
Iranian Baha'i 
Refugee Women 

A new country, a new culture, a new lan- secure that the thought of change never occurred to me and every 
guage. Starting life over with memories of your loved ones left 
behind struggling to survive in Iran, others, dear friends, re- 
spected teachers, executed for their faith. How is it possible to 
face these challenges and survive successfully? 

This plight has faced many Baha'i refugees from Iran who, 
because of religious persecution, have had to suddenly leave 
lives of con3fort and accomplishment. How have these people, 
especially the women, risen to this awesome challenge? How 
have they managed to maintain theirfamily structure, selfworth, 
and lifestyle in this new environment? What is their perception 
of Canada and Canadians? What do they feel are the greatest 
challenges and most valuable lessons in this experience? 

In the following article Mina Sanaee, herselfa Persian Baha'i 
refugee, presents her story. 

Writing about your own life, andabout dear friends is not easy. 
When we get together with other immigrants we usually talk 
aboutourproblems, womes,difficulties,andourchallenges. But 
when it comes to writing about these issues, it is much more 
difficult - our minds go blank! What you are about to read is the 
the story of how I became a refugee in Canada. 

Due to the persecutions all Baha'is face in Iran, my husband 
and I left our homeland for a neighbouring country about six 
years ago. 

What I will write about in a few sentences was in fact a major 
change in our lives. Before we left Iran I was working at the 
United Nations office in Teheran, in addition to working as a 
columnist with a women's magazine. At that time my life was so 

moment of my life was so tightly scheduled that I had hardly a 
moment to stop and think about what was happening around me. 
After the Islamic revolution in Iran, I lost both jobs and within a 
month I was arrested and put in jail for two weeks because of my 
belief in the Baha'i Faith. Following this, all our belongings were 
confiscated. 

Losing everything overnight was a major adjustment for me. I 
had always planned ahead for the next three or four years. How 
could I accept that my world had collapsed? Before that time I 
considered even the simplest change in my routine to be a 
disaster. 

Until recently a number of Persian Baha'is left Iran through the 
border since they could not leave the country through official 
channels. (The Iranian government requires that a person's 
religion be stated on their passport. Passports with the word 
"Baha'i' were not valid.) Some crossed the border to a neigh- 
bouring country by car, some on camels, and some, like us, on 
foot. Leaving the last village in Iran, we had to hide in the 
mountains all day long, and start our trip in the desert as soon as 
the sun set, so that we would not be seen by the patrols of the 
Islamic Revolutionary Guard. 

Maybe if our guide hadn't lost his way, or even better, if there 
hadn't been a hole in the water container we were carrying, that 
trip wouldn't have seemed so long and impossible to us. Finally, 
after three days and three long nights stranded in the desert we 
reached the first village in the country of our destination. I was 
totally dehydrated and the only thing I thought about was a drink 
of water. I was so glad to hear the guide talking about a nearby 
cafe. You could perhaps imagine my disappointment when I 
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found out that the cafe he kept talking 
about was a hole in the mountains, and the 
drinking water he promised us was from a 
pond where they saved the water from the 
previous rainy season, which various 
creatures now used as their home! But, 
believe me, a glass of that water was the 
most delicious I had ever had in my life. 

The only person who was left for me 
was my husband, as we hadleft our family 
behind. He thought of me as a mature, 
grown person and it was up to me to prove 
it to him. Suddenly I, who all my life had 
been pampered by my immediate family, 
found myself confronting endless prob- 
lems which had to be solved. I had to 
make important decisions, something I 
had never been faced with before. No one 
could imagine what I went through during 
that period. It was not an easy time; 

adjusting myself to it was not simple at all. 
Even now, after so many years, I am still 
exploring the weak points of my person- 
ality and y i n g  to improve and adapt 
myself to life in North America. 

Changes in life have never been easy 
forme. But during those years our life was 
filled with so many major changes and 
tests that there was no time for me to 
panic. However, I don't think I am unique 
in this regard. I think that when the 
changes and tests come we all rise to the 
challenge. Maybe the greatest lesson I 
have learned over these years is how to 
cope with problems and face changes. 

About 2,5OOPersian Baha'is havecome 
to Canada as refugees under the sponsor- 
ship of the Baha'i Community of Canada 
since 1979. Persian Baha'is also went to 
other countries and were also sponsored 

by relatives. Making new friends has never 
been an easy job for me and I always 
thought I just wasn't lucky enough to 
meet the right people. One of my major 
challenges in Canada was finding new 
friends. I learned from painful experience 
that all these years I had been too selfish 
to admit that the fault was with me. Now 
I can see that all relationships are based on 
give and take. But finding out what the 
problem is doesn't always mean that you 
have found a solution to it. I should admit 
that I am still working on this, and cer- 
tainly my husband is a great help to me. 
But I am now more sociable, more under- 
standing of other people's circumstances, 
and can more easily offer help when it's 
needed. These efforts have enabled me to 
make a few wonderful friends who I love 
as members of my own family. 
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