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LEGAL FRAMEWORK ON FREEDOM OF RELIGION 
AND ACTUAL APPLICATION

Iran is an Islamic republic based on a theocratic constitu-
tion adopted after the Islamic Revolution that toppled the 
Shah in 1979. Article 12 of the constitution1 states that the 
Islamic school of Ja’fari Shi’ism is the official religion of the 
country. Article 13 does recognise Christians, Jews, and 
Zoroastrians as protected religious minorities with the right 
to worship freely and form religious societies: “Zoroastri-
an, Jewish, and Christian Iranians are the only recognized 
religious minorities, who, within the limits of the law, are 
free to perform their religious rites and ceremonies, and 
to act according to their own canon in matters of personal 
affairs and religious education”. Two seats in the Iranian 
parliament (Majlis) are reserved for Armenian Christians 
– the country’s largest Christian minority (300,000), and 
one each for Assyrian Christians, Jews and Zoroastrians.2

The state is under the authority of the Shi‘a clergy, who 
rule through the Rahbar-e mo’azzam-e irān, the Supreme 
Leader of Iran, nominated for life by the Assembly of Ex-
perts – 86 theologians elected by the people for a term 
of eight years.3 The Rahbar presides over the Guardian 

Council of the Constitution, a 12-member body (six ap-
pointed by the leader and six by the judiciary).4 The coun-
cil exercises control over the laws and governing bodies 
of the state, including the presidency, whose office holder 
is elected by direct vote for a four-year term, renewable 
once.5

In Iran, one of the principal obstacles to full religious free-
dom is “apostasy”. Conversion from Islam to another reli-
gion is not explicitly banned in the constitution or the penal 
code, but it is difficult because of the country’s powerful 
Islamic traditions and the legal system founded on Shari‘a 
(Islamic law). For all cases not mentioned explicitly in the 
constitution, judges have the option, under Article 167, to 
refer to “authoritative Islamic sources or authentic fatawa 
[fatwas]”. In cases of apostasy, sentences are based on 
Shari‘a and fatwas and can be punished with the death 
penalty.6

The government continues to enforce gender segregation 
throughout the country. Women of all religious groups are 
expected to respect the Islamic dress code in public, in-
cluding covering their hair.7

INCIDENTS AND DEVELOPMENTS
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IRANIn June 2018 Mahamed Salas, a member of the Gonabadi 
Dervishes, a Sufi group, was executed after a trial that 
was criticised as highly unfair, based on a confession ex-
tracted under torture.8

In July 2018, four Dervish women were sentenced to five 
years in prison for participating in protests against the gov-
ernment.9

In July 2018, gunmen assassinated a Sunni cleric in 
south-eastern Iran,10 and in November of that same year, 
a Sunni cleric was shot four times in Iran’s Golestan prov-
ince.11

In July 2018, in a rare move, a ban was lifted on Sepan-
ta Niknam, a Zoroastrian city council member in the city 
of Yazd. Although Zoroastrians are a registered religion, 
hardliners considered non-Muslims running for city council 
illegal.12 

Pastor Youcef Nadarkhani, a convert from Islam to Christi-
anity who leads the Evangelical Church of Iran, was re-ar-
rested in July 2018. He was convicted of “propagating 
house churches” and “promoting Zionist Christianity”.13 In 
September 2019 he went on a hunger strike that lasted 
three weeks “to protest against his 15-year-old son Youeil 
being barred from school because he refused to take Is-
lamic classes,” Article 18, an Iranian NGO, reported.14

In August 2018, police blocked the entrances to Sunni 
prayer houses in four districts of Tehran during the Eid 
al-Adha holiday.15  

In August 2018, Iran’s revolutionary courts sentenced 
a group of 208 Sufis to “prison terms ranging from four 
months to 26 years, flogging, internal exile, a ban on trav-
el, and a prohibition on participation in certain social and 
political groups in the country,” Human Rights Watch re-
ported. Charges included visiting family of a prisoner and 
“writing human rights articles against the state”.16 

In August 2018 a revolutionary court convicted at least six 
editors of the website Majzooban Noor, considered to be 
the only independent source dedicated to Iran’s Sufi Go-
nabadi Dervishes, sentencing them in absentia to flogging 
and prison terms between seven and 26 years.17

In August 2018, a group of Iranian Christians – Victor 
Bet-Tamraz, his wife Shamiram Issavi, Amin Afshar-Nade-
ri and Hadi Asgari – were “sentenced to a combined total 
of 45 years in prison for practising their Christian faith, in-
cluding through attending Christmas gatherings and orga-
nizing house churches”, Amnesty International reported.18

In August and September 2018, Iranian security forces 
cracked down on the Baha’i community in the cities of 
Karaj, Baharestand and Shiraz with more than 20 people 
arrested.19

In September 2018, two Christians, Saheb Fadaie and 
Fatemeh Bakhteri, were sentenced to 18 and 22 months 
in prison respectively on the charge of “spreading propa-
ganda against the regime.”20 The verdict was upheld after 
a final appeal in May 2019.21

Human Rights Watch, citing Iranian human rights NGO, 
Article 18, reported that 37 Christian converts from Islam 
were jailed “for missionary work”.22 

In October 2018, Ali Reza Soltan-Shahi from the Office of 
the Iranian Presidency organised and spoke at an anti-Se-
mitic conference in Tehran “where Jews were accused of 
manipulating the global economy and exploiting the Holo-
caust,” Memri reported.23

In October 2018 unknown individuals exhumed the body 
of a deceased Baha’i woman from Gilavand and left the 
body in the desert.24

A total of 114 Christians were arrested in Iran during the 
first week of December 2018, whilst there was a total of 
150 in both November and December 2018.25

In May 2019 Iran’s Minister of Intelligence Mahmoud Ala-
vi “disclosed publicly that his agency had deployed op-
eratives and assets to counter “advocates of Christiani-
ty” active throughout the country,” the Washington Times 
reported. According to the paper “the ministry is also in-
creasing its efforts to intimidate prospective converts, and 
has ‘summoned’ individuals who have expressed an inter-
est in learning more about the Christian faith for invasive 
interviews and intimidating interrogations”.26

In January 2019, Bishop Sipan Kashjian, leader of the 
Armenian community in Isfahan and southern Iran, was 
quoted by AsiaNews as saying: “In spite of Western pro-
paganda the faithful of different religions enjoy complete 
freedom of worship and can practice freely and inde-
pendently”.27

In January 2019, the vice-president of the Iranian Parlia-
ment Ali Motahari called for a referendum on the Islamic 
veil. “In the event of a referendum he hopes that the coun-
try chooses to maintain the norm,” he said. Female activ-
ists protesting the veil countered that “our rights cannot be 
decided” by men or by a vote.28
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In February 2019 a jihadist attack against some Revolu-
tionary Guards (Pasdaran), who are loyal to the Supreme 
Leader, killed at least 27 people and injured 13. The inci-
dent took place in the Iranian province of Sistan-Baluch-
istan, in the south-east of the country, near the border with 
Pakistan. The Sunni Salafist group Jaish al Adl (Army of 
Justice) claimed responsibility.29 

In March 2019 an Iranian court sentenced Vida Movahedi 
to a year’s imprisonment after she was convicted of ob-
jecting to cover her hair. Mohavedi became a symbol of 
the struggle of Iranian women against the compulsory Is-
lamic veil.30 

In April 2019 Mohammad Ali Taheri, founder of a spiritual 
movement (Ergan-e Halgheh or Spiritual Circle), was re-
leased from prison. He had been sentenced to death in 
2015 and 2017 for “spreading corruption on Earth”, but the 
verdict was overturned and reduced to a prison term for 
“insulting religious sanctities”.31 

Kurdish singer Peyman Mirzazadeh was flogged in July 
2019. He had been sentenced to two years in prison and 
100 lashes for “drinking alcohol” and “insulting Islamic 
sanctities”.32  

In July 2019 a crucifix that had been removed from an 
Assyrian church in Tabriz was reinstalled after protests.33

In September 2019 Iranian authorities arrested at least 13 
people on charges of signing two open letters, published 
over a year earlier (June 2018). In it, they asked Supreme 
Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei to resign. The theocratic 
regime, however, “remains impervious to reforms,” keep-
ing the nation under the yoke of the “dictatorship of an 
individual”.34

In February 2020 three Sufi women from the Gonabadi 
Dervish sect were released from Evin prison after two 
years.35 

In March 2020, a Muslim convert to Christianity, Ebrahim 
Firouzi, had his two-year internal exile extended by 11 
months after an unauthorised leave of absence. Firouz 
had already finished a six-year prison term for Christian 
evangelism in 2019.36

On 14th March 2020, at least 26 Baha’is in Shiraz were 
summoned to Shiraz Revolutionary Court, to answer 
charges. They were to face a judicial official who had stat-
ed his desire to “eradicate” Baha’is from the city.37

In April 2020 in a letter addressed to Pope Francis, Iranian 
Ayatollah Alireza Arafi, Rector of the Al Mustafa Interna-
tional University of Qom, proposed to “intensify” collabo-
ration and exchange of experiences with Catholic institu-
tions, in order to “create a community of celestial religions 
at the service of humanity,” Fides reported.38

Starting in March 2020 revolutionary courts in the cities of 
Tehran, Shiraz, Isfahan, Karaj, and Birjand sentenced at 
least 30 Baha’is to more than 148 years in prison.39

In July 2020 Al Monitor quoted Rabbi Yehuda Garami, 
the Chief Rabbi of Iran’s Jewish community, as saying: 
“We have total freedom of religion. All the synagogues are 
open, and Torah classes take place there. We have all 
sorts of educational institutions too, including elementary 
and middle schools”.40

In August 2020 Iranian-Assyrian Christian Pastor Victor 
Bet-Tamraz and his wife Shamiram Issavi fled Iran.  The 
two had been sentenced to 10 and 5 years of prison respec-
tively. Shamiram Issavi was hours away from beginning to 
serve her sentence for “acting against national security by 
establishing and managing ‘house churches’, participating 
in Christian seminars abroad, and training Christian lead-
ers in Iran for the purposes of espionage”.41 Christian con-
verts Kavian Fallah-Mohammadi, Hadi Asgari and Amin 
Afshar-Naderi also left the country. They were facing 35 
years of prison after their appeal had been rejected. Their 
case is linked to that of Bet-Tamraz and Issavi.42

According to AsiaNews, Iranian authorities in October 
2020 released veteran journalist and activist Narges Mo-
hammadi, one of the signatories – when she was already 
in prison – of a referendum campaign for the end of theoc-
racy in the country.43

Christian convert Mohammad Reza (Youhan) Omidi was 
reportedly lashed 80 times in October 2020 for drinking 
wine as part of Holy Communion.44

In November 2020 Christian convert Nasser Navard Gol-
Tapeh – imprisoned since January 2018 – was informed 
that his third request for a retrial had been rejected. Nass-
er is currently serving a 10-year prison sentence because 
of his membership in a house church. In July 2017 he was 
convicted of “acting against national security”.45
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PROSPECTS FOR RELIGIOUS FREEDOM
The theocratic system of the Islamic Republic of Iran, un-
der the rule of a clerical caste, is not compatible with many 
human rights, including the right to religious freedom as 
defined by United Nations conventions. Even Muslims 
who do not share the regime’s interpretation of Islam are 
exposed to all kinds of abuses, including the death penal-
ty. Sunni Muslims and members of the Sufi community are 
especially targeted. The year 2018 saw one of the most 
comprehensive campaigns against Iranian Sufis. 

The Baha’i community too suffers from state persecution, 
which escalated during the period under review. The re-
moval of the “other religions” option from national iden-
tity card application forms dealt another serious blow to 
the Baha’is since, in accordance with the precepts of their 
faith, they must not lie about their religious affiliation.46 
Other non-registered communities have also been affect-
ed by the new regulations. 

Jews, Zoroastrians and Christians belonging to the tra-
ditional registered Churches can worship freely as their 
leaders confirm, but only within the narrow limits of the law, 
and its interpretation by local authorities. Nevertheless, 
they too are under the permanent surveillance of state 
security.47 Any activity designed to spread the Gospel is 
against the law. Christians from non-registered Churches, 
especially Evangelical ones, are considered enemies of 
the state and suffer from systematic persecution. Converts 
from Islam to Christianity especially face serious threats to 
their freedom, physical integrity and life.

Given the regime’s brutal reaction to internal dissent at 
the end of 2019,48 its escalating confrontation with its Sun-
ni Arab rivals and Israel in the Middle East region, and 
threats to its internal economic stability from US sanctions 
and the COVID-19 pandemic, it is fair to say that Iran re-
mains a country of deep concern and the outlook for reli-
gious freedom in the Islamic republic is bleak. 

IRAN
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