 
These children are often also used as 
street venders. Street children typically 
come from families that suffer from 
extreme poverty, drug addiction and/
or illness. They are highly vulnerable to 
sexual and physical abuse, drug use, 
HIV and other diseases. In 2017, the UN 
affirmed that governments must pay 
special attention to ensure street children 
are able to access their rights. Yet the 
periodic state-mandated round-ups of 
street children in Iran, in which they are 
frequently separated from their families, 
held in crowded and inhumane facilities, 
and are vulnerable to abuse, do little to 
address their needs or their rights.
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April 12 International Day for Street Children
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WorldArt 

April 15

World Art Day, celebrated on April 15, is a global celebration of the fine arts. 
Declared by the International Association of Art, its purpose is to promote awareness 
of creative activity worldwide. Art, as an expression of personal or universal 
themes, carries tremendous power, whether it be through painting, music, writing, 
theatre, dance or film. That is why its free expression has so often been feared—
and restricted—by repressive governments. Indeed, some of the most eloquent 
statements on the human condition and the quest for freedom and dignity have 
been communicated through art. Iranian culture has long revered such expression, 
with its poets, painters and musicians taking their place among the world’s greatest. 
While Iranians around the world continue to produce books, films and paintings that 
are met with international acclaim, in today’s Iran, the celebration of art has often 
been replaced with its policing. Artists that do not conform to official sensibilities 
are blocked, banned and sometimes arrested. The female singer banned from 
performing, the alternative rock band forced to perform underground, the book 
denied a publishing license or the film banned from the cinemas—all are art lost to 
the public by the censor’s edict. This is not just a rights violation, it is a tragedy for a 
culture that has long celebrated the richness and beauty of art in all its forms.

Day
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April 15 World Art Day
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April 23
WorldBookWorld Book Day is marked each year on April 23. Organized by the 

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO), it is meant to promote reading, publishing and copyright 
law. Literacy gains have been impressive during the 40 years of the 
Islamic Republic. The country’s literacy rate is 85 percent (although 
this figure obscures gender inequalities, as the rate for females is 80 
percent while that of males is 90 percent)—but if one isolates the youth 
population (ages 15-24), the literacy rate is an impressive 97 percent 
for females and 98 percent for males. Yet literacy should not be 
viewed in isolation; its advantages are diminished if the citizenry is only 
allowed to read state-approved content. Censorship in Iran means that 
despite these literacy gains, the citizenry is not allowed to read content 
forbidden by the state. Iran’s print media is under state control (as is its 
state broadcasting agency), and publishing houses do not receive the 
required licenses to publish books that are not approved by the state. 
Those who circumvent these controls risk arrest. Writers, playwrights 
and poets have been harassed, arrested and imprisoned for writing, 
publishing or posting material that is disapproved of by the state. As 
long as this repression persists, the progress Iran has made raising 
literacy rates will be countered by a citizenry constrained by state 
censorship, and the fruits of this rising literacy will not be fully realized.

Day
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April 23 World Book Day
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April 29
Day of Remembrance for All

Victims of 
Chemical 
WarfareOn April 29, the world marks the Day of Remembrance for All 

Victims of Chemical Warfare, a day that has deep relevance to 
the Iranian experience. During the eight years of the Iran-Iraq war 
(1980-1988), Iran was subjected to hundreds of chemical weapon 
attacks by Sadaam Hussein’s army, while the world largely 
looked away. These attacks continued throughout the duration of 
the war and were directed at both combatants and civilians. Tens 
of thousands of Iranians overall were killed by these weapons, 
with casualty estimates ranging from 50,000-100,000. Thousands 
of Iranians still live with the debilitating effects of these attacks 
today. The use of chemical (and biological) weapons was 
banned under the 1925 Geneva Protocol, and their production, 
stockpiling, and use was banned under the 1993 Chemical 
Weapons Convention (CWC). Iran is a State Party to both. The 
continued use of such weapons, including for example, in the 
Syrian war theatre, represents an abject failure of the international 
community to eradicate these horrific weapons. It can only be 
hoped that Iran, itself a victim of chemical warfare, will emerge as 
vocal force for the total and permanent abolition of their use.
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April 29 Day of Remembrance for All Victims of Chemical Warfare
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May 3
WorldPress Freedom

In 1993, the UN proclaimed May 3 World Press 
Freedom Day, to raise awareness of the importance 
of press freedom, defend the media from attacks on 
their independence and pay tribute to journalists who 
have lost their lives in the line of duty. The 2018 focus 
has been to highlight the importance of an enabling 
judiciary that ensures legal guarantees for press 
freedom and prosecutes crimes against journalists. 
The need to address freedom of expression online 
is also prioritized. In all these areas, Iran is deeply 
lacking. Journalists who write and publish material 
critical of state policy risk arrest by intelligence and 
security agents who violate rights with impunity, and 
imprisonment via a judiciary that colludes in their 
prosecution and conviction at will. The Committee to 
Protect Journalists (CPJ) reported that five journalists 
were jailed in Iran for their work in 2017, a decline from 
a high of 45 in 2012—but still five too many. Citizen 
journalism on social media has mushroomed in Iran 
over the last decade, but the state has increased 
its capacity to monitor online content and it arrests 
those who post content disapproved of by the state. 
In Freedom House’s 2017 Freedom of the Press and 
2017 Freedom on the Net reports, Iran scored near-
bottom rankings on both, with the country’s poor legal 
environment singled out. A free press serves as a 
crucial watchdog, informing the citizenry and fostering 
transparency, accountability and the rule of law. As 
such, it is essential to good governance and the 
defense of citizens’ rights. Given the urgent political, 
economic, environmental and social problems facing 
Iran, a free press —and the protected status of its 
journalists—is more essential than ever. 

Day
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May 3 World Press Freedom Day
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International Day of

Families
May 15

The International Day of Families is 
observed on the 15th of May each 
year. Proclaimed by the UN General 
Assembly in 1993, the day is meant to 
recognize the centrality of the family 
to society and provide an opportunity 
to promote awareness of the issues 
relating to families. On this day then, 
it is critical to remember the families 
that have been broken apart by 
state repression—and in Iran there 
are many. Intelligence and security 
agencies work hand-in-hand with 
judicial officials to silence and crush 
perceived dissent by imprisoning 
individuals who question the state’s 
dictates and try to defend citizens’ 
rights. The result is shattered families. 
The images of human rights lawyer 
Abdolfattah Soltani, who spent 
more than seven years in prison for 
defending political prisoners, weeping 
in his son’s arms when he was given 
a brief leave during his imprisonment 
to attend his daughter’s funeral, or of 
British-Iranian dual national Nazanin 
Zaghari-Ratcliffe, imprisoned on 
unsubstantiated espionage charges, 
trying to comfort her 5-year-old 
daughter as Ratcliffe is being led 
back to prison, or of the mother of 
imprisoned human rights activist 
Narges Mohammadi pleading with 
the authorities to allow her daughter 
to see her two children—reveal the 
human cost of these separations. On 
this day, it is incumbent upon us all to 
remember these brave and suffering 
families and the cruel and unjust 
separations they must endure, and re-
double our efforts to re-unite them.
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World Day for
Cultural 
Diversity for 
Dialogue and 
Development

May 21

The World Day for Cultural Diversity for Dialogue 
and Development, marked each year on May 
21, seeks to promote “equitable exchange and 
dialogue among civilizations, cultures and peoples, 
based on mutual understanding and respect and 
the equal dignity of all cultures.” Iran’s cultural 
mosaic is rich—ethnic Persians make up about 
51 percent of the population, Azeris comprise 
another quarter and there are smaller ethnic 
groups that include Kurds, Arabs, Baluchis, Lurs, 
Turkmen and others. Religious diversity is present 
as well, with the dominant Shia Muslim population 
joined by minorities of Baha’is, Christians, Sunni 
Muslims, Jews and others. Yet this diversity is not 
marked by “respect and equal dignity,” but rather 
more often by repression and discrimination. The 
Iranian constitution guarantees equal rights to all, 
“whatever the ethnic group or tribe to which they 
belong.” It recognizes only the Zoroastrian, Christian 
and Jewish religious minorities, but adds “no one 
may be molested or taken to task simply for holding 
a certain belief.” Yet in practice, minorities endure 
discrimination, tend to live in underdeveloped 
areas where education and health services are 
lacking, and are often not able to be schooled in 
their mother tongues. If they speak out publicly 
against this discrimination or for greater rights they 
risk arrest. The UN argues tolerance of alternative 
cultural expressions is critical to peace, stability and 
sustainable development. It is also a fundamental 
human right and obligation.
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June 5
WorldEnvironmentBegun in 1974, World Environment Day is celebrated 

on the 5th of June every year. It is one of the UN’s 
principal vehicles for encouraging environmental 
awareness. This day, and its call for action to 
preserve the environment, has particular urgency for 
Iran, a country that is facing environmental crises on 
multiple fronts. Air pollution is so severe that major 
cities are sometimes shut down due to dangerous 
air quality, and people frequently wear masks when 
outside. Several Iranian cities have been ranked 
among the most polluted in the world by the World 
Health Organization (WHO). Iran’s water depletion 
is catastrophic; its rivers, lakes and wetlands are 
in precipitous decline, deep wells are emptying the 
country’s aquifers, and 70 percent of the groundwater 
has been consumed. Thousands of towns across Iran 
rely on water tankers for supplies and hundreds have 
been abandoned, rendered uninhabitable by the lack 
of water. More than two-thirds of the country’s land 
is turning into desert. Meanwhile, improper waste 
management, including the dumping of hazardous 
waste materials directly into uncovered landfills 
where toxic compounds seep into land and water, 
has resulted in severe land and water pollution. 
Without meaningful action by the Iranian authorities 
to address this environmental degradation, the right 
to clean air, water and land—and indeed the right to 
life—will be increasingly violated.

Day
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World DayAgainst
Child 
Labor

June 12

The World Day Against Child Labor, launched by the 
International Labor Organization (ILO) in 2002, is marked 
each year on June 12. The day is meant to focus attention 
on the global extent of child labor and the actions needed 
to eliminate it. In Iran, child labor is a major problem. 
While the UN estimates the number of child workers in 
the country at 3 million, Iranian NGOs say the number 
may be closer to 7 million. They can be found in many 
sectors, including dangerous ones. In urban centers, 
children are often employed as trash workers, collecting 
and disposing of waste and sifting through landfills for 
sellable material. Other common sectors include carpet 
weaving, textile work, mining, brickmaking, masonry, 
construction, chemical production, domestic work and 
street vending. Many factors contribute to the prevalence 
of child labor in the country. Iran’s labor laws are poorly 
enforced and loopholes allow a significant portion of the 
country’s workplaces to escape government oversight. For 
example, workplaces employing less than 10 employees 
are exempt from major provisions of the country’s labor 
laws—and companies are often broken up into units of 
less than 10 employees to escape oversight. Poverty, 
as in any geography, is another contributor, as is Iran’s 
3-million-strong migrant community, 2 million of which 
are undocumented. Both create financial imperatives that 
foster child labor. The problem cannot be separated from 
the state’s political repression; the inability of activists to 
safely advocate for children’s rights, journalists to whistle 
blow and report freely, or civil society to independently 
pursue peaceful, rights-based activities, prevents “actions 
to eliminate” child labor in Iran.
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June 20
World

RefugeeWorld Refugee Day, observed on June 20 of each year, is 
dedicated to raising awareness of the situation of refugees 
throughout the world. On this day, the UN asks all to 
commemorate the strength, courage and perseverance of millions 
of refugees, who may be fleeing war, violence, famine, extreme 
poverty, natural or environmental disasters or human rights 
violations. According to the UNHCR, there over 70 million people 
around the world who have been forcibly displaced—one in every 
100 people on the planet—and nearly half of the world’s 26 million 
refugees are under 18. In Iran, the refugee and migrant population 
is estimated at three million by the UN—two million of them 
undocumented. The vast majority are Afghans, fleeing violence 
or extreme poverty. This population is deeply vulnerable and as 
a result are often exploited through underpaid or unpaid work, 
unsafe working conditions and squalid living conditions. They are 
also vulnerable to forced labor. The refugee issue is directly linked 
to the child labor issue. With employment opportunities limited 
for the largely impoverished Afghan population (especially for the 
undocumented), and half the Afghan population in Iran comprised 
of children, many of these children enter the workforce. Migrant 
workers can be found in most sectors in Iran but are frequently 
employed in construction (typically without protective gear, 
clothing or training). Human rights belong to all people—citizens, 
migrants and refugees—and as such this population deserves as 
rigorous and robust protection as all others.

Day
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June 26
International Day
in Support of

Victims of TortureEach year, June 26 marks the International Day in Support 
of Victims of Torture. The UN states: “Torture is a crime 
under international law and cannot be justified under any 
circumstances. This prohibition forms part of customary 
international law, which means that it is binding on every 
member of the international community, regardless of 
whether a State has ratified international treaties in which 
torture is expressly prohibited.” Thus, while Iran is not 
a member of the Convention against Torture and Other 
Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment, 
it is still bound by its prohibitions. Yet torture persists in 
Iran—especially during interrogations—and its perpetrators 
continue to go unpunished. Numerous credible accounts, 
eyewitness testimonies and medical evidence confirm 
that torture and even deaths continue to occur in Iranian 
detention centers and prisons. The authorities fail to 
investigate these reports of torture or death fully or 
impartially, and there is no viable mechanism or process 
whereby victims or their families can bring their grievances 
to an independent authority to address.  Moreover, so-
called “confessions” extracted through physical and/or 
psychological torture during interrogations continue to be 
used as evidence in Iranian courts to convict. This record, 
in addition to the fact that Iran imposes punishments such 
as flogging and amputation that the UN has declared are 
tantamount to torture, is one that requires urgent attention by 
world leaders and citizens alike.
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July 30
International

FriendshipMarked each year on July 30, the UN states that 
International Friendship Day is meant to promote a 
“shared spirit of human solidarity that takes many 
forms — the simplest of which is friendship.” The UN 
says, “by accumulating bonds of camaraderie and 
developing strong ties of trust — we can contribute to the 
fundamental shifts that are urgently needed to achieve 
lasting stability, weave a safety net that will protect us 
all, and generate passion for a better world where all are 
united for the greater good.” Among the human rights 
defenders in Iran we see this spirit of solidarity and 
camaraderie—a hunger strike undertaken by one prisoner 
to protest another prisoner’s unlawful imprisonment or 
treatment; a lawyer refusing to relinquish the right to 
defend his or her client, and going to prison for it; an 
activist serving time behind bars for trying to help the 
children of political prisoners; workers risking their jobs 
and arrest to protest the imprisonment of their labor 
leaders. It is this ethic of shared sacrifice, commitment 
and trust that marks the human rights community in Iran. 
This surely must be the truest meaning of working for a 
“better world where all are united for the greater good.”

Day
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August 19
WorldHumanitarianWorld Humanitarian Day, marked annually on August 19, is 

dedicated to recognizing humanitarian personnel and those who 
have lost their lives working for humanitarian causes. So too 
should we recognize the many individuals in Iran who have lost 
their lives—or sacrificed years of their lives behind bars—for 
continuing the struggle for human rights in Iran. Human rights 
lawyer Abdolfattah Soltani spent more than seven years behind 
bars, and lawyers Nasrin Sotoudeh and Mohammad Najafi, 
among others, remain there still—for the “crime” of representing 
political prisoners and speaking out for the right to counsel of 
choice. Activists such as Narges Mohammadi, Esmail Abdi, 
Mahmoud Beheshti-Langroudi, Atena Daemi and Arash Sadeghi 
are behind bars, deprived of years with their families and loved 
ones, for advocating, respectively, against the death penalty, 
for workers’ rights, for teachers’ rights, for children’s rights, 
and for students’ rights. Others have given their lives—most 
recently Kavous Seyed Emami, the environmentalist who died 
under highly suspicious circumstances while unjustly detained in 
Tehran’s Evin Prison. The UN asks that we pay tribute to the aid 
workers who risk their lives in humanitarian service. We also pay 
tribute to these individuals in Iran, who have made the greatest 
of sacrifices for the sake of human rights.

Day
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September 8
International

LiteracyDeclared by UNESCO in 1966, International Literacy Day is observed each 
year on September 8 to highlight the importance of literacy to individuals, 
communities and societies. It is also meant to be a day for governments, 
civil society and stakeholders to reflect on the world’s remaining literacy 
challenges. Iran has made commendable progress in advancing literacy. Its 
literacy rate is 85 percent for the nation as a whole (80 percent for females 
and 90 percent for males), and this rate is set to rise—the literacy rate for 15 
to 24-year-olds in Iran is 97 percent for females and 98 percent for males. 
Educational gains have underpinned these literacy gains. Enrollment in 
secondary education in Iran was close to 90 percent in 2015 for officially 
registered females and males, according to UNESCO. These numbers reflect 
strong progress in literacy and education, as well as a narrowing gender 
gap in both. Yet the economic growth and employment opportunities that 
should flow from this development of human capital have been undermined 
by economic mismanagement and corruption. Indeed, for the 15-24 age 
group, unemployment is at nearly 30 percent. Similarly, the strong progress 
in female literacy and education in Iran, which should propel women 
forward professionally, has been undermined by pervasive gender-based 
discrimination. Women’s unemployment rate, at 20 percent, is twice that of 
men’s. Literacy cannot be divorced from issues of good governance and 
of equality and justice; without the latter, the ability to read is an unfulfilled 
promise.

Day
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International Day of

Democracy
September 15

September 15 marks the International Day of Democracy—a day established by the UN in 2007 to promote 
democracy and seek answers to the challenges it faces. The day is also meant to reaffirm the extent to which 
freedom and respect for human rights are essential elements of democracy. The Islamic Republic of Iran 
prides itself on its democratic credentials. Its regular elections, in which the outcome is not pre-ordained, 
do stand in marked contrast to the autocracies that predominate in the region. Yet this pride is misplaced. 
While there is a degree of political choice in Iran, it is highly limited and controlled by the state. Unelected 
bodies vet every candidate to office and approve every piece of legislation. Political opposition parties are 
not allowed. Women candidates are disproportionally disqualified and barred from running for the highest 
positions of office. Final political authority rests in one unelected man—the supreme leader. Moreover, the 
essential values of freedom and respect for human rights are missing in Iran. Without the ability to freely and 
safely speak out, organize peaceful political parties, and question state policy through a free press, elections 
are a rigged game. Democracy is not just about elections. It demands open contestation, protected rights and 
the rule of law—otherwise the ability to vote has little meaning. The Iranian people are to be commended for 
the fact that despite the limitations they face, they have chosen, over and over again, to peacefully express 
their political wishes through the ballot box. When faced with the state’s arbitrary candidate disqualifications, 
they have chosen to form new coalitions and run new candidates. This is a citizenry that respects the rule of 
law and the meaning of democracy. The authorities should show the same respect.
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September 21
International Day ofPeaceThe International Day of Peace, also known as World Peace Day, is observed 

annually on September 21. Established by the UN in 1981, World Peace Day calls 
for all humanity to “commit to Peace above all differences.” In the words of the UN, 
“A peaceful society is one where there is justice and equality for everyone.” The 
relationship between peace and human rights is a deep and direct one—there is 
no greater human right than the right to life, and the inability of societies and states 
to make peace endangers this right. Moreover, simmering conflict, either domestic 
or international, provides safe haven for rights violators, who hide behind the 
justification of national security to commit their crimes. The 2018 International Day of 
Peace celebrates the 70th anniversary of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 
which states “Everyone has the right to life, liberty and security of person.” The UN 
notes “these elements build the foundation of freedom, justice and peace in the 
world,” and asks how “each of us can stand up for rights, every day.” CHRI salutes 
the many brave women and men in Iran who stand up for human rights, every day, 
despite grave personal risks and costs, and who contribute to justice, equality and 
peace through their work.
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International Day ofNonviolence
October 2

October 2 is the birthdate of Mahatma Gandhi, who 
was the leader of India’s nonviolent movement for 
independence. Accordingly, the date was chosen 
by the UN in 2007 to mark the International Day of 
Nonviolence in order to reaffirm “the universal relevance 
of the principle of nonviolence” and the desire “to 
secure a culture of peace, tolerance, understanding 
and nonviolence.” In Iran, nonviolent dissent is not 
tolerated—indeed it is routinely and severely punished. 
A woman silently taking her headscarf off and waving 
it in public protest against forced hijab, a group of 
workers peacefully protesting wages that have not been 
paid for months, or an activist speaking out against 
the death penalty—all risk arrest and imprisonment, 
usually on sham charges of endangering “national 
security.” Moreover, such nonviolent dissent is often 
met with violence by the state: violent arrests by 
security officials, violent interrogations by intelligence 
agents, and violence against prisoners by prison 
officials. Underpinning this violence is the ability of state 
intelligence, security and judicial officials to violate the 
law and citizens’ rights at will and with impunity in order 
to stamp out dissent.  Intolerance of peaceful dissent is 
combined with contempt for the rule of law to produce 
deadly state violence against the people of Iran. A 
commitment to nonviolence—including protections for 
the right to nonviolent dissent as well as the prohibition 
against unlawful violence by the state—and to the rule 
of law so that this commitment is defended, is a growing 
imperative in Iran.
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October 11
International 
Day of the

Girl 
Child

The International Day of the Girl Child, celebrated each year on 
October 11, was begun by the UN in 2012 to “address the needs 
and challenges girls face.” While girls in Iran have made gains in 
education, literacy and health, serious rights violations remain. Iran 
allows marriage for girls at age 13, while girls younger than 13 can 
be married with the consent of their father and a judge. UNICEF 
estimates 17 percent of girls in Iran are married before the age of 
18, while Iranian statistics for 2016 indicate the bride was under age 
18 in 20 percent of marriages, and under age 14 in 5 to 6 percent 
of marriages. These numbers do not reflect significant numbers of 
unregistered marriages. Iran is also one of the few countries in the 
world that executes juvenile offenders, including children offenders 
who are girls. The age of criminal responsibility for girls is set at nine 
in Iran. Iranian law does not protect girls against physical abuse, 
fails to address many forms of abuse such as negligence and child 
trafficking, and makes no mention of sexual abuse. Proposed 
legislation to improve protections has been stalled for over a 
decade. In addition, Iran’s widespread use of child labor affects 
both female and male children. The UN states this is a day when 
“activist groups come together…to take action to advance rights 
and opportunities for girls everywhere.” There is a large and growing 
constituency in Iran trying to improve the situation of the country’s 
girl children, as evidenced for example by the broad societal support 
to ban child marriage for girls under the age of 13. Yet little progress 
has as of yet been made, and the ability “to address the challenges” 
is deeply undermined in Iran by the power of unelected bodies to 
vet legislation and the fact that activists who peacefully protest the 
above violations risk arrest and imprisonment.
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International 
Day toEnd Impunity 
for Crimes 
against 
Journalists

November 2

The International Day to End Impunity for Crimes 
Against Journalists, observed each year on 
November 2, seeks to draw attention to the low 
conviction rate for violent crimes against journalists 
worldwide. This rate is estimated at only one 
conviction for every ten cases of violence against 
journalists. The UN “urges Member States to do 
their utmost to prevent violence against journalists 
and media workers, to ensure accountability, bring 
to justice perpetrators of crimes against journalists 
and media workers, and ensure that victims have 
access to appropriate remedies.” Reporters Without 
Borders states that Iran is one of the world’s “most 
oppressive countries” for journalists, ranking it 164th 
out of 180 countries in 2018. Independent journalists 
are arrested and jailed for reporting that is critical of 
the state, their families are harassed by intelligence 
and security agents, and the media outlets for which 
they work may be shut-down. Citizen journalists, 
whose primary platform is social media, are now 
central targets of state prosecution. These violations 
are enabled by a judiciary that works hand-in-hand 
with security and intelligence officials to convict 
and imprison these journalists, despite Iran’s 
constitutional protections for their work. Violations 
of due process are ignored and thus encouraged, 
as are severe abuses such as violence by state 
officials against detained journalists. The deaths of 
detained journalists in previous years (for example, 
the Iranian-Canadian journalist Zahra Kazemi and 
the blogger Sahar Beheshti) were never properly 
investigated or prosecuted, and credible reports of 
beatings of journalists in state custody continue to 
the present day. Without an independent judiciary, 
victims of these abuses have no means of recourse 
or ability to seek remedy. The journalist’s work is the 
vital link between society and the state. Without it, 
rights violations cannot be effectively addressed, 
society cannot stay informed, democracy cannot 
function and good governance is ultimately 
impossible.
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International Day for

Tolerance
November 16

The International Day for Tolerance, declared by UNESCO in 1995, is observed each year on 
November 16. The UN says tolerance means “respect and appreciation of the rich variety of our 
world’s cultures [and] our forms of expression” and “recognizes the universal human rights and 
fundamental freedoms of others.” This tolerance is lacking in Iran. Religious minorities are prosecuted 
for the public expression or leadership of their faiths—especially the Baha’i and Christian convert 
communities—and ethnic minorities such as Kurds and Arabs face broad discrimination. Intolerance 
based on other aspects such as sexuality or physical and psychosocial disabilities are also rife.
In addition, those who differ with the state’s views—be they political or cultural—face intolerance. 
Iran’s prisons contain hundreds who are there because they questioned the state’s dictates. The 
UN says tolerance must be viewed “not only as a moral duty, but also as a political and legal 
requirement” and emphasizes that “States should draft new legislation when necessary to ensure 
equality of treatment and of opportunity for all groups and individuals in society.” In this too Iran 
is lacking. Its laws are vague, open to interpretation, filled with loopholes and poorly enforced. Its 
judiciary, the ostensible guardian of the law, is itself a leading human rights violator, which does not 
address violations of law by any other arm of the state and commits its own violations with impunity 
through the denial of due process and unfair trials. The UN notes that “fighting intolerance requires 
law, education, access to information and individual awareness.” None of these are possible without 
political freedom, basic civil liberties and protected human rights.
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Universal

Children
November 20

Begun in 1954 by the UN, Universal Children’s Day is observed each year 
on November 20 to promote the welfare of the world’s children. The UN’s 
Declaration of the Rights of the Child states, “The child shall be protected 
against all forms of neglect, cruelty and exploitation. He shall not be the subject 
of traffic, in any form” and “shall not be admitted to employment before an 
appropriate minimum age.” In all these areas, Iran fails to comply. Iran is a State 
Party to the Convention on the Rights of the Child—but has asserted it will not 
apply any provision “incompatible with Islamic laws or [domestic] legislation.” 
The age of criminal responsibility in Iran is 9 for girls and 15 for boys, despite 
international law that defines anyone under age 18 as a child. Child marriage is 
allowed at age 13 for girls (and younger with consent of the father and a judge) 
and 15 for boys. Iran’s laws leave children deeply unprotected from physical 
and sexual abuse, and Iran’s weak and poorly enforced labor regulations result 
in millions of children in the workforce. The government ratified the Optional 
Protocol on the Sale of Children, Child Prostitution and Child Pornography, but 
poor implementation has resulted in continued child exploitation and trafficking. 
In particular, Iran’s estimated 200,000 street children, as well as the children 
of the country’s 3-million-strong migrant population (the vast majority of which 
are Afghan and often impoverished), are at risk for forced labor, abuse and 
trafficking. Iran’s LGBTQ youth face severe legal and social discrimination 
(and because of the criminalization of same-sex relations, the inability to seek 
protection from violence), and children with disabilities face inaccessible schools 
and services and inadequate protections from violence and abuse. In addition, 
Iran is the world’s leader in executions of juvenile offenders, despite the strict 
international prohibition against such executions. At least seven child offenders 
were put to death in Iran in 2018, with more than 90 child offenders on death 
row, according to Amnesty International. Clearly, there is much work to be done 
to protect children in Iran.

’s Day
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International Day for the
Elimination 
of Violence 
against 
Women

November 25

The UN states: “Violence against women and girls is 
one of the most widespread, persistent and devastating 
human rights violations in our world today.” In 1999, 
the UN designated November 25 as the International 
Day for the Elimination of Violence Against Women in 
order to raise public awareness of the problem. One of 
the aims of this day is to highlight the degree to which 
this violence is hidden—a salient factor in the Iranian 
context, where social stigma makes it difficult for a 
woman to speak out against domestic violence. Violence 
against women in Iran is multifaceted and rarely goes 
punished. Assaults against women protesting forced 
hijab in 2018, and the acid attacks against women 
wearing “improper hijab” in Isfahan in 2014, were 
never followed by prosecutions. The abuse inherent in 
child marriage is rife, with 20 percent of girls married 
under the age of 18 and 6 percent married between the 
ages of 10 and 14. Iranian academic studies estimate 
two-thirds of Iranian women experience at least one 
episode of domestic violence during their married life—
yet legislation to protect them has been languishing 
in parliament for years. In some cases, Iran’s laws 
exacerbate vulnerability to domestic abuse. Iran’s Civil 
Code forbids a woman from leaving the matrimonial 
home without the husband’s permission unless she is 
able to prove in court she is endangered. This leaves 
Iranian women deeply vulnerable to violence, especially 
given that if a woman leaves the marital home, she is not 
given maintenance. The lack of standard mechanisms 
such as orders of protection to prevent contact between 
abusers and victims further endangers women. Violence 
against women requires significantly increased societal 
awareness and legal protections—in essence, a 
government and societal-wide commitment to render 
unacceptable this crime.
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International 
Day of

Persons 
with 
Disabilities

December 3

The International Day of Persons with 
Disabilities, begun by the UN in 1992, is 
observed each year on December 3. Its aim 
is to “promote the rights and well-being of 
persons with disabilities in all spheres of society 
and development, and to increase awareness 
of the situation of persons with disabilities in 
every aspect of political, social, economic and 
cultural life.” Some 12 million individuals in Iran, 
out of a population of 82 million, are people 
with disabilities, and they face obstacles and 
discrimination in all walks of life. Inaccessible 
roads, public transportation and public buildings, 
including health, education and government 
facilities, are the norm throughout the country, 
even in the capital. This inaccessibility, combined 
with discrimination and severe social stigma 
surrounding disability, leads many people with 
disabilities in Iran to face lives of profound 
isolation. The 60 percent unemployment rate 
for this community is five times higher than 
the national rate. Meanwhile, state disability 
pensions do not even begin to cover a fraction 
of daily living costs in Iran—and the vast 
majority (97 percent) of people with disabilities 
receive no disability pension at all. The main 
state organizations charged with their welfare, 
the State Welfare Organization and the Special 
Education Organization, are underfunded, poorly 
staffed and usually inaccessible as well. They 
provide few support services, leaving most 
people with disabilities completely dependent 
upon the care and assistance of family members. 
Iran adopted the UN Convention on the Rights 
of Persons with Disabilities in 2009, but does 
not implement its measures. There is significant 
amount of work to do to protect and promote 
the rights and equal standing of people with 
disabilities in Iran.
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The Center for Human Rights in Iran (CHRI) is an independent 
nonprofit organization that seeks to promote human rights, 
tolerance and cultural understanding. Founded in 2008 and 
based in New York, the Center is dedicated to the rigorous and 

unwavering pursuit of justice and dignity for all.

About 
the Center
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International Women’s Day, World Refugee Day, 
International Day for Street Children, World 
Environment Day—these and 27 other international 
days, designated by the United Nations and other 
international organizations to commemorate 
achievements and historical milestones pertaining 
to the promotion and protection of human 
rights, are explained and illuminated in Days to 
Remember.

Moving beyond the traditional boundaries 
of communication, this invaluable, uniquely 
poignant and powerful volume is distinguished 
by its exquisite array of artwork, inviting the 
reader regardless of ethnicity, gender, religion or 
geographical location to visualize complex issues 
inherent to international days....

A mosaic of warm, bright, evocative brushstrokes 
merge with captivating narratives to illustrate the 
purpose and meaning of each international day and 
their specific significance in the context of Iran.

Excerpts from the Foreword by
Nina Ansary


