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SHIRIN EBADI

A JOURNEY FROM DARKNESS TO LIGHT
INTRODUCTION

On October 10, 2003 Catherine Zeta Jones stood on the podium in Oslo during the Nobel Concert, congratulating a very unlikely Nobel laureate. A small built woman from one of the unlikeliest of places in the world today – Iran. Considering the history that the country of Iran has forged for itself since the revolution 1979; Shirin Ebadi looks like a remote candidate for the honor especially the cause she won it for - which is peace. Shirin is a lawyer, a human rights activist and founder of the Association for Support of Children's Rights in Iran. She became the first Iranian and the first Muslim woman to receive the prize. In the adverse circumstances of Middle East where women are not in the mainstream, Shirin Ebadi is a great icon of progress and emancipation. She represents their great potential and the capability they have for achievement. The women in these countries face constraints due to orthodox interpretations of Islamic faith, patriarchal cultural ideologies and dissonance with the Western world. 
Today in this time and history, the issue of brokering democracy and women’s empowerment in the Middle Eastern countries is not only important but also crucial. The women in these countries need support and inspiration for their growth; not only from people residing outside but also from within their own region. The purpose of this biographical study is to understand, interpret, theorize and report on Shirin Ebadi’s life and how it reflects cultural, personal, institutional and social themes of the environment she lives in. 
Shirin Ebadi’s story is an inspiring and a thought provoking course of life for the women living in these countries.  The study of her life will serve the women in this region by yielding an opportunity for them to witness a “role model” – a success story. At the opening speech of the Conference "Women in the Islamic World - Muslim Women in Germany: Positive Role Models", the same sentiment was echoed by Kerstin Muller, Minister of State at the Federal Foreign Office of Germany. Kerstin reiterated the need for studying and giving prominence to inspiring role models for Muslim women, on whose experiences they will build a future for themselves. Emphasizing the need for studying the lives of these successful women in Muslim countries, she chose Shirin Ebadi as one of the greatest examples. During the conference it was pointed out that looking at positive role models in their own society (Muslim) and outside should be used as an opportunity to engage in intensive exchange of different lifestyles and experiences that touch everyone, provide incentives, encouragement and inspiration.
 
This study will give an opportunity to women in the region to recount the outstanding experiences and interesting contributions that can be made while facing adverse conditions. One of the most important facet of Shirin Ebadi’s story and the level of empathy and acceptance it has for women living in this region - is not only about battling an orthodox clergy, a belligerent patriarchy and a clerical government; but that she has also managed to lead a normal family life. Her role as a wife, mother and varied others - that these societies expect women to take up have been equally good. In that light, she enjoys a unique goodwill for not forsaking one responsibility for the other and the patriarchy largely does not feel threatened by her.  Women in this region usually do not find role models who portray balance between their careers and their family. The general idea that women can successfully pursue either, thwarts any initiative they might take , thus, forsaking professional life for their families. This research will bring Shirin Ebadi’s life into focus so that women in this region can establish a cultural connection with her and be catalyzed to combat the same odds that she has faced all her life. In fact, the ones that she continues to battle even today, albeit with some changes.  

There is another important purpose of this study; it will also yield an understanding of the unique challenges that women have to face in these countries. Through the lens of Shirin Ebadi’s life, this study will explore the culture and the processes that are developed from within which help combat the most unproductive and fanatical situations. It is relevant to mention that the State Department is presently running a program called the Middle East Partnership Initiative (MEPI) which is working to garner an understanding of these cultures. Under the ambit of MEPI, a program called “Women's Pillar’, is supporting all efforts that lead the modern world to understand women reformers (by implication their culture) across the Middle East and their efforts to achieve full participation in society. One of the routes they promote is giving eminence to stories of successful women. In the same vein, the life history study of Shirin Ebadi will target learning about the cultural, legal, regulatory, economic, and political barriers that women encounter in their daily lives and aim to contribute to the understanding that the world requires about the Muslim states and women’s empowerment therein. 
RESEARCH QUESTIONS
1. How does a woman (Shirin Ebadi) living in a patriarchal, traditional and conservative society go on to become a Nobel Laureate?
2. How would life history of a woman who went to achieve the highest honor be described and analyzed?

a. What are the circumstances and object experiences in her life? 

b. What story can be told from these experiences? 

c. What are the object experiences/processes that evolve and devolve with regards to gender; when a society moves from progressive to conservative (as happened with Iran in 1979)? 

The central questions are important to chronicle the life history of Shirin Ebadi – noting the life course stages and experiences regarding childhood, adulthood, marriage, employment etc. While the first enquiry helps in eliciting the information of the various chronological stages; the second will create an understanding of the life circumstances, interpretation of challenges, discovering expressions in relevance to the gender component in this region. The sub-questions include topics that need interpretation in terms of the individual’s life and cover anticipated needs for information.
SCOPE
The past research for this study is based, primarily on the merit of being a biographical tradition which an apt format for the chosen individual and its impact on other people – as proven by earlier studies. The other aspect is in attaining a background from past research as a chronicle for a successful role model for women in this region. 
Biographies have an important place in the Middle Eastern tradition. In the 1890s Zaynab Fawwaz al-'Amili, an Egyptian woman writer, published a 552-page compilation of women's biographies called Generalizations of Secluded Housewives. This was a first of its kind book authored by a woman and as Zaynab says in her introduction that proceeded to accomplish the job, “to contribute to her sex's enhancement, and because that is the best gift one can give women”.
In the past such historical research had been a part and parcel of Middle Eastern life and there has been a significant demand for it; but due to political tumult and intermittent cultural conflicts, these traditions got eroded. Another example is that of the Turkish author, Princess Qladriya Husseyn, who wrote a volume called The Most Famous Women in the Moslem World, although in this case the style was closer to that of a novel than to academic research.

 In her book entitled “May Her Likes Be Multiplied: Biography and Gender Politics in Egypt”, Marilyn Booth argues that argues that writing biographies has been a deliberate choice to demonstrate Arab female literary skill and enhance their role in the society.  "I see this [biographical writing] as a deliberate strategy that echoes and fills out the assertion . . . that the contemporary cultural and political scene is shaped by women's as well as men's pens"
. Marilyn Booth draws succor from Zaynab Fawwaz's in saying “how history has not shown much interest in recording women of exceptional merit.” – a phenomenon that has led to lack of sufficient encouragement to the gender movement in these countries.  In the role model survey of Margaret Nauta and Michelle Kokaly, it is suggested that “the importance of recognizing that persons perceived as role models may be able to facilitate [other persons'] development via their support and guidance as well as via the degree to which they provide inspiration and modelling" (Nauta & Kokaly 2001) 
. In the research study that Margaret Nauta and Michelle Kokaly conducted in 2001, they have confirmed that the influence of 'famous role models' should not be overlooked especially for women. The real cause of such an impact remains shadowed however social psychologists, try to interpret it in terms of the 'social learning theory'. Through the lens of this theory, people learn behavior by observing it in others and repeat it if it appears to be beneficial to them. Although whole lifestyles are not directly copied but people try to appreciate some traits in another person and try to imitate them, and, at the same time, completely ignore other characteristics (Bandura 1969 and 1986, Gleitman et al. 1999). However, in a psychological sense, it still remains unclear how role models actually work - how exactly they influence various aspects of development processes (Nauta & Kokaly 2001). 
In another study entitled Education and career opportunities for women, it was found that “Efforts must be made to recruit representative numbers of female from different professions as role models. The importance of role models both by including the achievements in educational materials and as professionals is critical in “normalizing” the concept of female opportunity and potential success in developing countries. Similarly, role models and mentors can help young people develop self-esteem and a sense of capability.” 

THEORITICAL FRAMEWORK
The study proposes to look at several theories providing the required and relevant framework for the research. The social learning theory of Albert Bandura which emphasizes the importance of observing and modeling the behaviors, attitudes, and emotional reactions of others is an apt choice. Bandura (1977) states: "Learning would be exceedingly laborious, not to mention hazardous, if people had to rely solely on the effects of their own actions to inform them what to do. Fortunately, most human behavior is learned observationally through modeling: from observing others one forms an idea of how new behaviors are performed, and on later occasions this coded information serves as a guide for action." Social learning theory explains human behavior in terms of continuous reciprocal interaction between cognitive, behavioral, an environmental influences.
 
The Conditions of Learning Theory (R. Gagne) stipulates that there are several different types or levels of learning and the significance of these classifications is that each different type requires different types of instruction. Gagne identifies five major categories of learning: verbal information, intellectual skills, cognitive strategies, motor skills and attitudes. Different internal and external conditions are necessary for each type of learning. For example, for cognitive strategies to be learned, there must be a chance to practice developing new solutions to problems; to learn attitudes, the learner must be exposed to a credible role model or persuasive arguments
. 

The theory of Motivation
 also provides a foundation for the theoretical background. This is a pivotal concept in most theories of learning and is closely related to arousal, attention, anxiety, and feedback/reinforcement. In cognitive theory, motivation serves to create intentions and goal-seeking acts (Ames & Ames, 1989). One well-developed area of this theory that supports the research study in its aim to impart learning (through a role model) is in achievement motivation (e.g., Atkinson & Raynor, 1974; Weiner). Motivation to achieve is a function of the individual's desire for success, the expectancy of success, and the incentives provided and in this they are the goals that these women have for themselves and a high need to achieve to obtain a better lifestyle (which the role model will try to catalyze.) Supporting this according to Rogers
 all individuals have a drive to self-actualize and this motivates learning. 

PROCEDURE

1. Target Population & Sampling
· The sampling procedure used will be Combination sampling. Option will kept open due to the dynamic nature of the study to allow scope for Snowball sampling too. 
· The sample group will include individuals who are accessible, willing to provide information, and shed light on the subject. It will include Shirin Ebadi, in person; her family, friends, colleagues and contemporaries, some beneficiaries of her Foundation for Children etc.This group will also include members from the Nobel foundation members and a group of Iranian expatriates to whose organizations Shirin Ebadi is associated. 
· These subjects will recount a set of life experiences concerning Shirin Ebadi - in form of stories or narratives, organized around themes in her personal and professional life that indicate pivotal events (or epiphanies).
· The research will explore the meaning of these stories, relying on the individuals to provide explanations and searching multiple meanings. It will also look for larger structures to explain meanings such as social interactions cultural issues, ideologies and historical context, and provide an interpretation of the life experiences of individual through the sample group and help in constructing the life course of the subject. 
Data Collection Methods & Techniques
The methods utilized for gathering data will be,

· Observations (facilitated by videotapes/electronic note-taking/field logs)
· Interviews with the sample group
· High School & University yearbook
· Family & Personal photo albums
· Any other artifacts
· Personal dairies & Website

· Autobiography & any other published work by the subject

· Magazine column/articles that the subject writes (or has written)
· Transcripts of Public Speeches

· Any other literature (Media Coverage) pertaining to the subject

· Documents of information on her human rights work

· Documents pertaining to Nobel Prize

· Books published on the subject

The data will be collected in form of Documents and archival material, open ended interviews, subject journaling/autobiography, participant observations, audio visual material and casual chatting.

Data Analysis
· The research analysis will be conducting as per the biographical tradition. It will include analyzing an objective set of experiences in the subject’s life. It will be desirable to have the subject, journal a sketch her life to help in the analysis and beginning the study. In this sketch, life long course stages or experiences (e.g. childhood, marriage etc) will be delineated to develop a chronology. 
· The stories and epiphanies will emerge from the individual’s journal and from interviews. 
· The database (of various documents, interviews etc will be analyzed fro concrete contextual biographical materials. 
· The subject will be requested to expand on various sections of the stories and some sections may be theorized either by the subject or any other respondent (if relevant). These theories may relate to career models, processes in life course, models of social world, relational models of biography and natural history models of the life course.  
· The narrative segments and categories within the interview-story will be isolated and larger patterns and meanings will be determined. 

· The biography will be reconstructed and factors that shaped the subjects life will be identified. 

This will lead to the analytical abstraction of the course of life highlighting 

· The processes of individual’s life

· Theories that relate to these life experiences

· The unique and general features of the subject’s life

· Understanding of the socio-cultural scenario and general impact of the subjects personality/achievements on the people

The data analysis strategy will include the following steps: 

· Data Managing: Create and organize files

· Reading, “memoing”: Sketching Ideas – Jot down ideas/Highlight certain information, form initial codes, writing reflective passages, summarize field notes, getting feedback, make metaphors & figure analogies, concepts, display data

· Describing : Describe objective set of experiences – chronology of life

· Identification: Reduce information – sort material into categories, Develop coding categories, Count frequency of codes

· Classification: Build a logical chain of evidence, identify stories/epiphanies/contextual material
· Interpreting : develop theories and patterns
· Representing & Visualizations: Present narration, identify theories and focus on unique features. 
Data Triangulation

Triangulation will be done through 

· Source and point of view so that contradictions, irregularities and discontinuity will be established.  

· Obtaining subjects interpretation of these events in their chronological or natural order

· Analyze these reports for internal validity, internal criticism, external validity and external criticism

· Resolve the validity of these sources and establish priority for testing hypothesis

· Test hypothesis while searching for negative evidence

· Organize the entire draft   and submit it to the subject for reaction

· Rework the report in its natural sequence & conclude with a statement concerning the theory 
Limitations

The main subject of this study resides in Iran as does majority of the target sample. Iran is a belligerent country and people are closely guarded against foreign interventions especially the ones coming from US. However the subject of the study is well known and a respected personality closely associated with the international community so it might not be difficult to gain access to most of the information and data. It is important to develop a careful strategy that will keep the authorities in good humor and allow smooth functioning for the research. 
There are already a couple of local clubs and organizations working on documenting the subject. It will be feasible to establish ties with them to gain pointers for the sample group and other secondary data that is to be accessed. 

Since Iranian society is closed and people do not have freedom of expression, one of the major challenges for this study will be talking to people and gaining their trust. However, the prospect is not impossible and there have been a number of research projects that have commenced successfully in the past.
Implications

The implications of this study will be 
· Giving eminence to the subject

· Inspiration to the women in this region
· Understanding of the inner workings of the society

· Positive Trends
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Appendix I





INFORMED CONSENT STATEMENT


Research Title 


Shirin Ebadi – From Darkness to Light





Introduction 


This is an invitation for participating in a life history research study on the Nobel laureate Shirin Ebadi, the human rights lawyer- activist from Iran. The purpose is to chart the course of her life, in order to give eminence to her achievements and provide a guiding light for the women in the Middle East region and allow further understanding of the Middle Eastern culture across the world.


                  


Participant Involvement 


This study will include conducting 


Observations 


Interviews (facilitated by videotapes/electronic note-taking/field logs)


Perusing written documents, photos, media coverage, any other artifacts


This study does not involve any procedures that are considered experimental. 





Time Requirement


The duration of the interviews will be 2 hours minimum and in case, more time or follow-ups are needed permission will be sought and scheduled as per the convenience and availability of the participant. The Interviews will be documented by taking notes, audio-taping or videotaping. 











Confidentiality 


The information will be used to construct the narrative for charting the life course of the subject. Anonymity will be granted to any participant who so desires. Usage of audio or video taping will cease, in case the participant wishes. The information in the study records will be kept confidential. Data will be stored securely and will be made available only to conduct the study. No reference will be made in oral or written   reports which could link participants to the study, if so desired by the participant. 





Compensation


There is no compensation for participating in the study. Credits, copyrights on any data will be duly carried. 





Contact Information


 If you have questions at any time about the study or you may contact the researcher, Ather Zia, at 628, CP – Cal State Fullerton – 92831, Office Phone: 714 - 278 - 0023





===============================================================


CONSENT FORM


Your participation in this study is voluntary; you may decline to participate without penalty. If you decide to participate, you may withdraw from the study at anytime without penalty. If you withdraw from the study before data collection is completed you data will be returned to you or destroyed. 


------------------------------------------


I have read the above information. I have received a copy of this form. I agree to participate in this study. 


Participant's signature ______________________________ 	Date 	__________                   





Investigator's signature _____________________________ 	Date      __________ 




















