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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
How have Iran’s persecuted religious minorities used technology to 
organise themselves, express their religious beliefs, and cultivate online 
faith communities?

The Islamic Republic of Iran has been waging an intense and protracted 
campaign of discrimination and violent persecution against several 
of the country’s religious minority communities, whilst reducing 
others to second-class citizenship through inhumane legislation and 
institutionalised discrimination. 

But these communities are not passive victims; every day they 
demonstrate strength and creativity in the face of terrible oppression. 

Small Media believes in the ability of technology to bring about change, 
and the online activism and community organisation undertaken by 
Iran’s religious minorities is a clear demonstration of this change in 
action. 

So we look on with real concern at the Islamic Republic’s efforts to 
control and monitor online activity, a move that threatens the future 
existence of these minority communities. 

This report illustrates the essential role the internet is playing in em-
powering Iran’s repressed religious minority groups, and shows exactly 
why we need to continue fighting for a free and open internet in Iran. 

James Marchant // Research Manager // Small Media // 30/5/2014
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INTRODUCTION
For centuries, Iran has been host to a rich diversity 
of peoples, cultures, and faiths, from the ancient 
Zoroastrians, through to the Armenian and Jewish 
communities that made Iran their home. They’ve 
since been joined by the Baha’is, who found their 
prophet there, as well as Evangelical Christians.

Iran has also been a vibrant hub of Islamic theological 
development. Sunni domination gave way to Shi’a 
hegemony centuries ago, but Sunni communities 
remain. Also significant are the mystic Sufi orders, 
which have frequently influenced the direction of 
Iranian history, the development of Persian literature, 
and the nature of its spiritual development.

Yet, the  Shi’a clerical leaders of the Islamic Republic 
constantly trample on this diversity. State authorities 
persecute Baha’is, branding them ‘heretics’, while 
chastising Evangelical Christians as apostates, 
minority Muslims as terrorists, and maintaining 
dominance over Iran’s Jewish, Zoroastrian and 
Armenian Christian communities.
 
These groups are making use of technology to build 
faith networks that span not just Iran, but the world. 
And activists are migrating to cyberspace in an effort 
to evade state surveillance and get news of the 
state’s human rights abuses out to the international 
community. 

This report about Iran’s religious minorities does not 
represent them simply as downtrodden victims, but 
as vibrant, diverse, and creative communities who are 
facing down adversity and crafting spaces in which 
they can practice their faith online. 

Acknowledging the diverse narratives and historical 
accounts that exist, and with an awareness that 
there is no ‘definitive’ story for these communities, 
we have drawn together fragments from historical 
and academic sources and numerous firsthand 
testimonies to narrate what we hope is a sensitive 
and representative account of these vibrant peoples. 

our research
With this report we explore how different religious 
minorities in Iran use the internet to engage with 
their communities in Iran and around the world.
To build a representative picture, we drew on diverse 
sources, piecing together historical accounts, content 
analysis, legal frameworks, and the voices of people 
within the communities themselves. This approach 
helped us to understand the communities from 
several perspectives - of religious minorities inside 
Iran, of community leaders, and of diaspora content 
producers.

people of the book
The variety in Iranian state policies dictating the 
treatment of different religious minority communities 
is based on the theological interpretations of the clerical 
elite. Whereas the Iranian constitution contains feeble 
protections for the Qur’anically recognised ‘People of 
the Book’ (Jews, Christians and Zoroastrians), those 
groups who have ‘converted away’ from Islam (Baha’is 
and Evangelical Christians) are denied protection, 
and considered ‘apostates’ worthy of the harshest 
punishments under Islamic law.

scrambling the word of god
As the Iranian state cracks down on Christian and Baha’i 
evangelism and minority political activism on the ground, 
it is simultaneously waging a war against religious 
minority communities online and on the airwaves. 

Iran’s online content filtering system is employed in full 
force against a number of unrecognised and politically-
active religious minority sites, whilst diaspora-based 
religious minority programming is intermittently 
jammed by the government.

Though Internet filtering can be evaded through the 
use of circumvention tools, the Iranian government’s 
unjustified and unnecessary censorship of religious 
minority resources is an unnecessary hindrance to the 
development of these online communities.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
In order to improve the situation of religious minorities, the Iranian government should implement the 
following policy reforms in a swift and comprehensive manner:

• All individuals currently imprisoned in Iran on the basis of their faith should be released.

• Iran should draw up and implement expanded constitutional protections for its religious minority 
communities. These expanded protections should be specifically targeted to improve the position of 
the Baha’i, Evangelical Christian, and minority Muslim communities, who currently suffer the greatest 
injustices.

• The government should lift the blocks imposed on religious minority websites and social networking 
platforms.

• The government should desist from jamming foreign satellite television broadcasts.

• The Islamic Republic of Iran should take all further steps necessary to comply with the obligations laid out 
in the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, to which it is a signatory.

We recognise that this report is unlikely to inspire the government of the Islamic Republic of Iran to reverse 
decades of repressive and discriminatory policies targeting religious minority communities. But, as this report 
shows, it’s not just down to the government to effect change. Here are some of our suggestions for what 
activists, developers and human rights organisations might be able to do to help support Iran’s religious 
minority communities:

• Engagement between different Iranian religious minority communities is relatively low, despite them 
suffering from many of the same forms of discrimination and state neglect. The development of tools and 
networks to encourage greater interfaith co-operation and dialogue would be welcomed.

• Baha’i and Evangelical communities that make use of open chatrooms and social media pages to 
proselytise are at constant risk of infiltration by state intelligence services. The development of safer 
platforms and online spaces for religious discussion would immensely improve the security of these 
communities.

• Religious minority communities often face difficulties providing their children with faith-specific religious 
education owing to a lack of appropriate teachers or resources. The development of dedicated online 
learning platforms for Iranian minority communities could provide a solution to this problem in regions 
where on-the-ground support does not exist.

• The visibility of religious minority communities in Iran is very low, especially the plight of Iran’s minority 
Muslim communities. Greater efforts should be made by human rights organisations to draw attention to 
the situation facing these groups, and campaign for minority rights in the international community.
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EMPTY WORDS, 
BROKEN PROMISES 
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THE IRANIAN CONSTITUTION

The Iranian Constitution of 1979 is premised 
on the theological concept of velayat-e faqih, 
or ‘Guardianship of the Jurist’, which dictates 
that until the return of the ‘Hidden’ Twelfth 
Imam, religious and political authority should 
be invested into a clerical leader who can 
exercise proper Islamic jurisprudence, and 
oversee the application of divine law through 
the apparatus of the state.

It goes without saying that in such a system, 
there is little room for religious minorities 
to aspire to the highest political offices: the 
most senior positions in the establishment 
are reserved for those who acknowledge 
the religious legitimacy of velayat-e faqih,
a theological position that can only be 
legitimately held by a member of the Shi’a 
religious majority.
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article 4  [islamic principle]

All civil, penal financial, economic, administrative, cultural, military, political, and other 
laws and regulations must be based on Islamic criteria.I  This principle applies absolutely 
and generally to all articles of the Constitution, as well as to all other laws and regulations, 
and the wise persons of the Guardian Council are judges in this matter.

article 12  [official religion]

The official religion of Iran is Islam and the Twelver Ja’fari school, and this principle will re-
main eternally immutable. Other Islamic schools are to be accorded full respectII and their 
followers are free to act in accordance with their own jurisprudence in performing their 
religious ritesIII These schools enjoy official status in matters pertaining to religious educa-
tionIV affairs of personal status (marriage, divorce, inheritance, and wills) and related litiga-
tion in courts of law.  In regions of the country where Muslims following any one of these 
schools constitute the majority, local regulations, within the bounds of the jurisdiction of 
local councils, are to be in accordance with the respective school, without infringing upon 
the rights of the followers of other schools.V

I. This article from the Iranian Constitution ensures the 
primacy of Islamic law over secular law, thereby ensuring 
that unrecognised groups such as the Baha‘is, and 
Evangelical Christians are subject to accusations of 
heresy or apostasy.

II. In 2004 Iranian Sunni leaders petitioned the govern-
ment complaining of under-representation at all levels 
of government, in universities and state-run institutions. 
Though the Constitution calls for respect and equitable 
treatment of non-Shi’a Muslims, in reality such communities 
experience discriminatory practices and exclusion.

III. This clause is commonly flouted by the Iranian govern-
ment. As recently as November 2013, security forces barred 
Sunnis from attending religious ceremonies marking Eid-e 
Ghorban in Tehran.1

IV. Sunni religious teachers are commonly undermined by 
Shi’a superiors. Some are forced to register officially 
as ‘sports teachers’. In some religious classes, textbook 
annexes designed for Sunni students have been removed, 
with only Shi’a religious instruction remaining.2

V. Under Ahmadinejad, this was not the case - many ethnic 
minority Sunni provinces ended up with Persian Shi’a 
regional governments.3 There is some evidence of small 
gains under Rouhani - a young Sunni Baluchi woman was 
elected to the mayoralty of Kalat, in southeastern Iran.4 
At the same time, a grossly disproportionate number of 
Sunnis remain on death row, with up to 40 Sunni Kurds 
awaiting execution in May 2014.5
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article 13  [recognized religious minorities]  
Zoroastrian, Jewish, and ChristianVI Iranians are the only recognized religious minoritiesVII 
who, within the limits of the lawVIII are free to perform their religious rites and 
ceremonies,IX  and to act according to their own canon in matters of personal affairs and 
religious education.x

VI. Protections for Christian communities are, in practice, 
reserved for indigenous Christians, who originate from 
non-Persian ethnic groups. Persian Christians are treated 
with suspicion, as they are generally converts from Islam, 
and are therefore vulnerable to prosecution under Iran’s 
apostasy laws.

VII. Despite being the largest religious minority group 
in Iran, the Baha’is are not recognised by the state, and 
consequently receive none of the protections afforded 
to these recognised communities.

VIII. Given that the ‘limits of the law’ are down to the 
interpretations of Iran’s conservative clerical judiciary, 
this qualifying clause creates a lot of room for flexibility 
in denying minority rights.

IX. Christians are frequently harassed, and ceremonies 
broken up if conducted in the Persian language. This is to 
make proselytising to Muslim Iranians more difficult.6

X. There currently exists next-to-no facility for autonomous 
religious education, even amongst Iran’s recognised 
minority groups. Schools provide minorities with a generic 
textbook devoid of relevant religious content: ‘Special 
Religious Teachings for Religious Minorities: Jews, Zoroas-
trians, Christians’. It is described as containing irrelevant 
content of which half concerns Islam, and the other half 
‘some form of New Age spiritualism’.7

article 14  [non-muslims’ rights]

In accordance with the sacred verse “God does not forbid you to deal kindly and justly with 
those who have not fought against you because of your religion and who have not expelled 
you from your homes” [60:8], the government of the Islamic Republic of Iran and all 
Muslims are duty-bound to treat non-Muslims in conformity with ethical norms and the 
principles of Islamic justice and equity,XI and to respect their human rights.  This principle 
applies to all who refrain from engaging in conspiracy or activity against Islam and the 
Islamic Republic of Iran.XII

XI. The conflation of ‘justice’ and Islamic law means that 
the conservative clerical judiciary hold immense power to 
decide what counts as ‘equitable’ or ‘just’.

XII. This clause undermines the tolerant appearance of the 
words that preceded it, as the term ‘conspiracy or activity 
against Islam and the Islamic Republic of Iran’ leaves a lot 
of room for interpretation by the clerical judiciary. It opens 
the gate for charges of apostasy to be levelled against 
Iranians converting away from Islam, and to non-Muslims 
that engage in evangelical activities.
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PENAL CODE

As well as inequalities built into the system 
by the state constitution, the Iranian Penal 
Code sets out a number of clear distinctions 
between the criminal punishments for Shi’a 
citizens and religious minority Iranians, 
particularly in areas of the law relating to 
sexual offences and violent crimes. Below is 
an overview of the relevant articles, with the 
relevant discriminatory clauses highlighted.

article 82

In the following cases, the haddXIII punishment for zinaXIV is the death penalty and there is 
no distinction between young and old or between married or unmarried:
• Zina with blood relatives who are prohibited to marry.
• Zina with a step-mother; in which case, the man who committed zina shall be 
 sentenced to the death penalty.
• Zina of a non-MuslimXV man with a Muslim woman; in which case, the man who 
 committed zina shall be sentenced to the death penalty.
• Zina committed by coercion or force [i.e. rape]; in which case, the man who committed 

zina by coercion or force shall be sentenced to the death penalty.

XIII. the ‘maximum punishment’ that can be meted out 
under sharia law.

XIV. In Islamic law, zina is ‘unlawful sexual intercourse’, 
or rather, any sexual intercourse outside of a legally 
recognised marriage.

XV. A non-Muslim man engaging in sex acts with a 
Muslim woman faces death; there is no specified 
penalty for a Muslim man committing sex acts with 
a non-Muslim woman.

penal code
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article 121

The hadd punishment for tafkhizXVI committed by two men without penetration shall be 
one hundred lashes for each one. Note - if the insertive party is a non-MuslimXVII and the 
receptive party is a Muslim, the hadd punishment for the insertive party shall be the 
death penalty.

XVI.  Tafkhiz can be roughly defined as non-penetrative 
sexual acts.

XVII. If a Muslim is the ‘insertive’ party, then the death 
penalty does not apply, though both parties will still 
receive 100 lashes.

article 129 & 130

The hadd punishment for musaheqehXVIII is 100 lashes for each party, and shall be given to 
a person who is mature, sane, and possessing free will. 

Note - Regarding the hadd punishment for musaheqeh, there is no difference between the 
active or passive parties or between Muslims and non-Muslims.XIX

XVIII. Musaheqeh encompasses sexual acts involving two 
females.

XIX. Compared with laws against male same-sex activity, 
laws against female sexual activity do not distinguish 
between Muslims and non-Muslims.

article 129 & 130

If a discerning minor commits qazfXX against another person, at the discretion of the judge, 
s/he shall be chastised. If a mature and sane person commits qazf against a minor or a 
non-Muslim s/he shall be sentenced to up to 74 lashes as ta’zir.XXI

XX. Falsely accusing someone of committing a sexual crime. XXI. Corporal punishments administered at the discretion 
of a judge.

penal code
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article 174

The hadd punishment for consumption of intoxicants, whether for a man or a woman, is 
eighty lashes. Note - Non-Muslims shall be sentenced to eighty lashes only if they publicly 
consume intoxicants.XVII

XXII. This is one of the rare cases in which non-Muslims 
are granted rights not enjoyed by the Muslim majority. 
Nonetheless, religious minorities are forced to consume 
such intoxicants in private only, and so therefore must 
publicly conform with Shi’a orthodoxy.

article 207

If a Muslim is murdered, the murderer will receive retributionXXIII and the accessory to the 
murder will be sentenced to between three to fifteen years imprisonment.

article 210

If a non-Muslim premeditatedly murders another non-Muslim the murderer will face re-
tribution, even if they are followers of two different religions. If the victim is a female non-
Muslim, her heir should receive just half the blood money as for a non-Muslim man.XXIV

XXIII. If a non-Muslim murders a Muslim, he will typically 
be put to death, whereas Muslim murderers of religious 
minorities will only be obligated to pay ‘blood money’, 
unless they are a ‘habitual’ killer of non-Muslims.

XXIV. Since 2003, the blood money for Muslims and 
non-Muslims in cases of murder has been equalised, 
though the gender disparity remains.8

penal code
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article 881 (bis)

A non-Muslim cannot receive inheritance from a Muslim, and if there are Muslims among 
the heirs of a deceased unbeliever, the non-Muslim heirs do not have inheritance rights, even 
if they are closer to the deceased in terms of class and degree than the Muslim heir.XXV

article 1059

The marriage of a female Muslim to a male non-Muslim is forbidden.

article 1192

A Muslim guardian cannot appoint a non-Muslim guardian for his ward.

XXV. This mechanism privileges converts to Islam, 
disinheriting non-Muslim family members and contributing 
to the reduction of wealth amongst religious minority 
communities, whilst simultaneously encouraging conversion.

CIVIL CODE

The Iranian Civil Code also reinforces 
inequality between the Muslim majority, 
and religious minority groups, with 
numerous regulations imposed on inter-
faith marriage, adoption and property rights. 
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INTERNATIONAL LAW - ICCPR

International Covenant on Civil 
and Political Rights. 
Iran is a signatory to the International 
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, and 
is therefore obligated to protect the rights 
of all its citizens, regardless of their faith. 

the right to non-discrimination - article 2

Each state party to the present Covenant undertakes to respect and to ensure to all
individuals within its territory and subject to its jurisdiction the rights recognized in the 
present Covenant, without distinction of any kind, such as race, colour, sex, language, 
religion,XXVI political or other opinion, national or social origin, property, birth or other status.

XXVI. Iran is explicitly obligated to recognise the equality 
of all of its citizens, regardless of their faith.

protection from violence - article 6

Every human being has the inherent right to life. This right shall be protected by law. 
No one shall be arbitrarily deprived of his life.XXVII

XXVII. Over 200 Baha’is have been killed - either extra-
judicially, or by the state since 1979. The latest murder took 
place in Bandar Abbas in 2013, when a well-known Baha’i 
businessman was shot to death.9 Protestant Christians 
have also faced similar violent persecution with three 
pastors killed in the late 1980s and early 1990s.10

Even the Zoroastrian academic Kasra Vafadari was a victim 
of the Intelligence Ministry-coordinated ‘Chain Murders’ 
of the 1990s. All of these incidents demonstrate a clear 
violation of Article 6.11



17 religious minorities in iran international law

freedom from torture and degrading treatment - article 7

No one shall be subjected to torture or to cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment 
or punishment.XXVIII 

XXVIII. ‘The Cost of Faith’, a report by the International 
Campaign for Human Rights in Iran reports that numerous 
Christians have been held in solitary confinement, and 
others flogged, beaten and burned with cigarettes.12

protection from arbitrary detention - article 9

Everyone has the right to liberty and security of person. No one shall be subjected to 
arbitrary arrest or detention.XXIX No one shall be deprived of his liberty except on such 
grounds and in accordance with such procedure as are established by law.

XXIX. ‘The Cost of Faith’ highlights a number of incidents 
in which Christians were placed under arbitrary arrest 
from periods of several hours, up to a year and a half.13

A Baha’i International Community report ‘The Baha’i 
Question’ also highlighted a number of incidents in which 
Baha’is faced similar punitive arrests, made for the sole 
purpose of intimidation.14

the right to a fair trial - article 14

All persons shall be equal before the courts and tribunals. In the determination of any 
criminal charge against him, or of his rights and obligations in a suit at law, everyone 
shall be entitled to a fair and public hearing by a competent, independent and impartial 
tribunal established by law.XXX 

XXX. In May 2013 Ahmed Shaheed, UN Special Rapporteur 
for Human Rights in Iran consistently failed to safeguard 
recognised fair trial standards, and that such disregard for 
these standards has facilitated arbitrary discrimination and 
imprisonment of religious minorities such as the Baha’is.15
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freedom of religion - article 18

1.  Everyone shall have the right to freedom of thought, conscience and religion. This   
 right shall include freedom to have or to adopt a religion or belief of his choice,XXXI 

 and freedom, either individually or in community with others and in public or private,  
 to manifest his religion or belief in worship, observance, practice and teaching.XXXII

2. No one shall be subject to coercion which would impair his freedom to have or to   
 adopt a religion or belief of his choice.XXXIII

3.  Freedom to manifest one’s religion or beliefs may be subject only to such    
 limitations as are prescribed by law and are necessary to protect public safety, order, 
 health, or morals or the fundamental rights and freedoms of others. XXXIV

4.  The States Parties to the present Covenant undertake to have respect for the liberty  
 of parents and, when applicable, legal guardians to ensure the religious and moral   
 education of their children in conformity with their own convictions.XXXV

XXXI. The primacy of shari’a law in Iran means that 
apostasy continues to be a crime punishable by death. 
Christian evangelists and Baha’is have been convicted on 
such charges.

XXXII. Evangelical churches and Baha’i centres have been 
closed by the state, in keeping with the general scheme of 
repression against these communities. Sunni worshippers 
have also faced state obstruction - in 2013, Eid-e Ghorban 
ceremonies were halted at Tehran’s Sadeghiyeh Mosque.16

XXXIII. As previously mentioned, the government has 
levelled charges of apostasy against Baha’is and Evan-
gelical Christians on numerous occasions in an effort to 
dissuade them from converting from Shi’a Islam.

XXXIV. The state itself makes religious shari’a law manifest as 
the law of the land, with the only limits on its interpretation 
being defined by the jurisprudence of the clerical judiciary. 
Certainly in apostasy law, the ‘manifestation’ of shari’a reli-
gious rulings against conversion do not guarantee the health, 
rights, or freedoms of former Muslims - such an offence is 
punishable by death.

XXXV. The freedom of even recognised minorities such 
as Zoroastrians, Jews and Armenian Christians to educate 
their children in their own faith is violated by the state. 
Though the Constitution guarantees these rights to 
religious minority citizens, schools provide minorities with 
a generic textbook devoid of relevant religious content: 
Ta’alimat-i Mazhabi Vizhe-ye Aghliathaye Mazhabi 
(Special Religious Teachings for Religious Minorities: Jews, 
Zoroastrians, Christians). It is described as containing 
irrelevant content of which half concerns Islam, and the 
other half ‘some form of New Age spiritualism’.17

international law



19 religious minorities in iran

freedom from incitement of hatred - article 20

2.  Any advocacy of national, racial or religious hatred that constitutes incitement to   
 discrimination, hostility or violenceXXXVI shall be prohibited by law.

protection for minorities - Article 27

In those States in which ethnic, religious or linguistic minorities exist, persons belonging 
to such minorities shall not be denied the right, in community with the other members of 
their group, to enjoy their own culture, to profess and practise their own religion, or to use 
their own language.XXXVII

XXXVI. This hostile language is felt most commonly by 
the Jewish and Baha’i communities, both of which are at 
the receiving end of a great deal of public condemnation, 
especially at Friday Prayers sermons and in the media. In 
semi-official newspaper Kayhan, 106 anti-Baha’i articles 
were published in 2006 alone, according to the Baha’i 
International Community’s report ‘The Baha’i Question’.18

XXXVII. Armenian Christians have faced numerous 
obstacles in the way of the community’s cultural and 
linguistic autonomy, particularly in the area of education, 
where the teaching of the Armenian language has been 
restricted to varying degrees since 1981.19

international law
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The wise man does not work for the present 
moment but for the good results of the future. 
See in the winter how bare and lifeless the trees 
and plants seem, without leaves and without 
fruit. Suppose one should pass by at this time 
who knew nothing of the condition of the earth 
and saw a man ploughing it up and casting 
grain in the furrow. Would he not say, “How fool-
ish this man is. He is troubling himself for no 
result, working for no purpose and wasting that 
which would give him food”? But in due time 
the showers descend upon the earth, the sun 
shines, the breezes blow and we see the result 
in great beauty and production. So is the work 
of the Holy Spirit in your hearts. The earthly sun 
is like the Sun of Truth; the rain is the shower of 
the mercy of God; the seed is the word of God; 
the air is the fragrant waves of His Holy Spirit 
and the soil is the hearts of the people.

 ’abdu’l-baha
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The Baha’i faith, one of the youngest 
of the world’s major faiths, has its 
origins on the Iranian plateau. Rising 
out of a mid-nineteenth century   
messianic movement in Qajar-era 
Iran, the faith has undergone a 
process of rapid global expansion to 
become one of the fastest-growing 
religions in the world today. At the 
same time, it has been consistently 
and brutally suppressed by Iranian 
authorities: first the Baha’is were 
butchered by the Qajar monarchs, 
who feared a religious revolution; 
then they were used as scapegoats 

and pawns in the power games of 
the Pahlavi dynasty; then finally they 
were persecuted mercilessly under 
the Islamic Republic as a ‘heretical 
sect’ worthy only of ‘annihilation’.

The Baha’i faith has its roots in the 
messianic Bábi movement. The 
Báb, the movement’s leader, stated 
that his followers would soon be 
confronted by ‘He Whom God Shall 
Make Manifest’, a new prophet in the 
Abrahamic tradition of Moses, Jesus 
and Muhammad. Mírzá Husayn-`Alí 
Núrí, a follower of the Báb, took up 
this mantle publicly in the Gardens 
of Ridvan near Baghdad in 1863; his 
holy mission had supposedly been 
revealed to him a decade earlier.

The Bábi movement was divided for a 
time, but most followers eventually 
rallied around Mírzá Husayn-`Alí 
Núrí, who came to be known by the 
name ‘Bahá’u’lláh’ (Glory of God). 

The movement kept a presence in 
Iran despite Bahá’u’lláh’s banish-
ment to the remotest reaches of the 
Ottoman Empire. Bahá’u’lláh went 
on to produce reams of religious 
texts, and began the process of 
extending the message of the new 
Baha’i faith to the furthest corners 
of the world. 

1844 
1863

báb declared
ottoman exile

The Báb was arrested, and 
his execution by firing squad 
ordered. The first firing squad’s 
bullets severed the ropes tying 
the Báb in place, and he es-
caped. He was discovered later 
the same day, and taken back 
to face the firing squad, where 
he was killed.

Exiled to the Ottoman 
Empire, and confined to Acre, 
Baha’u’llah was nonetheless 
free to compose the holy 
texts of the Baha’i Faith, and 
direct the early expansion of 
the religion.

Siyyid `Alí Muhammad Shírází, 
a merchant from the city of 
Shiraz declared himself to 
be the Mahdi, the 12th Imam 
awaited in Shi’a prophecy. 
He took the title of ‘Báb’, or 
‘Gate’, and began to write a 
new collection of religious 
texts. Baha’u’llah declares himself 

as the figure foretold by the 
Bab; the ‘One Whom God Shall 
Make Manifest’ in the Gardens 
of Ridvan, near Baghdad.

baha’u’llah 
accepts the báb

báb executed

gardens of 
ridvan

Mírzá Husayn-`Alí Núrí, (the 
man that would later be-
come known as Bahá’u’lláh, 
the prophet of the Baha’i 
Faith) accepts the Báb and 
becomes a vocal advocate of 
the Faith.

1845

1850

1863
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This process continued long after his 
death, and although the Baha’is of 
Iran have continued to struggle for 
survival in their homeland, the twen-
tieth century has seen the global 
Baha’i community flourish.

1981

second 
national 
spiritual 
assembly is 
eradicated

Eight of the nine new mem-
bers elected to the National 
Spiritual Council are arrested 
in early December 1981. They 
were executed without trial 
by the end of the month.

national 
spiritual 
assembly 
vanishes

All nine members of the 
Baha’i National Spiritual 
Assembly in Iran are arrested. 
They are never seen again, 
and are presumed dead.

1921

shoghi effendi’s 
leadership

The grandson of Abdu’l Baha, 
Shoghi Effendi was appoin-
ted Guardian of the Baha’i 
Faith after his grandfather’s 
death. He would similarly 
oversee a huge expansion of 
the Baha’i Faith in the West. 
His sudden death in 1957 
with no male heir resulted in 
the abolition of the title of 
‘Guardian’.

A number of raids are 
launched against the BAha’i 
Institute of Higher Educa-
tion, an organisation formed 
to educate Baha’i students 
excluded from the univer-
sity system. A number of 
lecturers and administrators 
are arrested, demonstrating 
the high levels of scrutiny 
still applied to the Baha’i 
community.

1980

1892

abdu’l baha’s 
leadership

Abdu’l Baha succeeds his 
father as head of the Baha’i 
Faith. He travelled extens-
ively around Europe and 
North America, and his lead-
ership saw the first stages of 
the Baha’i Faith’s expansion 
into the West.

Baha’u’llah dies of natural 
causes in Acre. His son, 
Abdul’Baha, inherits the 
leadership of the Baha’i Faith.

Ayatollah Khamenei signs a 
secret document ordering the 
economic and educational 
marginalisation of the Baha’i 
community. Its stated goal is 
to weaken and suffocate the 
Baha’i community using 
indirect means.

death of 
baha’u’llah

secret 
memorandum

bihe raids

1892

1991

2011

1979 
iranian revolution

The Iranian Revolution 
occurs, and with it comes 
a wave of intense anti-Ba-
ha’i violence. In the chaos, 
numerous Baha’is are 
arrested and killed, homes 
are destroyed, and the holy 
House of the Bab is razed to 
the ground.

the baha’i community
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The Ketab-i-Aqdas
The Ketab-i-Aqdas is the holiest of Baha’i texts, written 
by Bahá’u’lláh during his period of exile in Acre. 

Originally written in Arabic, it has been translated into 
more than 30 languages since it was first published in 
1873.1  The book contains an extensive collection of Baha’i 
laws, traditions, prophecies, social commandments, and 
political directives.

Bahá’u’lláh (‘Glory of God’) // 
Mírzá Husayn-`Alí Núrí (1817-92)
Recognised as a prophet by Baha’is, he was a former 
disciple of the Báb. Announcing in 1863 that he was the 
‘one that God shall make manifest’, which was a prophecy 
revealed in the Báb’s writings, Bahá’u’lláh declared that 
Baha’ism sought unity for humanity and amongst all 
major world religions.  Condemned to perpetual exile, he 
was confined to Acre in modern-day Israel in 1868, where 
he remained until his death in 1892. 

HOLY TEXTSFOUNDING PROPHET

the baha’i community
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The Baha’i faith advocates the unity of all the world’s 
peoples, with the eventual aim of establishing a single 
world government to usher in an ‘Age of Great Peace’.

Baha’is believe there is only one true religion, the religion 
of God, but they recognise Hinduism, Jainism, Judaism, 
Zoroastrianism, Buddhism, Christianity, Islam, Babism, 
and the Baha’i Faith as stages in the evolution of religion.

All of the prophets of the Abrahamic religions (Moses, 
Jesus, Muhammad) are recognised as ‘Manifestations of 
God’ in the Baha’i faith, as are Eastern religious figures 
such as Buddha.

The Baha’i faith calls for the equality of mankind, and 
the abolishment of discrimination on the basis of race or 
nationality.

Bahá’u’lláh insisted upon the moral necessity of gender 
equality, with the advancement of women’s rights re-
maining central to the development of the Baha’i faith 
to the present day.

Great emphasis is placed on the relationship between 
science and religion; religious dogmatism is rejected, and 
scientific progress is celebrated.

Baha’is do not construct places of worship in the same 
way as most other world religions.

There are seven Baha’i temples in the world, one located 
on each continent.

Baha’is generally observe religious ceremonies in private 
residences or community centres, with the seven Houses 
of Worship occupying as much a symbolic role in the 
global community as they do a practical one.

KEY TENETS PLACES OF WORSHIP

the baha’i community
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The Báb // Siyyid `Alí Muhammad Shírází (1819-1850)
The leader of the Babi movement that caused 
immeasurable social turmoil in nineteenth-century Iran. 
The religious texts and philosophical underpinnings of 
the Babi faith would serve as the foundations of Baha’ism. 
After years of struggle in the face of a hostile clerical and 
monarchical establishment, he was executed in 1850.

Táhirih // Fatimah Baraghani (1817-52)
A well-educated woman from the aristocracy who 
served as an early and outspoken disciple of the Báb. 
When she unveiled herself at the 1848 Conference of 
Badasht, it caused an uproar. Her fierce and unrelenting 
insistence on women’s emancipation earned her the 
scorn of the Shi’a clerical establishment, and she was 
eventually placed under house arrest in Tehran, where 
she was executed in 1852.

CENTRAL FIGURES

the baha’i community
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`Abdu’l-Bahá // ‘Abbás Effendí (1844-1921)
The eldest son of Bahá’u’lláh and his successor as the 
head of the Baha’i faith, `Abdu’l-Bahá travelled extensively 
around the world. He oversaw the expansion of the faith 
to the West, and undertook a number of reforms and 
administrative rulings that would shape the nature and 
direction of the movement.  

Shoghi Effendi (1897-1957)
The successor to `Abdu’l-Bahá as the head of the Baha’i 
faith, Effendi was the first and last individual to hold the 
hereditary post of Guardian, as no eligible male heirs 
remained to take up the post. 

He oversaw a further expansion of the faith, with the 
number of global adherents multiplying four-fold under 
his Guardianship as a result of his ‘Ten-Year Crusade’. 

During his Guardianship the first elections to the 
Universal House of Justice, the democratically elected 
leadership of the Baha’i faith, were held.

the baha’i community
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illegality of conversions 
As with other non-Muslim faith 
communities in Iran, Baha’is face 
severe penalties if suspected of 
proselytising their faith amongst the 
country’s Muslim majority. 

And yet, the open evangelism of the 
Baha’i faith is an important part of 
the religion, as Douglas Martin notes: 
‘Although proselytism which invades 
the privacy of others is prohibited in 
the faith’s scriptures, the community 
makes vigorous efforts to bring its 
teachings to the public throughout 
the world, using films, radio stations, 
audio and visual cassettes, confer-
ences, university courses, publicity in 
the regular media, pamphlet literature, 
home study groups, and correspond-
ence courses.’2

Consequently, the harsh penalties 
applied for apostasy and proselytism 
constitute a violation of religious 
freedom for Baha’is, and serve as a 
major obstacle to the further growth 
of the faith inside Iran.

illegality of faith 
The Baha’i faith is the only faith 
community in Iran whose activities 
are explicitly outlawed. Branded a 
heresy by the Shi’a establishment, 
Baha’is can face arbitrary detention 
and imprisonment on the basis of 
their faith alone. 

Such punitive action was most 
widespread in the post-revolutionary 
period, one notable example being 
the ‘disappearance’ and presumed 
execution of three successive 
National Spiritual Assemblies (the 
leadership of the Baha’is inside Iran), 
and the arrests of hundreds of Local 
Spiritual Assembly members.3

educational discrimination
Baha’is are completely excluded 
from Iran’s higher education system. 
Following the Iranian Revolution, 
They were expelled en-masse from 
Iranian universities and barriers were 
subsequently raised to their entry. 
No Baha’i is permitted entry to uni-
versity if they openly acknowledge 
their faith during the application 
process, and the few Baha’is who 
attempt to hide their faith to obtain 
places at university are expelled 
prior to graduation.

The barriers and discriminatory 
policies currently in place have 
meant that not a single (open) Baha’i 
has obtained an official university 
degree in the post-revolutionary 
period. Baha’is have been forced to 
establish their own underground 
institution: the Baha’i Institute of 
Higher Education (BIHE), which has 
itself been subject to arbitrary raids 
and punitive arrests. 

// Read more about the BIHE in the 
Small Media report: ‘Knowledge as 
Resistance’, available at: 
smallmedia.org.uk/knowledge.pdf //

ISSUES FACING THE BAHA’I COMMUNITY

the baha’i community
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employment discrimination 
The Baha’i face extensive legal hurdles to progression 
in public and private employment. Indeed, a total bar has 
been placed upon the hiring of Baha’i individuals within 
state institutions,4 a position that came into effect after 
the Revolution, when all Baha’i state employees (around 
10,000 of them) were sacked without compensation.5 

Pensions and salaries accrued under the Pahlavi dynasty 
were declared void in 1984 and the government began 
to demand that all salaries and benefits paid to Baha’is 
prior to 1979 should be returned to the state.6 Though 
this ruling was impracticable, it triggered further waves 
of emigration, and served as a pretext upon which the 
state could imprison Baha’is.

Employment discrimination in the private sector stepped 
up in the 1990s, and was intensified as state affiliates 
began to secure influence over broader sections of the 
economy. An Iran Press Watch report notes that early 
efforts to marginalise Baha’i workers were driven by local 
government officials, and the clerics imposed by the state 
as factory oversees.7 Together, they mobilised popular 
sentiment against Baha’i workers, and piled pressure on 
bosses and factory owners to sack all of the Baha’i mem-
bers of their workforce.8 Though government officials 
were compelled to harass Baha’is in employment under 
a 1981 state directive, its implementation was patchy and 
varied across different localities.9 

The intent of this 1981 directive was reiterated in a 
‘secret memorandum’ penned in 1991 and uncovered in 
1993 that declared, ‘The Government’s treatment of [the 
Baha’is] shall be such that their progress and development 
shall be blocked’ and that ‘Employment shall be refused to 
persons identifying themselves as Baha’is.’10

After a partial reprieve under the Khatami administration, 
state pressure intensified against Baha’i business owners 
with the 2005 election of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad. 

Officials have been hard at work indexing, cataloguing 
and monitoring known Baha’is, with Iran Press Watch 
noting a letter from the Headquarters of the Intelligence 
and National Security Force dated 9 April 2007, instructing 
police officers to ‘identify all Baha’i-owned businesses in 
their area and to close down certain ones.’11 

Discrimination in employment remains an immense 
obstacle to Iran’s Baha’is, with state policies purposefully 
exacerbating the already-troublesome conditions of 
social exclusion facing the group.

restrictions on organisation 
Laid down in the Will and Testament of Abdul’Baha, and 
embodied in the Local and National Spiritual Assemblies 
that provide administration to Baha’is worldwide, demo-
cratic self-governance is a central tenet of the Baha’i faith. 

The Baha’is of Iran have no Local or National Assemblies,
as these organisations were banned by a decree made by 
the Prosecutor General of the Islamic Revolution, on 21 
September 1983.12

This legal ruling only came after a severe and ruthless 
campaign of violence waged by the Islamic Republic 
against the Baha’i leadership. In August 1980, shortly 
after the Revolution, all nine members of Iran’s National 
Spiritual Assembly were arrested and never seen again.13 

The Baha’is of Iran remained defiant, and elected another 
nine members to the national body the following year. 
Eight of these new leaders were arrested in December 
1981 and executed without trial.14

the baha’i community
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The Islamic Republic’s brutal treatment of the Baha’i 
leadership starkly demonstrates their utter intolerance 
for the faith, and the extent to which authorities will go 
to extinguish any of its organisational capabilities.

identification with west
Bahá’u’lláh’s forced internal exile in the Ottoman 
Empire led to his being confined to the city of Acre, in 
modern-day Israel. As a result, a number of Baha’i holy 
sites such as the Gardens of Haifa, and the Gardens of 
‘Akko emerged in the region, and now sit deep inside 
Israeli borders. But Iranian Baha’is are unable to make 
pilgrimages to these holy sites due to the Iranian govern-
ment’s restrictions on travel to Israel.

The location of these holy sites, which arose simply 
because Bahá’u’lláh was exiled there, has led to wild 
speculation and defamatory fiction on the part of the 
Iranian government concerning the relationship between 
Baha’ism, Zionism, and the West.15 Some of Iran’s lead-
ing clerics believe that the Baha’i faith was originally a 
fabrication of British and Russian imperialist agents who 
sought to sow discord and religious strife within Iran 
to weaken the country and advance their own imperial 
ambitions.16  

 
 

raids and harassment
The Baha’is, in addition to having had their leadership 
wiped out, and their organisational structures swept 
away, face constant harassment from state authorities 
and paramilitary organisations such as the Revolutionary 
Guard.

The BIHE (Baha’i Institute of Higher Education) has 
been the most frequent recipient of the state’s anger, 
with numerous raids over the course of several years 
contributing to feelings of uncertainty and fear within 
the organisation. In 1998 a series of raids and 36 arrests 
of BIHE staff and faculty led to the temporary closure 
of the BIHE.17

In addition, Baha’is are frequently subject to arbitrary 
arrests and random searches. Between 2004 and 2008 
over 180 Baha’is were detained, in many cases following 
arbitrary searches of their homes and properties.18

Vandalism is also widespread: Baha’i cemeteries have 
been vandalised on numerous occasions since 1979, with 
a renewed intensification under the previous Ahmad-
inejad administration. In 2007-2008, Baha’i cemeteries 
across nine different localities were damaged over a 
period of ten months, causing immense suffering for the 
families of those whose graves were desecrated.19

The state therefore utilises violence and intimidation 
as a central tool in suppressing Baha’i identity and com-
munity organisation, and is persistent in its efforts to 
harass the minority group into submission.

the baha’i community
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IRANIAN BAHA’I COMMUNITY

The Iranian Baha’i community is starved of 
public space in which to organise or establish 
itself. As such, it remains deeply dependent 
upon online modes of communication for its 
continued survival. Intense pressures put on the 
community by the Iranian state have pushed 
the Baha’i community to embrace some of the 
most innovative solutions to their problems.

As we discuss in our report on the BIHE, the 
Baha’i community makes a very active effort 
to engage with the global faith community in 
order to alleviate some of the worst effects of 
enforced isolation within Iran.
 
In this section, we’ll walk you through some of 
the major websites set up through joint efforts 
of the global and Iranian Baha’i communities, 
assess their purpose, their function, and their 
importance to the Baha’i community residing 
inside Iran.

the baha’i community
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BAHA’I DEVELOPERS NETWORK

in our words
The Baha’i Developers Network is an online community 
of developers working together to support development 
projects for the Baha’i community, with a specialisation 
in Persian-language web development. Similar sites exist 
for English-language Baha’i web development,20 though 
they are far less active than this Persian-language site.

The site is aimed at any web-savvy members of the 
Baha’i community who are able to spare some time and 
energy to contribute to faith-related online projects. 
Users introduce projects, explain the extra work that is 
required, and then ask other contributors to get in touch 
with their CV and an estimate of the amount of time 
they will be able to spend working on the projects.

Though the site itself does not contain explicitly religious 
content and serves as a hub for Baha’i web developers, 
the projects supported by the community are mostly 
religious in nature. One such example is a specialised 
English-Persian dictionary project,21 which indexes the 
most common words and expressions in Baha’i holy 
texts, and translates them for English-speaking Baha’is. 

in their words
“The Baha’i Developers Network is a global network of 
individuals set up to meet the needs of the International 
Baha’i Community in developing its archives, and under-
taking online development projects. 

“Assisting in these projects and preventing the duplication 
of community projects are amongst the main goals of this 
website. In this way, the site aims to save time and money 
for individuals, and for the wider Baha’i community. At the 
same time, it will also serve as a space in which developers 
may present the results of their work.

“This site also aims to build connections between individuals 
and organisations with different skillsets, allowing them 
to collaborate effectively on development projects. This will 
allow these projects to progress at a faster pace, thereby 
fulfilling the needs of the community.”

web-address: 
bahai-projects.org

status:

social media integration:
None

blocked
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user feedback and engagement
Users are invited to contribute to the site by participating 
in development projects. Users are invited to register with 
the site, and may subsequently propose and contribute to 
different projects. The site also lists the number of times 
each of its projects has been accessed.

7928
english-persian 

baha’i dictionary

9123
baha’i 

calendar 7718
library
search

13276
baha’i

library

9705
nineteen 

thousand 
words

WE CAN CONCLUDE THAT THE PROJECTS 
DEVELOPED BY THIS SITE ARE CONSIDERED 
USEFUL BY A CERTAIN SEGMENT OF THE 
BAHA’I COMMUNITY, THOUGH THEY ARE 
NOT SITTING AT THE CORE OF BAHA’I ONLINE 
COMMUNITIES.22
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AEEN-E BAHA’I

in our words
This website contains a large volume of religious con-
tent and resources about the Baha’i faith in the Persian 
language. Much of the content on the site is evangelical 
in tone, and the website appears to be actively reaching 
out to proselytise to non-Baha’is. The news section of the 
site is updated every few weeks, though other sections 
are updated on a less regular basis.

in their words
“The Aeen-e Baha’i website is a Farsi site introducing the 
Baha’i faith to beloved Iranians residing in Holy Iran, and 
to other honourable Persian-speakers from around the 
world. This site attempts to explain the history of the 
Baha’i faith, as well as setting out its economic, social, and 
political teachings. In addition, we will examine holy books 
such as the Holy Qur’an, along with the Bible, Torah and 
Avesta, and explain how these foresaw and prophesied the 
emergence of the Baha’i faith.”

user feedback and engagement
Users are able to comment on the posts published on 
Aeen-e Baha’i. As of 4 April 2014, 1422 items of content 
have been posted on the website, attracting 5959 com-
ments in total. These comments do not all appear to be 
made by members of the Baha’i community. 

Although Baha’i members are the most active users of 
the site, some non-Baha’i visitors also engage with the 
community, albeit not always in such positive terms.

The most frequently commented-upon post is the front 
page post describing the Baha’i faith to site visitors. A 
number of different topics are discussed below this post. 
One discussion concerns the contradictions between 
Islam and the Baha’i faith. A user named Mohammad 
quotes from the Qur’an and argues that it states 
Muhammad to be the last prophet, declaring Islam to be 
the last and most complete religion. He goes onto say 
that: “The Baha’i faith has a fundamental incompatibility 
with Islamic principles, and this is cannot be denied.” 

In response, the site editor posted: “Perfection is a relative 
concept - the Prophet Muhammad announced in his last 
year that he had completed what he had to say, and had 
brought Islam to his followers. This doesn’t mean that no 
religion would come after Islam. Islam was the most com-
plete in its time and place, but in our time, and globally, 
it is not practical - it is like a prescribed medicine that has 
expired, and an insistence on continuing to take it will only 
make mankind suffer.”

web-address: 
aeenebahai.org

status:

social media integration:
None

blocked
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NOVEEN TV

in our words
NoveenTV is a Persian-language Baha’i television show 
that is broadcast to Iran via the internet and satellite. It 
contains content ranging from cultural shows such 
as Shahrara,23 to shows addressing youth issues such 
as Hamsayeh,24 and the parenting advice and child 
counselling programme Be Douneh.25 NoveenTV also 
previously carried the news programme Baha’i News,25 

although it appears to have been discontinued a number 
of years ago. Content is updated on a fairly regular basis, 
and it appears that new videos are uploaded to the web-
site, on average, on a weekly basis.

in their words
“We all hope for peace and tranquility, and we all aspire 
to promote prosperity for ourselves and for others ... We 
all love our country and work hard to ensure its prosperity, 
at the same time as we work to fulfil our shared goals ...
So why do all of this work alone? ... Noveen TV and this 
website are working to take a step toward achieving our 
common goals by introducing the teachings of this uni-
versal faith and by building on our commonalities to the 
benefit of our diverse and  colourful imaginations, and this 
is not possible without the empathy of you, dear friend.
This site was established on 14 May 2009 in order to 
meet the changing needs of human society, and to offer 
solutions tailored to the maturity and sophistication of 
humankind today.” 

user feedback and engagement
Though there are no spaces on the website for users to 
comment, users are somewhat engaged with the con-
tent shared on Facebook. Official updates on Facebook 
are shared several times, and often receive between 5-20 
likes. Additionally, some users engage with NoveenTV’s 
videos on YouTube, though the majority of videos do not 
receive any public comments.

social media integration
NoveenTV is well-integrated with social media. The net-
work’s Facebook page,27 launched in 2009, has more than 
3200 likes at the time of writing. The NoveenTV Facebook 
page is updated with several items of content per week, 
with many postings of videos taken from NoveenTV 
programming.

NoveenTV also manages a YouTube channel that is 
updated weekly and contains 936 videos.28 The number 
of views on these YouTube videos varies across different 
shows, ranging between 27 to 7433. 

web-address: 
noveentv.org

status:

social media integration:

blocked
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BAHA’I VIEW 

in our words
Aimed at Iranians and Persian-speakers located around 
the world, the Baha’i View website hosts videos of an 
explicitly religious and somewhat evangelical nature, 
with many of them seeking to educate viewers about the 
tenets of the Baha’i faith. The site is geared more towards 
engagement with non-Baha’is than its sister channel 
NoveenTV. Website content is updated once per week.

in their words
“The purpose of producing television programmes for 
Baha’i View is to provide accurate information about the 
beliefs and principles of the Baha’i faith, clear up existing 
misunderstandings and preconceptions about the Baha’i 
faith, and strengthen the basis of love and friendship 
among Iranians and global Persian speakers, in order to 
further the oneness of humanity.  Baha’i View TV attempts 
to reflect a number of different viewpoints by broadcast-
ing reports, round-table discussions and interviews with 
researchers and scholars from the Baha’i community, and 
our non-Baha’i friends to discuss the future of the world, a 
world that through the spiritual growth of mankind, can 
embody peace and justice, and bear witness to the devel-
opment of human civilization.”

user feedback and engagement
Users do not engage very frequently with content on 
Facebook or Twitter. Even the most popular video on the 
YouTube channel, ‘Good News, Good News’ only received 
five comments, despite its high view count.

social media interaction
The Baha’i View website is fairly well-integrated with 
social media platforms. The channel’s Facebook page has 
2592 likes (on 04/04/2014), and is updated once a week, 
on average.29 

Its YouTube page is updated once per week. 30 The average 
view of the videos is under 100, but some videos have 
gained wider traction - the religious music video ‘Good 
News, Good News’ has been viewed 13631 times.31

The lack of YouTube views does not necessarily mean 
that the content has not been viewed at all, it just means 
that consumers of this programming are infrequently 
turning to YouTube to access it, likely owing to low inter-
net speeds inside Iran, and a preference for satellite TV.

web-address: 
bahaiview.org

status:

social media integration:

blocked

the baha’i community
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FEATURE - INTERVIEW

small media: 
Hello Sana, would you be able to give us an overview of 
the work that you do, and the programming that you 
produce?

sana rouhani: 
Sure, so firstly we started with Baha’i Radio - it was in 
2001 that the programme began broadcasting on short-
wave frequencies to Iran - and shortly after that it went 
onto satellite, and on the internet. This is a 45-minute 
daily programme that is broadcast every morning, and 
then re-broadcast in the evening. 

Later, we started producing a one hour TV programme - 
Baha’i View. People in Iran can receive that programme 
on two satellite TV channels. One is called Pars TV, and 
the other is named Andisheh.

We chose these TV channels because they broadcast 
via Hot Bird, and Hot Bird satellites are widely used by 
people in Iran. The content is also available online, on the 
website, on the Aeen-e Baha’i Facebook page, as well as 
on the YouTube channel.

NoveenTV came after that. It started in 2007, and 
it is broadcast in exactly the same way as Baha’i TV. 
NoveenTV is also a one hour TV show per week, which is 
broadcast by Pars and Andisheh, and of course, all con-
tent is also posted to the Facebook page, YouTube, and 
our own website.

small media:
So what are the differences between these programmes? 
Do they serve different audiences, or do they have differ-
ent goals?

An interview with Sana Rouhani of Baha’i View, Baha’i Radio, and Noveen TV

sana rouhani: 
Actually, they have one common, general purpose - and 
that is to encourage a better understanding of the Baha’i 
faith, and to build bridges of love and unity amongst the 
people of Iran. That’s the common goal - bringing the 
people together, building better relationships and cor-
recting misconceptions about the Baha’is. Because as I’m 
sure you know, Baha’is are never given a chance to voice 
themselves in Iran, or respond to any of the accusations 
mentioned by the government.

This is the general goal of all of our programming, how-
ever the audience of each show varies somewhat. For ex-
ample, Noveen TV is more tailored towards the younger 
audience, who prefer faster-paced programming. I would 
say that many of the programmes on Noveen TV are not 
directly addressing anything about the Baha’is, but are 
addressing social issues and more general human rights 
issues.

Baha’i View does address the Baha’i faith more directly. It 
gives information about the Baha’is and what the Baha’is 
do. This kind of information is very much non-existent in 
Iran, which means people do not really know anything 
about Baha’is.

Baha’i Radio is again tailored to the younger audience in 
Iran, but it addresses a selection of different topics and 
issues, ranging from programmes about women’s rights, 
to  community-building shows focusing on children, 
young people, and family relationships. And much of our 
programming looks at human rights in Iran - not just 
for the Baha’is, but other groups - covering the rights of 
children, women, and political prisoners.
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small media:
So these channels are both targeted at an Iranian audi-
ence, rather than a diaspora one?

sana rouhani: 
Yes, the channels are targeted at people in Iran mainly.

small media: 
So how do these Iranian viewers get access to these 
channels? Which platforms do they view this content on?

sana rouhani: 
What we hear from our viewers and listeners is that they 
mainly get our programming through the satellite TV 
channels Pars and Andishe, and through shortwave, with 
respect to the radio. And very few say that they receive 
it via the internet, as unfortunately, our websites are 
filtered by the government. Some people use software 
to get around these barriers, but even if they do that, 
their internet speed is usually so low that if they want to 
download any of our programmes, it takes them a long, 
long time.

We have given viewers the option to download the files 
in several different sizes and formats - we have produced 
very low-quality and audio-only versions of our pro-
grammes so that people can download them in less time.  
Even so, online access isn’t very popular.

small media:
You’ve talked about web filtering being a barrier, but how 
about satellite jamming? Does the government attempt 
to interfere with your broadcasts in any ways?

sana rouhani: 
That issue is there - we do hear that sometimes the 
government jams the signal, and viewers cannot see the 
whole programme, or can only hear a part of it. But this is 
not always the case - they cannot jam the broadcasts all 
of the time, but they do try their luck!

small media:
And so where are you able to hear back from viewers? Is 
it mostly online, or through other routes as well?

sana rouhani: 
Actually we get it through a lot of different channels. We 
get emails, we get feedback posted on social media, as 
well as people making phone calls. And it’s very heart-
warming to see how people have changed, and how they 
are interested in learning about their Baha’i brothers and 
sisters, and what they do, and what they believe in, and 
to show that they feel for us, and show their sympathy 
for what’s happening to the Baha’is in Iran.

And many of them ask direct questions that they would 
like later programmes to cover, which we try our best to 
produce, in order to cover the content that’s most im-
portant to our viewers.

small media:
So this feedback has an important role in determining 
the content that you produce?

sana rouhani: 
Oh definitely! It’s very important for us that if we hear 
certain questions, or certain demands from our viewers, 
and if it goes along with our objectives, that we are able 
to address it. But sometimes there are questions that, be-
cause of the safety of our viewers, or because they’re not 
the kinds of things that we share on our programmes, we 
try to communicate with viewers on a one-to-one basis.
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small media:
And do you have any idea of exactly how many people 
are watching and listening to your programming?

sana rouhani: 
It’s very unfortunate to say that we don’t. Maybe other 
media channels could do that, but as Baha’is, approach-
ing Iranians and asking them whether or not they watch 
Baha’i programmes... it could put them in a very difficult 
position.

However, from the things we hear from people coming 
and going, and based on the level of jamming that’s put 
in place against our programming, we gather that there 
are a good amount of people listening to and watching 
our programmes.

small media:
And you get all this feedback from a mixed-faith audi-
ence? Baha’is and non-Baha’is?

sana rouhani: 
Oh definitely, we get it from everyone. Because you see, 
although our programmes are sponsored by the Baha’is, 
they are not like the religious programmes typically pro-
duced inside Iran. We talk about lots of social and other 
issues, especially relevant in Iran, but also from around 
the world.

And many of our guests on these programmes are 
non-Baha’is; we’re sort of building a social discourse, in 
that we get the views of everyone, but share the views of 
the Baha’is as well.

small media:
So how valuable is the feedback you get from social me-
dia, in particular?

sana rouhani: 
It’s very valuable. It gives us an idea of what people are 
thinking about these days, what their concerns are, and 
what they would like to hear about. 

However, I should say again that using things like Face-
book in Iran is complicated. When they post things on 
formal pages, it can be considered criminal activity. So 
imagine if they put something on the Facebook page of 
the Baha’i media, it would be even worse. But definitely, 
the feedback that we get allows us to know what’s hap-
pening in the minds of the people.

small media:
How closely is the Baha’i International Community in-
volved in the development of this programming? Do you 
get much support from them?

sana rouhani: 
Actually, we are working together, you know. There are 
many consultations happening with the Baha’i Interna-
tional Community, and many of the things that they’re is 
planning to do, or projects they’re involved in, we share 
with our audience so they know what’s happening with 
other Baha’is around the world.
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FACEBOOK COMMUNITIES

As Baha’is have been forced out of public spaces 
in Iranian society, the internet has emerged as 
an important space in which they can organise 
and develop parallel communities in private and 
semi-private spaces. 

Social networks such as Facebook have gained 
particular significance. They offer a platform for 
Baha’is to develop their own sub-communities 
based on their specific needs.

Here are some examples of Facebook communities 
built by Baha’is. For the protection of the group’s 
members (Facebook is filtered in Iran, and many 
discussions relate to sensitive political matters), 
the names of the groups, pages, and users have 
been changed.
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OPEN GROUP // 7097 MEMBERS
This group is affiliated with the website of a popular 
satellite broadcaster. It is very active and is host to a wide 
range of discussions and debates. The group is used for 
diverse discussions:

Commemorating Imprisoned Baha’is
‘Hana’ posted this image of seven Iranian Baha’i leaders, 
who were arrested in 2008 charged with espionage and 
propaganda against the Islamic Republic. Each were sen-
tenced with 20-year jail terms. She wrote: “Beloved ones, 
we still remember you.”

Baha’is’ Position in the World
‘Amin’ proposed that the Baha’is should establish a state 
of their own: “Hello to all my fellow peaceful Baha’is. There 
is a question that has been in my mind all this afternoon, 
to which I haven’t yet found an answer. Please help if you 
can: 

Why don’t Baha’is try to create an independent state, and 
gather all the world’s Baha’is there? Is it so that they can 
avoid getting into politics, because they are instructed [by 
Bahá’u’lláh] not to get into politics? If there is another 
reason, please tell me.”

‘Behrouz’ replied:  ”Dear ‘Amin’, If Baha’is have this ambi-
tion (which they don’t) they should first find a country that 
is happy to host the millions of Bahai’s that are scattered 
around the world - something that is not practical at the 
moment. But we believe politicians around the world will 
very slowly begin to understand that the Baha’i faith could 
be very effective as a means of advancing and improving 
their country.”

PUBLIC PAGE // 1032 LIKES 
This Facebook page links to an inactive English-language 
blog,30 which posts about the Baha’i faith, and their right to 
education, as well as more general topics like sustainable 
development.

The irregularly-updated Facebook page posts quotes from 
Bahá’u’lláh and other famous figures expressing sympathy 
for the Baha’i faith. The page is also host to a large number 
of quotations that are in line with the Baha’i faith’s teach-
ings. Posts are rarely commented upon, but are shared quite 
regularly.
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EYEWITNESS - BAHA’I IRANIANS

We reached out to a number of Iranian Baha’is 
still resident in Iran, and asked them a number of 
questions about their use of the internet and other 
forms of media. 

the baha’i community
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Age: 24 // Location: Shiraz 
E-mail correspondence, 23/5/2014

how are social networking sites useful 
as a means of engaging with your religious
community?
There is no doubt they are useful, because through social 
media I am in touch with a wide range of my Baha’i 
brothers and sisters inside and outside Iran, and I am 
able to see the concerns, fears, achievements, capabilities, 
weaknesses and individual and collective characteristics 
of my religious community.

which websites do you find most useful 
as a means of expressing your faith, and
being active in your religious community?
I like Facebook and Twitter better. I also like a lot the sites 
related to my disciplines (sociology and anthropology)
and read a lot of articles in this field. Also, because I’m 
interested in reading fiction and short blog posts, I read 
weblogs such as Tram and Ghaede.

how often do you connect with people 
outside the country in the diaspora?
Being in touch with people in the diaspora is one of the 
main reasons I am active on social media. 

does the iranian diaspora community 
provide important support to your 
religious community?
Yes, sometimes they provide financial support for Baha’i 
students in Iran who are not in a good financial state, 
allowing them to go to other countries to study, and 
achieve their goals. Others help to provide housing for 
those arriving in other countries, and more offer devotion 
and prayers for the health of the Baha’is of Iran.

Age: 36 // Location: Tehran 
E-mail correspondence, 24/5/2014

how are social networking sites useful 
as a means of engaging with your religious 
community?
I don’t think they are too useful. Unfortunately, Iranian 
society is still stuck in a state of controversy [over the 
Baha’i Faith], and social media unfortunately can become 
a tool for those who intend to harm the nascent Baha’i 
community.

does the iranian diaspora community
provide important support to your reli-
gious community?
They definitely do support it. But for me, living in Iran, it 
is sometimes annoying. I feel that the work of Baha’is in-
side Iran is more important and effective than the activity 
of those outside Iran. But the Baha’i diaspora thinks the 
opposite, and they sometimes give the impression that 
they are doing a favour to Iranian Baha’is.

do you watch any religious programming 
on television? 
No, I don’t watch any religious programming.
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FEATURE:
THE BAHA’I INSTITUTE OF HIGHER EDUCATION
The Baha’i Institute of Higher Education (BIHE) is an 
underground educational network in Iran, catering to 
the country’s Baha’i community. Established in 1987 
in response to the systematic exclusion of Iranian 
Baha’is from the university system, it originally came 
into life as a low-tech distance learning network. 

In the early days, it depended on a vast network of 
moped-mounted couriers to ferry textbooks, exam 
papers and worksheets back and forth between staff 
and students, with makeshift classrooms established 
in rusty garages, or people’s cramped living rooms.

A former student, Shahrzad Missaghi, described the 
situation:“During my years at BIHE, communication 
between the students and their instructors was mainly 
based on correspondence. The students were given 
the syllabus for each course at the beginning of the 
semester. Accordingly, we would buy or obtain the 
necessary books and course materials and follow the 
weekly schedule in our studies. This consisted of weekly 
and bi-weekly assignments that we would prepare and 
submit to the instructor.

“The drawback was that since everything was based on 
snail mail, it would take about a month or so to receive 
the graded assignments back from the instructor. For 
my specific field of study, the last two years included 
face-to-face classes and labs in a place that was rented 
for this purpose. Later, it was raided and seized by the 
authorities.”32

Major raids in 1998 and 2011 shook the organisation, 
with 14 staff members arrested in the crackdown 
and seven charged with ‘conspiracy’ for attempting 
to provide young Baha’is with an education. In the 
wake of these raids, and with faster communications 
technology available, the BIHE began to fully embrace 
the potential of the internet as a tool for distance 
learning. Skype lessons are widespread (if unreliable 
in quality due to slow internet speeds), and resources 
are sent and received via online Moodle platforms, 
rather than delivered by moped. 

Dr. Behrooz Sabet described the BIHE’s strategy: 
“The BIHE had sufficient foresight to realise the power 
of the internet, information technology, and how these 
can be used to advance learning. This technology is 
changing the entire educational landscape, and the 
BIHE wanted to be at the forefront of this process.”33

Though the Baha’i community has seen a small res-
pite since the 2011 crackdown, young Baha’i Iranians 
remain locked out of the higher education system. 
Until they are granted the same opportunities as the 
country’s Muslim majority (or even its recognised 
minorities), it seems likely that the BIHE’s model of 
distance e-learning will continue to provide the only 
avenue for their education inside the country.34 

// Read more about the BIHE in the Small Media report: 
‘Knowledge as Resistance’, available at: 
smallmedia.org.uk/knowledge.pdf //
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CONCLUSION

The story of the Baha’i faith may not be the 
longest of Iran’s major religions, but it is one 
of the bloodiest, and most tragic. 

Since its inception in nineteenth century Iran, 
the faith has endured massacres, persecution, 
and vitriolic lies from various elements of the 
Iranian religious and political establishment. 
And yet it has adapted and survived.

This tale of perseverance now continues in 
Iranian cyberspace. Though the state blocks 
Baha’i websites, it is very unlikely that it 
would be able to mobilise the resources it 
would need to smother the Baha’i online 
community completely. 

The Baha’is have demonstrated themselves 
to be far too resilient. The community inside 
Iran receives a significant level of assistance 
from the well-organised Baha’i International 
Community;33 the Iranian government is no 
longer working against an isolated minority, 
but a well-organised and active global faith 
community.

the baha’i community
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Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, 
baptizing them in the name of the Father and 
of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching 
them to obey everything I have commanded 
you. And surely I am with you always, to the very 
end of the age.

matthew 28:19-20
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The Evangelical movement in Iran 
is one of the younger active move-
ments in Iran. Although Iran has 
hosted small Christian communities 
for even longer than it has Islam, in 
the form of Armenian and Assyrian-
Chaldean Christians, Evangelical 
Protestant denominations began to 
make an impact in Iran during the 
early twentieth century.

Ordained as a bishop in 1961, Hassan 
Deqhani-Tafti was the first ethnic 
Persian to hold the position in more 
than 700 years.

Evangelical Christianity has found 
an icy reception in Iran, particularly 
with the ascendance of the Islamic 
Republic. By their very nature, Iran’s 
Evangelical churches operate a more 
pro-active approach to their faith 
than the comparatively insular and 

closed Armenian Christian groups in 
the country. Whereas the Armenians 
are content to co-exist quietly with 
Iran’s Muslim majority, many Evan-
gelicals see it as their duty to spread 
the Christian faith to their fellow 
countrymen. 

Given the grave penalties for 
apostasy and the zero-tolerance 
approach of the state towards those 
who would encourage such activity, 
the small communities of Evan-
gelicals residing in Iran are under 
immense pressure to curtail their 
activities and they face great danger 
when proselytising. 

Public assemblies are almost im-
possible, arbitrary detention remains 
commonplace, and there have been 
reports of the Revolutionary Guard’s 
intelligence wing stepping up their 
surveillance of the community over 
the past few years.

In lieu of open forums in which 
they can express their faith in Iran, 
the community has managed to 
organise itself extensively online 
and build far-reaching networks 
with Evangelical groups in North 
America and Europe. It is largely on 
the strength of these networks that 
the community continues to cling to 
existence in Iran.

1870

1983

first protestant 
missionaries

mehdi dibaj 
imprisoned

With increased European 
and American contacts inside 
Iran, the seeds of Protestant 
evangelism are planted.

Protestant minister Mehdi 
Dibaj is arrested, imprisoned 
and tortured without charge.  
Charged with apostasy in 
1993, and sentenced to death, 
he is released in January 1994 
after an international cam-
paign calling for his release.   
Nonetheless, he is abducted 
in late June of the same year, 
and subsequently murdered.  
A number of other Protest-
ant church leaders faced 
similar ordeals through this 
period.
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The prominent Protestant 
leader Rev. Haik Hovsepian-
Mehr is murdered after 
vocally condemning the 
imprisonment of Mehdi 
Dibaj.

the evangelical community

2013

1994

assemblies 
of god 
crackdown

protestants 
refuse to 

stop 
proselytising

rev. haik hovsepian-mehr 
murdered

The Assemblies of God 
Church in Tehran - the oldest 
active Protestant church in 
the country - is raided and 
closed down after a raid.  
Pastor Robert Asserian is ar-
rested, and is currently being 
held in Evin Prison.

Reverend Haik Hovsepian-
Mehr refuses to sign a 
pledge promising not to 
proselytise amongst Iran’s 
Muslim community.

1993
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The Bible  
The Evangelical communities of Iran read Persian-
language versions of the Bible.

The manufacture of Persian-language Bibles inside Iran 
is strictly banned. Consequently, there is a steady trade 
in black-market Bibles smuggled in across the country’s 
borders.

Christian texts published in Persian are sold primarily in 
Tehran. Iranians from the provinces must usually travel 
to specialist bookshops in the capital in order to purchase 
them.1

Jesus Christ (7-2BC - 30-36AD)
The Christians of Iran recognise Jesus as the Messiah, 
and the Son of God.1 

They believe that he was born of the Virgin Mary, and 
died by crucifixion to atone for the sins of mankind.

HOLY TEXTSFOUNDING PROPHET

the evangelical community
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Proselytism  
Members of Iran’s Evangelical churches are instructed to 
proselytise and spread the teachings of Christ to all those 
they encounter. Given the harsh penalties imposed upon 
apostates and proselytisers in Iran, such actions can be 
very dangerous.

Directly following the Iranian Revolution, religious leaders 
were asked to sign an agreement stating that they would 
refrain from proselytising to Muslims. 

Evangelical Bishop Haik Hovsepian-Mehr was the only 
religious leader in Iran that refused to do so.2

Non-Trinitarianism
Many of the largest Evangelical groups active in Iran 
diverge theologically from their parent churches in the 
United States, in that they deny the Holy Trinity. Most 
churches consider Jesus the sole manifestation of God.3

Evangelical churches
There are numerous Evangelical churches scattered 
around Iran, with variously-sized congregations.

Extensive state surveillance, fears of infiltration by 
government intelligence agents, and sporadic raids have 
reduced church attendance in recent years.

House churches
A fairly recent phenomenon, Iranian Evangelicals have 
responded to the state’s increasingly heavy-handed 
monitoring of ‘above-ground’ churches by performing 
small services and prayer meetings in church members’ 
homes on a weekly basis.

Congregations are small. House church groups will split 
in half and establish new branches as soon as the size of 
their congregation swells to ten.4

House churches are only very loosely linked and networks 
between them are based more on personal relationships 
than any predetermined organisational structures.5

‘A foreigner interacting with Christians in Iran considered 
that the movement of house churches is growing. There 
may be several reasons for why people start up or join 
house churches. One might be inspired by others or watch 
TV channels that communicate Christian ideas. Additionally, 
a large number of people in Iran are fed up with the way 
political Islam is practiced by the regime and are looking 
for alternatives.’ 6

KEY TENETS PLACES OF WORSHIP

the evangelical community
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Hassan Dehqani-Tafti (1920-2008)
Anglican Bishop of Iran from 1961-1990. Described as the 
first ethnic Persian to become a bishop of Iran since the 
7th century.

Haik Hovsepian Mehr (1945-1994)
Bishop of the Council of Protestant Churches in Iran at 
the time of the 1979 Revolution, Hovesepian refused to 
halt evangelising amongst Muslim community and 
remained an outspoken Christian activist. After advoc-
ating on behalf of his persecuted friend Mehdi Dibaj, he 
was abducted and murdered in 1994.

Mehdi Dibaj (1935-1994)
Converted to Christianity as a youth, when he joined a 
Pentecostal church based in Tehran. Dibaj continued to 
evangelise after the Revolution, and was arrested in 1983. 
After suffering prolonged imprisonment and torture, he 
was released in January 1994, only to be abducted and 
murdered in June of the same year.

CENTRAL FIGURES
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illegality of conversions 
The Islamic Republic’s invocation 
of anti-apostasy rulings in shari’a 
law criminalises the Evangelical 
community’s religious obligation to 
proselytise to non-Christians. 

A number of Iranian Evangelicals 
have been arrested, executed by the 
state, and murdered extrajudicially 
since the 1979 Revolution.7

Direct acts of violence against 
Evangelicals have diminished but the 
penalties for proselytising remain 
high.  There is still the potential for 
the state to engage in arrests and 
executions of activist ministers and 
missionaries.

state monitoring
State intelligence agencies have 
maintained a particularly suspicious 
stance with regard to the Iranian 
Evangelical community. 

In recent years, security forces have 
been stationed outside of church 
buildings to check the identity 
papers of congregants, deterring 
Muslim converts from attendance 
at services.8

Churchgoers commonly fear that 
their congregations have been 
infiltrated by intelligence agencies. 
This paranoia is pervasive and many 
Christians are turning away from the 
‘public’ churches in favour of under-
ground house churches, which are 
seen as a far safer alternative.9

identification with west
The state’s suspicious stance to-
wards the Evangelical community 
is fuelled by the close interaction 
between Iranian Evangelicals and 
evangelical churches based in the 
United States. This stance is not 
entirely without basis: a number of 
American churches do have a stated 
aim of proselytism in Iran.10

The existence of international faith 
networks should not be categorised 
by Iran as an existential security 
threat. Such a stance is reflective of 
the state’s ideological discourse of 
‘civilisational conflict’ between Iran 
and the West, and between Islam 
and the Christian world. 

An example of this rhetoric came in 
July 2013, when Iranian-American 
pastor Saeed Abedini was charged 
with being a US spy working to con-
vert youth to ‘Zionist Christianity’.11

The ties between Iranian Christians 
and churches in the West are often 
overstated. Evangelical communities 
are often host to some significant 
theological diversions from their 
parent churches in the West. 

Iranian Evangelicals tend to dismiss 
the Holy Trinity recognised by many 
Pentecostal churches, in favour of a 
non-Trinitarian theology.12

raids and harassment
Although executions and murders 
of Evangelical ministers have not 
been seen in Iran for many years, the 
government continues to maintain 
pressure on Iranian Evangelicals 
through the application of random 
raids, short-term arbitrary imprison-
ment, and financial extortion.

In June 2013, the Assemblies of God 
Church was raided by security forces 
mid-way through a service and Pas-
tor Robert Asserian was detained.13 

The closure of the church has been 
a severe blow to the Tehrani com-
munity, and the removal of such 
open forums for Evangelicals will 
only push the community further 
underground.

ISSUES FACING THE EVANGELICAL COMMUNITY
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IRANIAN EVANGELICAL COMMUNITY

Continually harassed by government authorities, 
Iranian Evangelical Christians have been forced 
to move even deeper underground, with the 
continued operation of such churches out in the 
open in Iran essentially untenable. But although 
open activity is near-impossible, the hardships 
faced by the community have served as catalysts 
for innovation and the development of new 
forms of community interaction.

Networks between Iranian Christians and their 
communities around the world, especially those 
based in the United States, have flourished in 
recent years. Western-based churches have been 
able to provide theological training and support 
to Iranian Christians, and to provide them with 
a massive array of online resources - a far more 
straightforward option than smuggling Bibles in 
over the Iranian border.

In this section we’ll explore some of the web-
sites and organisations that have sprung up in 
recent years, and which are engaging with Iran’s 
Evangelical Christian communities.
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FARSI CHRISTIAN NEWS NETWORK

in our words
The Farsi Christian News Network (FCNN, a religious 
news site for Persian-speaking internet users. It is affili-
ated with the US-based ministry “222 Ministries”.14  There 
is no regular pattern to FCNN’s news updates, though 
an average of 4 or 5 articles are posted each month, with 
religious content being updated less frequently.

FCNN contains a considerable volume of religious and 
evangelical content. The page ‘How to become a Chris-
tian?’17 hosts a Christian prayer, the end of which states: 
“With the above prayer, Jesus will come into your life as He 
promised. If you perform this prayer, you should click the 
‘Amen’ button to move onto the next page, and become 
familiar with the Divine truths, as a new Christian.” 

The ‘Amen’ button takes users to the Farsi Christian 
Research Centre,18 a site hosting downloadable PDF Bibles 
and other online Christian resources.

in their words
“As Farsi-speaking Christians (Iranians, Afghans and Tajiks) 
do not have their own mass media, there is a great need 
for their own online news network. This will allow these 
groups to be better-connected, and to follow the latest 
news without facing censorship and distortion.”

user feedback and engagement
Users can comment on news stories directly, but there 
are very few examples of visitors actually utilising this 
function. Most public engagement with news stories 
seems to be reserved for Facebook, although the extent 
of engagement is generally restricted to ‘liking’ posts. 
Very few articles receive more than one comment.

social media integration
FCNN is integrated comprehensively with social networks, 
and has a presence on Facebook, Google+ and Twitter. 

Facebook is by far the most regularly updated and widely 
followed page, with 1717 likes (as of 7/4/2014), and around 
17-18 posts made per month.

Twitter and Google+ are comparatively underutilised. 
The FCNN Twitter account has only 276 followers and has 
not been updated since September 2013, whereas only 43 
people follow the site’s Google+ page (as of 7/4/2014).

web-address: 
fcnn.net/fa/

status:

social media integration:

blocked
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KALAMEH

in our words
Kalameh is a Christian resource centre supported by the 
UK-based evangelical group Elam Ministries. The site 
hosts a large library of Christian texts including Bibles, 
theology textbooks, and Christian literature. 

Kalameh and Elam Ministries have developed an app 
named Entesharate Elam, which offers access to the 
resources located on the Kalemeh site. This app is only 
available on Google Play and the App Store. Iranian app 
stores do not host the app, likely due to government 
intervention. 

Kalameh’s front page displays a mixture of new and 
old content. Whereas some articles were posted back 
in 2008, and still remain on the front page, the site also 
publicises the latest edition of the Kalameh Review 
Journal,18 published in June 2013.

in their words
Kalameh has no ‘About us’ section on their website but, 
Elam Ministries says this, on their link to the site:16

“You don’t have to spend a long time with new Iranian 
Christians before the questions begin to flow:

• What does the Bible mean when it says…?
• How should I teach the Bible to my children?
• How can I deal with temptation?

“As the church grows, so does the need for good literature to 
answer people’s questions and challenge them to faithful 
discipleship. To meet this need, Elam has published more 
than 200 Christian books in Persian and also publishes 
quarterly magazine in Persian. The materials are available 
through our ‘Kalameh’ Persian language website,17 or the 
Persian literature bookshop.18 Our team is continuously 
working on producing the best resources for the Iranian 
church.”

user feedback and engagement
Users typically do not engage with the posts made on the 
Kalameh site itself, though the Facebook page attracted a 
moderate level of interaction prior to its current phase of 
inactivity.

social media integration
Kalameh is integrated with Facebook only. Its Facebook 
page has 2559 likes (as of 7/4/2014), though it has not 
been updated since June 2013.

web-address: 
kalameh.com

status:

social media integration:

unblocked
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SAMATV

in our words
SamaTV is an online TV station affiliated with the US-
based ministry 222Ministries. It links to YouTube videos 
from an assortment of organisations and individuals 
associated with 222Ministries.

The content is a mixture of religious and evangelical 
programming. Other programming highlights the plight 
of Evangelical Christians inside Iran. An example of the 
latter is Silent Believer,19 a disturbing, Sama-produced 
web drama narrating the arrest and rape of a Christian 
woman and the revenge undertaken by her husband, 
who is later executed for his crimes. It is one of the more 
popular videos linked to by SamaTV, with 6919 views.

The most-viewed videos on the official 222SamaTV 
YouTube channel20 include an episode of the ‘Pearl of 
Persia’ programme advocating ‘gay conversion therapy’21 
(receiving 82,472 views), and another discussing prosti-
tution22 (41,861 views). The last video was posted to the 
website on 22/04/2014, though previous to that, the 
most recent video was uploaded on 28/09/2012. 

The YouTube page is updated with far greater regularity, 
as recently as 03/04/2014. SamaTV seems more inter-
ested in sharing its content on YouTube than attempting 
to position its own low-traffic website as a central loca-
tion for Christian resources.

in their words
“Sima Masihian Iran (Sama) aims to provide more than 
200 hours of missionary programming in order to make 
great progress towards providing services to our believing 
countrymen.”

user feedback and engagement
The only opportunity for user engagement with SamaTV 
is via its Facebook page, or bycommenting on YouTube 
videos. User engagement with the Facebook page has 
so far been minimal, with posts generally attracting less 
than ten likes each, whereas over on YouTube, even the 
most frequently-viewed videos have received only 4-5 
user comments.

social media integration
SamaTV created a new Facebook page in January 2014, 
which has received 144 likes (as of 01/05/2014).23 Most 
posts contain Biblical passages, and a short segment of 
theological analysis.

web-address: 
sama.tv

status:

social media integration:

unblocked
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GILAK MEDIA

in our words
The site promotes itself as a unique source of Christian 
resources in Gilaki, the language of Gilan Province in 
Iran’s north-west. It is one of many minority-language 
Christian websites supported by the UK-based organisa-
tion Kalaam Media.24

The site is also available in Persian and English and 
hosts a wealth of religious content, including a large 
number of prayers in multiple formats, alongside dubbed 
versions of Christian films on their YouTube channel.

Kalaam Media has also developed an app to access 
Gilaki-language resources. Though available on iTunes,25 
it is not available on Iranian app sites, and has not been 
updated since 2012.

in their words
Gilak Media itself hosts this description of its role: “In the 
name of our Heavenly Father. Hello dear readers, listeners, 
and viewers – honorable brothers and sisters. We are very 
happy that the Lord granted us the grace to be able to 
offer to you our fellow Gilaki speakers, the life-giving words 
of the Lord in audio, video and print form. We ask of the 
Lord that his grace and blessing would be seen every day in 
your life and that we could take steps even if they’re small 
on the road to proclaiming the good news of the Lord.”

user feedback and engagement
Gilak Media’s Facebook posts do not generally receive 
any significant engagement from followers - typically three 
or four likes per post. Although some of the more popular 
YouTube videos garner comments - such as The Life of 
Joseph - many comments are in fact from curious Iranians 
enquiring about the Gilaki language used in the film.

social media integration
The site has been integrated with social media. The site 
has an affiliated Facebook page26 on which links are 
regularly posted to old content on the site’s affiliated 
YouTube channel.27

Perhaps owing to its niche linguistic appeal, Gilak Me-
dia’s Facebook page has a rather small following. It has 
only 145 likes (on 14/04/2014), despite being updated 
several times per month. The YouTube channel doesn’t 
fare any better, with 43 subscribers. However, one video 
- a Gilaki translation of the film ‘The Life of Joseph’ - has 
received over 30,000 views, whilst a handful of other 
videos have been viewed several thousand times.28

web-address: 
gilakmedia.com/

status:

social media integration:

unblocked
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SEVEN

in our words
SeVen is an evangelical television network supported 
by the US-based Iranian pastor Hormoz Shariat and Iran 
Alive Ministries, a US-based Christian organisation that 
seeks to ‘Transform Iran into a Christian nation within 
this generation’.29

SeVen delivers evangelical programming and ministry 
to Iranian Christians via satellite, phone and online chat. 
These methods allow Iran’s Christians to draw on the 
support of global Christians, whilst offering the world’s 
Christians a means to proselytise inside Iran.

in their words
“The aim of SeVen is to tell the truth with kindness ... If 
your life doesn’t change by watching SeVen, we will have 
failed in accomplishing our mission. Our mission is to make 
you hopeful if you are hopeless. If you have wounded 
hearts or you are physically ill, we want want you to get 
well by watching SeVen. If you are addicted, angry and sad, 
get rid of these feelings. Our aim is to face God whenever 
you watch SeVen and drink from his kindness.”

user feedback and engagement
All user engagement is conducted via SeVen’s social me-
dia channels. Its Facebook page is very active, with video 
posts commonly attracting between 50-100 likes and 
being shared frequently by users. 

Users posted over 100 comments on one video, which 
responded to criticism of a dance performed on SeVen’s 
Nowruz programme.30 Most users defended the on-screen 
dance, though others maintained that such activities on 
a Christian TV programme were an offence against God. 

Reza Raha Paydar posted: “ ...you danced to non-Biblical 
music. I remember the priest Afshinpour used to dance very 
beautifully in his church, to Biblical music. If I find videos 
on YouTube I will share them with you, so you can see the 
difference. I am waiting for you to show me two or three 
examples from the Bible that approves your dance.”

social media integration
Network Seven is quite well-integrated with Facebook 
and Youtube. The channel’s Facebook page has received 
4174 likes (as of 01/05/2014), and is updated several times 
per week.  The official Network Seven YouTube channel 
has 112 subscribers, and 148 videos, which have been 
viewed 41,069 times, in total.

web-address: 
shabakeh7.com

status:

social media integration:

blocked
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FEATURE - INTERVIEW

small media: 
What are the main advantages of satellite broadcasting, 
when attempting to reach Iranian Christians?

iran alive ministries:
You can’t take missionaries out to Iran, but based on 
other organisations’ research we believe that around 
80% of Iranians have access to satellite dishes... it’s not 
that you have that entire audience, obviously, but that’s 
the accessibility you have.

small media: 
Does the Iranian government not try to interfere with 
these broadcasts?

iran alive ministries:
The government can scramble signals in about the size 
of a small city or a zip code, but it’s expensive for them 
to do that, and they won’t do that for 24 hours a day... so 
it really doesn’t have a huge impact on the coverage that 
we have.

small media: 
In what other ways does Iran Alive Ministries support 
Iranian Christians?

iran alive ministries:
We have a counseling center - or a call center - which 
is based primarily from the US, but is also scattered 
around the world, so we have 21 of 24 hours covered by 
volunteers - all indigenous Farsi-speaking - who live from 
Belgium to Japan to California. There are various spaces 
on-screen where when people will see the phone number 
they can call, whether they’re calling for spiritual guid-
ance. or maybe want to pray or receive Christ, or maybe 
they want to request a Bible.

Our internet ministry’s manned in a similar fashion - 
we’ve got volunteers around the world, we have evangel-
ism chatrooms that are set up, and that are open.

An interview with a representative from Iran Alive Ministries

So some of the volunteers act as bouncers - they help 
mediate and moderate when you get government 
officials or other people coming in and harassing 
people. There’s some who are on there who are actually 
doing the counselling itself and the ministry itself. 

We also have password protected classrooms that we 
invite people to, where we pull out those individuals who 
we see as next-level folks - we’re really searching for 
leaders as well, so the internet ministry’s got a top-down, 
bottom-up approach. 

We’ve got a great tool to reach the masses with the 
satellite, but you’ve got another tool with the call center, 
and you have to go online to really be able to select and 
pull out some of those key leaders and business people 
that we feel like are going to be the ones who’ll make the 
most impact on transforming Iran from within.

small media: 
So there are the regular Channel Seven broadcasts, but 
you also broadcast programmes under the name ‘Church 
Seven’ - could you talk a little about what sets Church 
Seven apart from the rest of your programming?

iran alive ministries:
Church Seven is very scaled-down, purposefully. It’s not 
just people watching a feed of a congregation at church 
- it’s a set that looks kind of like a small church room. 
Just a couple of our pastors host a church service, and 
the people who watch it understand that they are the 
congregation. And they can meet together in their homes 
with their families. 

It’s probably best summarised by when one of the folks 
watching one of our first shows went onto Facebook and 
said “We want you to know that my family and I put on 
our best clothes, got our chairs and our Bibles, and we sat 
down, watched the program together, and we attended 
church for the first time.”
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small media: 
You’ve spoken a little bit previously about government 
infiltrators trying to disrupt the work of your internet 
ministry - is this a major concern?

iran alive ministries:
There are people who will get into these chat rooms, be-
cause they’re open for a reason - we want to give access 
to everyone. But what will happen is, you’ll have people 
who get into them who will either be belligerent and 
argue with the counsellors or, what’s more common, is 
they will harass the people who were trying to have the 
conversations - not counsellors, but the participants. So 
they will tell them: “we’ll find you”, “we know who you 
are”, “we’re gonna get you”, “we’re gonna arrest you”, 
“we’re gonna find your families”. So these bouncers will 
block them, or deal with them accordingly.

Once, there was a person who was saying all the right 
things and really interested, and a counsellor got a little 
suspicious - you always are when people give all of the 
right answers - and during the conversation the person 
on the other end inadvertently hit the video button, and 
in doing so exposed that there were six of them in a 
room, sitting around with pads and paper, with the Ira-
nian flag behind them - and it was clear that they were 
not an interested party, but they were actually from the 
government.

small media: 
How comprehensive are the online classes that you man-
age? What kind of content do they teach?

iran alive ministries:
It’s not as comprehensive as a Bible class that you’d find 
here in the United States. We want them to have a good 
foundation and grasp of the basics, and the Gospel, so 
the classes we teach are based on that. 

Classes go all the way through this brand new faith and 
the absolute baseline basics and walks people through 
five courses. By the time they’re through the fifth one, 
they’re basically in the position where they’ll be able to 
multiply themselves, and to do the same for others.

small media: 
So what’s the effect of satellite TV in all this? What ex-
actly is that wing of your activities achieving?

iran alive ministries:
Satellite TV is being used very effectively to train people 
to start their own underground churches - people are 
doing that on their own, it’s happening organically.

small media: 
So are all these technology-based forms of ministry repla-
cing the old house church networks? Or are they working 
alongside them?

iran alive ministries:
Instead of meeting together and speaking, people put 
up virtual clouds and exchange information that way, 
trading videos, chatting and that sort of thing. So it’s 
quite complex, but that’s how the underground churches 
really meet in locations like that, and have a clandestine 
meetings where they don’t actually talk to each other, 
but instead do it virtually, sharing videos and scriptures. 

Even Bible smuggling, and that sort of thing is being 
done more and more electronically - on SIM cards, USB 
cards, but the SIM card is becoming more and more pop-
ular because they’re encrypted, so even if an official will 
come across one, on the surface they will look like music 
videos, or something pretty innocuous unless you know 
how to get inside. Then when you do, there’s not only a 
Bible on there, but there are also commentaries, videos 
and all kinds of other things.
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FACEBOOK COMMUNITIES

Iranian Christians have built strong and active 
communities on social networks, with Facebook 
serving as a  major hub for Evangelicals. 

In the next section, we offer a tour of some of
the most widely-used pages, and build a picture 
of the function that social media serves in this 
besieged faith community.

We have anonymised the names of the groups, 
pages and users concerned, in order to protect of 
these communities from further state monitoring 
and harassment.
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EVANGELICAL CHRISTIANS - I 
OPEN GROUP // 3781 MEMBERS
On this page, users ask religious questions, post Biblical 
quotes, share their religious concerns, and encourage other 
users to learn more about Christianity. Here are some of the 
ways in which the page has been used:

Distance Learning
One user, ‘Azadeh’ offers a free online course, which she 
states will also offer an official university certificate upon 
completion: “Sincere greetings to you all, I hope you are 
well. Thanks to the blessings of the Lord Jesus, my friends 
and I intend to run online, Skype-based courses for you 
dears, so that you may understand Christianity better. After 
passing these courses, a valid degree from Elam Ministries 
University will be given to you. Those who are interested 
should please message myself or brother ‘Omid’ and pass 
along your email address. Share the joy and love of Christ.” 

Most of the people who commented on the post express 
interest in taking the course. ‘Amir’ asks for more details 
about the university. ‘Omid’ replied, posting a link to the 
university’s page31 on the Kalameh website. Kalameh is 
supported by the UK-based Christian group, Elam Ministries.

Despite this, ‘Amir’ was not convinced by the University’s 
credentials, or its theological groundings: “Thank you 
for sharing the University’s website, but unfortunately 
there is no clear explanation about the methodology and 
the college’s identity. But I know some of the tutors in the 
college so it is probably based on Lutheran theology and 
denominational identity.”

‘Alireza’ asked for a safer way to provide contact details, as 
some people wrote their email addresses publicly in the 
comments. Given that this was an open group, visible to 
any state authorities who might want to monitor it, his 
concerns were quite valid.

“Isn’t there a safer way to provide our email addresses? 
Can we email you?” ‘Omid’ suggested that people send 
their email addresses via private message, instead. 

EVANGELICAL CHRISTIANS - II 
OPEN GROUP // 3680 MEMBERS
This page is a space upon which users regularly post 
religious imagery and Bible passages. The page typical-
ly receives 1-3 posts per day. Despite the rather limited 
purpose of the page, it has attracted a significant enough 
audience of engaged Christians, and the images posted 
tend to receive 5-30 likes each.

CLOSED GROUPS
There are also a number of closed groups, which are inac-
cessible to the public. These groups allow users to discuss 
their faith and their concerns in a more secure and pri-
vate setting, though they would of course still vulnerable 
to any dedicated infiltrators who manage to convince a 
member to invite them.

EVANGELICAL CHRISTIANS - III 
CLOSED GROUP // 5348 MEMBERS 
A closed group in which Christians describe how they 
came to convert to the faith.

EVANGELICAL CHRISTIANS - IV 
CLOSED GROUP // 53 MEMBERS
A group in which Iranians share Christian music.

Secret groups are also used to organise discussions, and 
exchange community information, with even greater 
privacy settings. Naturally, these are inaccessible to the 
public.
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EYEWITNESS - EVANGELICAL IRANIANS
An interview with an Iranian pastor

small media:
Explain a little about your background. How old you are 
now? When did you become a Christian, and how?

pastor:
I am twenty-six now, but I became a Christian when I was 
nineteen. I was originally Muslim and was always quite 
involved in politics. I became a Christian after a good 
friend of mine was healed of his demons, through Christ. 

I then read the New Testament and got stuck on John 
14:6, which said that Jesus was the only path to salvation. 
I then prayed and asked God to show me the way. That 
night I felt a warm feeling in my heart. After that, I gave 
my heart to Christ.
 
small media:
Explain your role as a pastor – what is the day-to-day 
work that you do to minister to Christians in Iran?

pastor:
I continued working my normal job, but began to tell 
friends about my faith. After about a year, seven of us 
were meeting regularly - I was the leader. I worked in the 
mornings in my father’s business,  then ministered in the 
afternoon and evenings. I also went into internet chat 
rooms and led people to Christ from there.

small media:
Please explain how religious congregations take place: 
via internet, in person, or both? 

pastor:
People come into chat rooms and we hold services there. 
The people that we find there are visited at their homes. 

small media:
How often do you watch Christian satellite tv?

pastor:
Not so much, personally – but I know a lot of other 
people do. The government tries to interfere with satel-
lite TV because it is very important to Iranian Christians; 
for some people, this is their only church.
 
small media: 
How often do you visit Christian websites? How about 
social media sites?

pastor:
Not too often, they’re generally not so important to me, 
but people do use Facebook a lot.

small media: 
How important is the support you get from outside 
the country? Do you mostly get support from Iranian 
émigrés, or from non-Iranian Christians?
 
pastor:
Yes, support from outside Iran is very important. Probably 
the most important support was from the New Testa-
ments that were sent in by an outside agency.
 
small media: 
How serious is the danger of government agents infilt-
rating religious gatherings? how do you protect against 
this?

pastor:
This is always a real danger, though I have not personally 
encountered government infiltration. It does happen, 
though.
 
small media: 
Are internet churches and online communication com-
pletely replacing existing house churches, or do they 
work alongside them?
 
pastor:
They work alongside them. They are an important tool 
to support us in our work, but there is no substitute for 
ministering personally to Christians.
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CONCLUSION

Iranian Evangelical Christians face some of 
the most systematic persecution from Iranian 
authorities, but as we have seen, they are 
also developing some of the most innovative 
and imaginative forms of resistance to state 
pressure - working with global Christians to 
develop ministries in their homes, to train 
themselves in Christian theology using chat 
rooms, distance learning, and satellite TV, and 
to supplement existing forms of organisation 
and proselytism on the ground.

Evangelical Christians have also been quite 
proactive in engaging with social media - 
a mixture of open and closed community 
group pages, and the large-scale integration 
of evangelist churches and organisations 
with social networks has allowed the Iranian 
Evangelical Christians a new space in which 
they may exchange ideas, express their 
faith, and reach out to proselytise to their 
non-Christian countrymen.
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Then Esther the queen answered and said, 
“If I have found favour in thy sight, O king, and 
if it please the king, let my life be given me at 
my petition, and my people at my request.”

book of esther 7:3

the jewish community
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The Jews have made their home 
in Iran ever since the birth of the 
Achaemenid Empire around 2500 
years ago. Cyrus the Great’s capture 
of Babylon, and his liberation of the 
city’s Jews marks the beginning of 
the Jewish community’s participation 
in the Iranian national story. Whilst 
many of the liberated Jews would 
choose to travel to Jerusalem with 
Cyrus’ blessings, many chose instead 
to stay in Iran, and enjoy the benefits 
of the Achaemenid Empire’s religious 
tolerance and pluralism. 

Large communities still existed in 
Iran’s cities by the time of the Arab 
Conquest in in the seventh century, at 
which point they, like the Christians 
and Zoroastrians, were granted pro-
tected dhimmi status - guarded from 
harm, but forced to pay the jizya tax.

The early Islamic period saw mixed 
fortunes for the Jewish community 
- although pogroms would make life 
for Iran’s Jews very uncertain and 
troubling, many went on to become 
highly-respected doctors, scholars, 
and merchants. 

After a brief period of cultural 
renaissance under the Mongols in 
the fourteenth century, the Jewish 
community settled back into life 
under Islamic rulers. Their fortunes 
rose and fell over the centuries, but 
their active role in Iranian society 
would continue up until the present 
day.

The twentieth century brought new 
challenges for the Jews, however, 
with one particular event forever 
redefining the relationship between 

486-465 BC

538 BC

633-644

1284-1291

story of 
queen esther

arab conquest 
of persia

a window of 
tolerancereturn from 

babylonian 
exile

The Biblical tale of Queen 
Esther occurs, in which Shah 
Xerxes I’s Jewish wife pro-
tects the Jews of Persia from 
persecution.

The power of the Sassanian 
state was shattered, and 
so the Jews exchanged 
Zoroastrian masters for 
Muslim ones. They were 
granted protected dhimmi 
status, and forced to pay the 
jizya tax.

The Mongol Argun Khan 
would offer particular pref-
erence to Jews at his court, 
appointing Persian Jew Sa’d 
al-Daulah as his chief vizier. 
The Muslim clergy’s outrage 
would, however, result in 
large-scale pogroms and the 
vizier’s murder in 1291.

Cyrus the Great captured 
Babylon in 538 BC, overseeing 
the liberation of the Jews 
and their return to Judea. 
Cyrus also gave his backing 
to the reconstruction of the 
Temple in Jerusalem.
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Iranian Jews and their countrymen: 
the creation of the state of Israel. 
Emigration to Israel boomed from 
the 1950s, as hostility towards the 
Jews was stoked by the clergy, even 
within the secular, Western-aligned 
Pahlavi state. 

Since 1979, the Islamic Republic’s 
open hostility to Israel has put Jews 
in a difficult position. Although the 
state guarantees the rights of Jews 
in the Constitution, the clumsy 
conflation of Judaism and Zionism 
by leading clerics has exposed the 
ancient community to new forms 

of political violence and intimidation.
The community has responded in 
innovative ways, however. Using 
technology, Iranian Jews are rallying 
to form organisations to unite 
the community, writing blogs and 
articles to separate themselves from 
Zionist Jews, and thereby carving 
out their own unique identity as 
an indigenous, and wholly Iranian 
community.

1502-1921

1948-1953 

2006

iranian 
revolution

shi’a 
dynasties

mass 
emigration 
to israel

international 
conference to 
review the 
global vision of 
the holocaust

The Revolution would put an 
end to the secular-minded, 
Western-aligned Pahlavi 
dynasty. The Islamic Republic 
guaranteed the protection of 
its Jewish community, but its 
anti-Zionist rhetoric would 
often devolve into sweeping 
and hateful anti-Semitism.

The Jews fared quite poorly 
under the Iranian Shi’a 
Muslim dynasties that fol-
lowed the Mongol invasion. 
Starting with the Safavid 
declaration that Jews were 
‘unclean’, this period saw 
Iran’s Jews lose much of their 
influence and wealth, as they 
were removed from positions 
of power.

Between 1948 and 1953 
around a third of Iran’s Jews 
(most of them impoverished) 
moved to Israel.

In December 2006, Presid-
ent Ahmadinejad hosts an 
international conference 
to ‘review’ the historicity of 
the Holocaust. A number of 
notorious Holocaust deniers 
are invited, including the 
former Grand Wizard of the 
KKK, David Duke.

foundation 
of the state of 
israel

The founding of Israel would 
have long-lasting effects on 
the Persian Jewish com-
munity, with the Islamic 
Republic later utilising 
anti-Zionism to persecute 
community leaders.

1949

1979
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The Torah 
The oldest holy text composed in the Abrahamic tradition.

Roughly translating as ‘Teachings’, the Torah tells the 
story of the Jewish Exodus, Moses’ reception of the Ten 
Commandments on Mount Sinai, and the Jews’ arrival 
in the Promised Land

Moses (1391-1271BC in Rabbinical tradition)
The prophet and founder of the Jewish faith, Moses is 
considered to have led the Jewish people to the Promised 
Land of Israel, delivering them from slavery and hardship 
in Egypt.

Though the existence of Moses as a singular historical 
figure is debated by scholars, the figure of Moses retains 
significance in the Christian, Muslim and Baha’i religious 
traditions.

HOLY TEXTSFOUNDING PROPHET
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Judaism is a monotheistic faith in the Abrahamic tradition, 
recognising one God with the Jews as His chosen people.

Debates around the place of Jewish law and tradition are 
far more settled in the Mizrahi Jewish communities of 
Iran, and the Middle East. Traditional rites predominate, 
and orthodoxy is consistently maintained.

Divisions over the role of religious traditions (such as the 
gulf between Reform/Rabbinical/Orthodox Judaism) are 
confined to the Ashkenazi Jewish communities of Europe 
and North America.

Synagogues
Places of communal worship for Jews.

Though individual prayer is acceptable within the faith, 
prayer within a quorum of ten Jews (a minyan) is the 
ideal, and indeed necessary for some prayers.

Prayers are often led by a rabbi, though any Jew over the 
age of 13 is permitted to lead them.

There remain a large number of synagogues active in 
Iran, with the vast majority constructed in Tehran, Isfahan 
and Shiraz. Smaller cities such as Yazd, Hamedan and 
Sanandaj are also host to synagogues for their smaller 
Jewish communities.

KEY TENETS PLACES OF WORSHIP
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Sa’ad al-Dawla (1240-1291)
Appointed as Grand Vizier under the Buddhist Mongol 
conqueror Arghun Khan, al-Dawla oversaw a period of 
Jewish prosperity in Iran, during which he appointed many 
Christians and Jews to positions of authority. Though 
effective and cunning, he was eventually murdered by 
his rivals, and a wave of persecution was subsequently 
launched against Iran’s Jews.

CENTRAL FIGURES

Mashallah ibn Athari (740-815)
One of the most influential scientists, astrologers and 
astronomers of his time, Mashallah ibn Athari was an 
influential figure in both the Islamic world and Christian 
Europe, where he would be known by the name of 
‘Massala’.

Imrani (1454-1536)
A Judeo-Persian poet responsible for writing the religious 
epics Fathnameh (the Book of Conquest) and Ganjnameh 
(the Book of Treasures).

the jewish community
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emigration 
The creation of the state of Israel 
triggered a significant wave of 
emigration in itself, with Sanasarian 
estimating around a third of Iran’s 
Jewish population leaving for Israel 
in the 1948-1953 period,1 and David 
Littman putting the figure at around 
70,000 emigrants between 1948-
1978.2 Through the pre-revolutionary 
period, many Shi’a religious leaders 
spoke forcefully against Zionism, 
often straying into anti-Semitism.
Once the Revolution arrived, clerics 
were free to transform their words 
into action.

Despite Khomeini’s guarantees of 
safety for the Jewish community, 
several trials and executions of 
prominent Iranian Jews caused wide-
spread panic in the years following 
the Revolution. In August 1980, Chief 
Rabbi Yedidiya Shofet fled Iran for 
Europe, and called upon the rest of 
Iran’s Jews to follow.3 Sanasarian 
estimates that around half of them 
did just that in the following years; 
indeed, of around 80,000 Jews in 
the country in 1979, there were only 
roughly 30,000 left by 1986.4 Though 
the rate of decline has slowed in 
recent years, the numbers are still 
contracting, posing very difficult 
questions about the future of the 
Jewish community in Iran.

intermarriage
The Jews of Iran face even greater 
barriers to inter-religious marriage 
than other non-Muslim inhabitants 
of the country, as a result of both 
legal barriers and deeply-entrenched 
religio-cultural taboos forbidding 
marriage outside the Iranian Jewish 
community.

The legal barriers relate to the 
state’s apostasy laws, which require 
non-Muslim individuals to convert 
to Islam in the event of a mixed-faith 
marriage. Such a policy proves 
troublesome to already endangered 
communities such as the Iranian 
Jews, who themselves require children 
of Jews to have matrilineal Jewish 
descent in order to be considered 
‘authentically’ Jewish.

discriminatory practices
The Iranian Jewish community has 
long been subject to entrenched 
societal and state discrimination. 
Although the Islamic Republic 
ostensibly provides guarantees and 
constitutional protections for the 
community, in reality Iranian Jews 
face discrimination in education, 
housing and employment.

Although Jewish Iranians are able 
to take up government posts, for 
example, the primacy of Shi’a Islam 
within government ensures that 
Jewish Iranians are prohibited from 
rising to top positions, regardless of 
their ability.5

Despite systemic discriminatory 
practices, however, Jews in Iran 
experience less societal prejudice 
than they do elsewhere in the 
Muslim-majority Middle East. A 2014 
study from Anti-Defamation League 
Global demonstrated that Iran has 
a far less anti-Semitic populace 
than the rest of the region (56% of 
respondents were gauged as having 
expressed anti-Semitic sentiments, 
against a regional average of 74%). 
Iran managed to score better on this 
index than some European countries, 
including Armenia (58%) and Greece 
(69%).6

ISSUES FACING THE JEWISH COMMUNITY

the jewish community
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identification with zionism
Some of the most violent and dogmatic state rhetoric 
since the Revolution has been directed against the state 
of Israel, which Iran rejects as utterly illegitimate and an 
enemy of Iran, and of Muslims around the world. 

The extent to which Zionism and Judaism are conflat-
ed is inconsistent, however. The founder of the Islamic 
Republic - Ayatollah Khomeini - spoke out a number of 
times about the importance of separating the two terms, 
noting in a 1979 speech that: “Jews are different from 
Zionists; if the Muslims overcome the Zionists they will 
leave the Jews alone. They [the Jews] are a nation like other 
nations; their life continues on and they cannot be rejected 
by Muslims.” 7

Nonetheless, numerous other clerics have been less 
discerning in their condemnations, as have a number of 
politicians. Former President Mahmoud Ahmadinejad 
has come in for a great deal of criticism for his bellicose 
and inflammatory language directed against the state of 
Israel, but it was his constant questioning of the authen-
ticity of the Holocaust that has unsettled Iran’s Jews the 
most. His mention of the fabrication of the Holocaust 
in a letter the German Chancellor Angela Merkel is one 
such example of this rhetoric.8 Another example was 
in his hosting the ‘International Conference to Review 
the Global Vision of the Holocaust’ in Tehran. This was a 
conference attended by numerous Holocaust-deniers 
such as Robert Faurisson, Gerald Fredrick Töben, and 
former Grand Wizard of the KKK, David Duke, and at which 
Ahmadinejad himself spoke.9

Such activities served only to inflame tensions between 
faith communities in Iran, and deepen the sense of isola-
tion of Iran’s Jewish inhabitants.

language restrictions
Iranian Jews have, in recent years, found it harder and 
harder to give their children access to schools that teach 
the Hebrew language. State authorities have previously 
limited the distribution of Hebrew-language texts inside 
the country - particularly those that cover non-religious 
topics.10

the jewish community
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IRANIAN JEWISH COMMUNITY

The Jewish community is granted a number 
of protections under the Iranian Constitution, 
with Iranian Jews recognised as a ‘People of the 
Book’. As a result, Jewish organisations such as 
the ‘Tehran Jewish Committee’ are permitted 
to operate openly, and without overt meddling 
from the state.

Yet, in reality, the Iranian Jews have faced 
widespread discrimination and intimidation, 
especially in the years immediately following 
the Revolution. As such, a massive segment of 
the Iranian Jewish community has emigrated 
to Israel, Europe and the United States, leaving 
old institutions and organisations bereft of 
their membership.

We’re interested to see how this slow decay of 
Iranian Jewish institutions in society is reflected 
in cyberspace, and whether the internet holds 
the potential to breathe life into the depleted 
community.

the jewish community
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TEHRAN JEWISH COMMITTEE

in our words
This website caters to the Jewish community of Tehran. 
It hosts a selection of religious content, from poetry11 to 
religious books.12

Though the website has three sections for Persian, 
English, and Hebrew-language content, it is only the 
Persian-language section that has seen regular updates, 
indicating that the website’s main audience is located 
inside Iran, rather than the European or Israel-based 
diaspora.

It also posts a wide selection of community news, and 
some political news that is consistently in line with the 
acceptable political line of the Islamic Republic:

‘Celebrating the ‘Week of Co-Operation Between 
Religious Minorities and the Police’.13

“On the occasion of celebrating Police Week, and with the 
cooperation of the Assyrian Community of Tehran and 
the presence of police commanders, a special event took 
place in the William Daniel auditorium of the Assyrian 
Community of Tehran on Wednesday October 6th.  At this 
event, Mr. Morris Motamed (the Jewish representative in 
the Islamic Consultative Assembly) read a statement on 
behalf of religious minorities. The Tehran Jewish com-
munity then honoured police commanders, and presented 
them with a basket of flowers.”

‘The Tehran Jewish Committee offers thanks to 
Dr. Hassan Rouhani’.14 

“The Tehran Jewish committee honors your knowledge of 
monotheism, and is grateful for your effort and hard work, 
your support, and your attention to religious minorities - 
especially Iranian Jewish society.”

News updates are posted twice per month, though 
updates elsewhere in the site are far less frequent - the 
latest post in the ‘Jews of Iran and the World’ section was 
made in 2003. Other posts do not contain a timestamp, 
so it is impossible to get an idea of update frequency 
across the entire website.

in their words
The Tehran Jewish Committee has not posted any 
description of the site, nor its function or purpose.

user feedback and engagement
There is no way for users to comment or engage with 
stories posted on the site - the only way to contact the 
site appears to be via email.

web-address: 
iranjewish.com

status:

social media integration:
None

unblocked

the jewish community
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7DORIM

in our words
7Dorim is a website set up as a source for Iranian Jews 
(based inside Iran, and around the world) to learn about 
the history and culture of their religious community. The 
site hosts a number of articles about Jewish symbols 
and words, as well as extensive picture galleries showing 
Jewish neighbourhoods and synagogues in Iran. 

The site also hosts a number of interactive panoramic 
photo tours of Iranian synagogues,15 which allow site 
visitors to explore a variety of Jewish sites inside Iran.

7Dorim appears to be run jointly from Los Angeles and 
Tehran - contact details for two separate offices are 
located on the site’s ‘About Us’ page.16          Given the small 
size of Iran’s remaining Jewish community, it appears 
that the country’s community is looking more and more 
to the diaspora population for support in maintaining 
age-old cultural and religious traditions.

The site is generally updated several times per month 
- in 2014 the site has seen, on average, 3-4 updates per 
month. This marks a decline when compared with late 
2012, which saw 18 articles published in November, and 
6 more in December.

web-address: 
http://7dorim.com/

status:

social media integration:

unblocked

in their words
“7Dorim is an independent centre for cultural research that 
is unrelated to any existing organisation. The aim of this 
cultural centre is to bring about a revival of Iranian Jewish 
oral culture. We aim to develop our activities, and become 
a multilingual source for learning the history of the Iranian 
Jewish community.”

user feedback and engagement
There is no way for users to comment or engage with 
stories posted on the site - the only way to contact the 
site appears to be via email.

social media integration
The site is very loosely linked with social media. Whilst 
7Dorim has an active and regularly-updated Facebook 
page, it has a very small following - 332 followers as of 
13/5/2014. 

the jewish community
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FACEBOOK COMMUNITIES

Iranian Jewish activity on Facebook is of a 
decidedly more international and multilingual 
character than that of many other minority 
communities. Owing to the large proportion 
of the Iranian Jewish community that is now 
settled in the diasporic outposts of Los Angeles, 
London, and Israel, much of the community’s 
online dialogue jumps between Persian, English, 
and a scattering of Hebrew. The community’s 
priority is the maintenance of its ancient religio-
cultural identity, with the largest pages and 
groups being dedicated to cultural matters. 
This section will show the most active and 
content-rich examples.

The names of users, groups and pages have 
been anonymised to protect these communities 
from monitoring and harassment.

the jewish community
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IRANIAN JEWS - I 
PAGE // 3228 LIKES
The page’s posts are made in both Persian and English. The 
page’s ‘About’ section is also written in English. The page 
author generally makes around 2-3  posts per month, many 
of which contain long-form articles about the Iranian Jewish 
community. A number of users interact with these posts - 
most of the page’s most recent posts have been shared at 
least once, whilst some others have been shared up to 13 
times. 

One post is titled: “A view of an Islamic city: the 
reconstruction of the Jewish neighbourhood ‘Audlajan’ 
has been halted.”

This post concerns the suspension of the reconstruction of 
a Jewish neighbourhood which came about as the result of 
budget cuts. 

Some of the comments tended to go a little bit off-topic, 
with both anti-Islamic and anti-Semitic users trading insults 
in the comments.

‘Noor’ criticised Islam, blaming the faith itself for the 
destruction of the cultural heritage of Iranian Jewry: “Curse 
the Islamic assassin. Long live Judaism.” 

Afghan user ‘Abdullah’ responded to this comment with an 
anti-Semitic outburst: “Curse Judaism, curse Judaism.”

‘Hamid’ attempted to restore balance to the argument, 
pinning the blame for cultural erasure on clumsy and 
poorly-considered state development policies, rather than 
any overtly anti-Semitic campaign on the part of officials: 
“Seriously! How is this related to religion? I am sorry to hear 
about this, but this is not just about the history of Judaism. 
In the Azar district of Qom, there are many valuable [non-
Jewish] monuments being destroyed as well.

A number of different users have also posted on this page - 
some from inside Iran, others from around the world. 

‘Javad’ contested the claims made by the Facebook page, 
about the extent to which Jewish culture is rooted in Iran. 
He argues that this position masks an attempt to build a 
Jewish state in Iran: “With these false claims about the 
history and culture of Iranian Jews, it is clear you want to 
build another Israel inside Iran. But you are wrong, because 
Iranians are too intelligent to believe your lies.”

‘Abdullah’, a Facebook user from Afghanistan, was similarly 
hostile in his remarks: “Damn your infidel religion, heretics”

Regardless, ‘Mohsen’ spoke out in defence of the Jewish 
faith’s rich historical and cultural heritage inside Iran: “For 
3000 years Iran had the biggest Jewish community in the 
world. The existence of these large communities of Jews, 
Armenians and Assyrians has prevented the growth of the 
Taliban, and of Wahhabi fanaticism.  If Iran was chosen as the 
country of the Jews instead of Jerusalem, we would by now 
have been the biggest and the most powerful country in the 
world.”

IRANIAN JEWS - II 
PAGE // 1268 LIKES
Most of the posts on this page are in English, again demon-
strating the geographically and linguistically-mixed nature 
of the Jewish Iranian online community. The last post by 
the page’s author was made in October 2013,  though other 
users continue to post on the page on a semi-regular basis.

‘Nima’ sought to use the page as a platform to reach out to 
Iranian Jews:“Hi, I am very interested to meet or speak with 
a Jew. If there is someone who can help or guide me, I’d be 
thankful.”

‘Maziar’ had more warm words for the country’s Jewish 
community:“Hi, I love all Iranians regardless of their religion, 
race or language, and I respect them all from the bottom of 
my heart.”

the jewish community
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CONCLUSION

The Jewish community has a less diverse range 
of websites and social media engagement than 
the Iran’s unrecognised minority communities, 
but there is still evidence of growing contact 
between Iranian Jews, and those living in the 
diaspora. Whether through multilingual web-
sites or Jewish Facebook groups, the diminished 
Jewish population still resident in Iran appears 
to be building bridges to their compatriots 
abroad.

Interestingly, culturally-focused websites and 
Facebook pages appear to be the most well-
traversed and content-rich. The trauma of 
mass emigration and the dispersal of much of 
the Iranian Jewish community has led to the 
formulation of innovative online methods of 
preserving the community’s culture across 
national borders. Jews inside Iran are rightfully 
proud of their history and cultural traditions, 
and they are increasingly turning to the internet 
to ensure that those who have chosen to build 
their lives away from their homeland are not 
cut off from the rich cultural legacy of Iran’s 
ancient Jewish community.
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When monarchs honor 
The Faith then it and royalty are brothers, 
For they are mingled so that thou wouldst say: 
“They wear one cloak.” The Faith endureth not 
Without the throne nor can kingship stand 
Without the faith; two pieces of brocade 
Are they all intertwined set up 
Before the wise ... 
Each needeth other, and we see the pair 
United in beneficence1

 shahanshah ardeshir i1
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Iranian Zoroastrians constitute by 
far the oldest religious community 
in the country; Zoroastrianism is 
one of the oldest religions practised 
in the world today, originating 
somewhere in north-east Iran over 
3500 years ago. Based around the 
teachings of Zoroaster, the faith had
an influence on the development 
of Judaism, Christianity and Islam; 
notions of dualism, of a conflict 
between good and evil, angels, 
demons, and the afterlife all have 
roots in Zoroastrian tradition.2 

This influence manifested itself in a 
number of ways: in addition to being 
the religion of the pre-Islamic shahs 
of Iran, the faith was maintained by 
a class of priests, who exerted much 
political influence. By some accounts, 
Sassanid Iran became so intensely 
dominated by the clergy that it 
could be described as a ‘fully-fledged 
theocracy’, with the founder of the 
Sassanian dynasty, Ardeshir I himself 
being a Zoroastrian priest.3

Though displaced, and dispersed in 
the wake of the Arab Conquest of 
633-44, the Zoroastrian community 
would cling onto survival in eastern 
Iran and India, and has experienced 
something of a resurgence over the 
course of the past century, being 
granted a national significance 
under the Pahlavi dynasty. Though 
the Revolution shattered the few 
privileges enjoyed by the faith, 
Zoroastrianism continues to cling 
to existence in a number of cities 
across Iran. 

550-330 BC

achaemenid 
persia

zoroastrianism 
emerges

Founded by Cyrus the Great, 
the Achaemenid Empire 
was the first Empire on 
the Iranian Plateau to take 
Zoroastrianism as its state 
religion.

Zoroastrianism likely 
emerged somewhere in the 
north-east of the Iranian 
plateau between 1700 
and 1500 BC, named for its 
prophet, Zoroaster.

633-644

488-528

arab conquest 
of persia

mazdakian 
heresy

The Arab Conquest shattered 
Zoroastrian power forever. 
Conquered, leaderless, and 
subject to harsh taxation, 
many Zoroastrians began 
to convert to Islam over the 
following centuries.

The Mazdakite heresy rocks 
Iran, gaining influence in 
the court of Kavad I. Though 
the religious establishment 
would eventually crush the 
heresy, its radical calls for so-
cial change destabilise Iran.

330 BC

achaemenid 
empire 
conquered 
by alexander 
the great

The Achaemenid dynasty 
was dethroned by Alexander 
the Great, and cities such as 
Persepolis were razed to the 
ground. Many Zoroastrian 
texts of this period were 
subsequently lost.

1700 -1500 BC

the zorastrian community
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Today, Zoroastrians continue to 
organise themselves, whilst taking 
an active role in public life and 
building global networks in order 
to ensure a better future for their 
community, which has been side-
lined and excluded under the 
Islamic Republic.

650-1785 

1668-1854

medieval 
iran

parsi 
community 
grows

European travellers to Iran in 
this period wrote of  ‘miser-
able conditions’ amongst 
Zoroastrians, who gradually 
became reduced to small 
communities in and around 
Yazd.

In India, the Parsi community 
soars up the economic and 
social ladder under the 
British Raj. This would prove 
hugely significant to Iran’s 
Zoroastrians in the coming 
century.

1905

1960

1979

1854

flight of 
the parsis

constitutional 
revolution

first 
zoroastrian 

world Congress

iranian 
revolution

persian 
zoroastrian 
amelioration 
fund

A large number of Zoroastrians 
tire of persecution under the 

Abbasids, and flee to India. 
They subsequently become 

known as the ‘Parsis’.

Zoroastrians were generally 
active in the constitutional 
movement, and were the 
only religious community 
that managed to secure 
representation in the First 
Majles.

The first meeting of the 
Zoroastrian World Congress 
was held in Tehran in 1960, 

receiving a substantial level 
of state support.

Mohammad Reza Shah was 
deposed and forced into exile 
in the wake of a broad-based 
popular revolution. The 
Zoroastrian community lost 
the privileged position it held 
under the Pahlavi monarchy.

The wealthy Indian Parsi 
community established the 
PZAF in order to provide 
financial and material assist-
ance to the largely-impov-
erished Iranian Zoroastrian 
community.

780
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The Avesta  
The most important collection of Zoroastrian texts. It 
is comprised of six separate books, with only the first 
(Yasna) containing prayers and rituals composed by 
Zoroaster himself.

Composed in the Avestan language - an ancient relative 
of Old Persian.

The Avesta was written long after the rise of the faith; 
religious liturgy and ritual was passed down orally for 
many generations before being recorded in the Sassanian 
period (400s AD).

The most ancient texts of the Zoroastrian faith are lost 
to time, as a result of destructive conquests, continued 
neglect and disuse. Consequently, attempts to date the 
codification of the Avesta, and the beginning of written 
transmission are very problematic.

Zoroaster, 1700- 1500 BC, exact dates unknown
Prior to Zoroaster’s emergence, the Iranian plateau was 
home to a number of partially-connected polytheistic 
faiths.

Zoroaster’s significance stems from his elevation of 
Ahura Mazda, the ‘lord of light and wisdom’ to a supreme 
status, and his codification and consolidation of pre-
existing rituals and beliefs.

Next-to-nothing is known of his earliest followers and 
disciples, as the Zoroastrian faith had no written tradition 
for centuries after its creation.

HOLY TEXTSFOUNDING PROPHET

the zorastrian community
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Zoroastrianism is both monotheistic and dualistic in 
nature, with two primary deities recognised to be in 
existence, albeit unequal in power:

Ahura Mazda, the ‘lord of light and wisdom’ is the 
primary object of worship in the Zoroastrian faith. At 
the end of time Ahura Mazda will destroy his opponent 
Angra Mainyu, and become the one true god.

Angra Mainyu, the ‘destructive spirit’ is Ahura Mazda’s 
evil antithesis. Zoroastrian tradition tells that he will be 
destroyed at the end of time, ushering in an age of peace 
and prosperity.

Asha (truth) vs. druj (lies)
Central notion of the faith is the opposition between 
truth and falsehood - in the Zoroastrian faith, truth and 
good deeds are celebrated, and deception is considered 
the greatest of evils.
 
Fire is recognised as the embodiment of asha, and serves 
as a powerful symbol of truth and righteousness in the 
Zoroastrian faith.

Fire Temple (ateshkadeh)
Built to house the holy fires that serve as a powerful 
symbol within the Zoroastrian faith.

The fires are kept burning continuously by Zoroastrian 
priests, or other appointed caretakers.

Tower of Silence (dakhma)
Raised platforms upon which the Zoroastrians have 
historically placed their dead. 

Until recently, Zoroastrians forbade the burial of their 
dead for fear of polluting the earth. On the dakhma, the 
bodies of the dead are consumed by carrion birds, their 
bones left to bleach in the sun.

Banned in Iran, where Zoroastrians have been forced to 
bury their dead in concrete-lined graves. A number of 
dakhma remain in existence in India, however, where 
they serve the Parsi community.

KEY TENETS PLACES OF WORSHIP
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Ardeshir I (180-241)
Founder of the Sassanian dynasty, and Zoroastrian priest. 
Zoroastrianism flourished under the Sassanians, and for 
the first time the priesthood began to exert real political 
influence.

Yazdegerd III (624-51)
The last shah of the Sassanian dynasty, Yazdegerd led 
the failed defence of Persia against the Islamic conquerors. 
He was the last Zoroastrian to rule Iran, eventually 
fleeing into central Asia, where legend has it that he 
was murdered for his purse by a miller.

CENTRAL FIGURES
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Mazdak (Mid 400s-528)
 Leader of the Mazdakite heresy that rocked Sassanian 
Persia to its foundations. A member of the religious 
class advocating a radical social and economic revolution, 
his influence at court eventually waned, and he was 
executed in 528.

Maneckji Limji Hataria (1813-90)
A member of the exiled Parsi community in India, 
Hataria conducted a survey of Iranian Zoroastrians in 
the nineteenth century. His organisation, the Persian 
Zoroastrian Amelioration Fund, would seeks assistance 
from the Zoroastrian diaspora to support the poor and 
isolated community in Iran.

the zorastrian community
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emigration
Despite official statistics showing 
moderate growth in the Zoroastrian 
population of Iran, the reality is that 
mass emigration from the country 
is sparking an existential crisis for 
the community. The straightforward 
asylum process for Zoroastrians 
(individuals applying through the 
Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society 
can obtain US residency within six
months4) allows them to make the 
move to the West far more easily 
than their Muslim counterparts. 
Richard Foltz writes: “The vast 
majority of Iranians today suffer 
from economic and other hardships, 
and huge numbers of them at least 
fantasize about emigrating; the 
difference for Zoroastrians (and other 
religious minorities) appears to be 
that, in contrast to the case of Muslim 
Iranians the emigration process is 
almost unbelievably quick and easy 
thanks to HIAS.”5

intermarriage
The demographic crisis facing the 
Zoroastrian community has been 
exacerbated by the legal status of 
mixed-faith marriages under the 
Islamic Republic. As apostasy from 
Islam is considered illegal within 
the Islamic Republic, any marriages 
between Zoroastrians and Muslims 
must involve the conversion of the 
Zoroastrian partner to Islam. 

This constant one-way flow of 
conversions is proving corrosive to 
the integrity of the Zoroastrian 
community, though conflicts over 
mixed marriages have apparently 
fizzled out into a broad sense of 
‘reluctant reservation,’ in which 
the phenomenon is frowned upon, 
though viewed as essentially 
unavoidable.6 Many families, and 
community elders continue to place 
pressure on young Zoroastrians to 
marry within the faith, especially 
in rural areas.7

economic discrimination
Richard Foltz talks of a ‘glass ceiling’8 
in employment for Zoroastrians. 
Their position has declined since the 
Revolution; before 1979 Zoroastrians 
enjoyed a comfortable position in 
the establishment, due to the Iranian 
monarchy’s embrace of pre-Islamic 
nationalism.

Today, Zoroastrians face difficulties if 
embroiled in economic disputes with 
Muslims - in 2011 a Zoroastrian group 
had its land illegally occupied by 
an Iranian Muslim, and the group’s 
subsequent protests to the judiciary 
fell on deaf ears.

ISSUES FACING THE ZOROASTRIAN COMMUNITY
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education discrimination
Zoroastrians have reported being 
passed over in university application 
processes in preference to Muslim 
students. Richard Foltz cites a case 
of a student who achieved a #1 rank 
in his class, ‘guaranteeing’ a place at 
university. However, after ‘additional 
factors’ were considered, his grade 
was bumped down to #9, meaning 
that his application failed.9

Though discrimination in education 
is not systematic, and Zoroastrians 
do not have to fear being expelled 
from their university on the basis of 
their faith, the lack of protections 
means that young Zoroastrians often 
have more to fear than their Muslim 
classmates when hearing back about 
their university applications.

dwindling priesthood
As the traditional priestly families 
have dwindled in size and number, 
the priesthood has been ever-more 
eager to recruit assistants from 
non-priestly lineages.10 The rise in 
the number of part-time priests and
informal assistants, and their rudi-
mentary knowledge of Zoroastrian 
rituals/texts has also resulted in the 
drastic simplification of liturgies, 
and the general informalisation of 
religious ceremonies.11

illegality of conversions
The Islamic Republic of Iran’s laws 
regarding apostasy from Islam are 
very stringent. People choosing to 
leave the faith can be condemned 
to death; at least in those cases 
where they are left facing particu-
larly radical and hardline elements 
in the judicial system. Consequently, 
there are no documented cases of 
Iranian Muslims converting openly 
and successfully to Zoroastrianism 
within Iran. 

Though it is claimed by some 
(probably rather overeager) 
estimates that there are millions of 
crypto-Zoroastrians keeping a low 
profile in Iran, and posing as Muslims 
in order to avoid persecution, such 
reports are naturally impossible to 
confirm. The head of the Centre for 
Zoroastrian Studies in Brussels, Dr. 
Khosro Khazai stated additionally 
that his centre receives around 600 
enquiries per month from Iran, with 
many individuals expressing an 
interest in conversion to Zoroastri-
anism.12

In his study of the Zoroastrian com-
munity, Richard Foltz remains fairly 
cynical about the revolutionary or 
earth-shattering nature of conver-
sions, though; he maintains that 
the demographic crisis facing the 
community is immense, and that 
dismisses the suggestion by exiles 
that a Zoroastrian renaissance is 
imminent: “For Zoroastrians in Iran, 
such an idea is nothing more than 
a fantasy, and a dangerous one at 
that.” 13

Some Zoroastrians he spoke to also 
seemed distrustful of Iranians who 
sought to convert to Zoroastrianism 
out of hostility to the Islamic Republic: 
“I don’t like them. They aren’t real 
Zoroastrians, they’re just trying to 
make a political statement.”14

the zorastrian community



97 religious minorities in iran

IRANIAN ZOROASTRIAN COMMUNITY

Zoroastrians inside Iran enjoy official recognition 
from the state, and so can create community 
organisations openly. These groups perform a 
secular role in Zoroastrian society: they organise 
sports events for Zoroastrian youth, plan social 
events for the community, and help to provide 
students with supplemental religious instruction, 
which is often lacking in Iran’s Islam-oriented 
school system.

We are interested to see what role technology 
has played in supplementing these community 
groups, and to get an idea of how important 
the internet has been in fostering connections 
amongst this minority population. 

In the next section are the most significant web-
sites and communities that we’ve observed in 
Iranian Zoroastrian cyberspace. Established with 
the primary goal of preserving Zoroastrian culture 
and identity, we found these sites to be broadly 
apolitical, and inward-looking.

the zorastrian community
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TEHRAN ZOROASTRIAN 
WOMEN’S ORGANISATION

in our words
The Tehran Women’s Zoroastrian Organisation (TWZO) 
was established in 1925 to support the position of 
Zoroastrian women in Iranian society. The group’s head 
office is located in Tehran. 

The site describes the work of a number of different 
committees, each holding responsibility for organizing 
different activities. For example, there is an education 
committee that coordinates art, cultural, health and 
religious classes for Zoroastrian women. Through these 
classes, TWZO aims to teach its members the skills and 
abilities they need to improve their economic and social 
situation. 

Other committees include those for tourism, celebrations, 
and the care of the elderly. The contents of the website 
are largely related to these events, classes and tours 
organised by these committees. The website therefore 
serves as an accompaniment to an organisation that is 
active within Tehran’s Zoroastrian community.

There is no set pattern to the site’s updates, though there 
is one update a month at least, with some months seeing 
up to seven posts.

in their words
“The Tehran Women’s Zoroastrian Organisation was 
established for the purpose of gathering Zoroastrian 
women together, to make them aware of their religious, 
cultural, health and legal rights, and to improve their 
lives at home, and in society. The Organisation also works 
to support our fellow citizens in need, without getting 
involved in politics.”

user feedback and engagement
There is a registration-only forum located on the website, 
though it appears to be inactive. Users are also permitted 
to comment on articles posted on the website, though 
this does not appear to be a regular occurrence.

web-address: 
zananzartoshti.ir

status:

social media integration:
None

unblocked

the zorastrian community
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TEHRAN ZOROASTRIAN ASSOCIATION

in our words
This is a community website catering to Tehran’s Zoro-
astrian population. It hosts a wide assortment of news 
about the Association, as well as a series of articles about 
Zoroastrian religious ceremonies. The Association also 
archives15 their monthly magazine on the website, with 
the most recent edition published in December 2011. 

There is no regular pattern to the website’s updates. 
Some months, as few as two posts are made, and on 
others, up to 16 posts are produced. Some other months 
see no posts at all. 

in their words
“The association was established in March 1898 with the 
goals of ‘union and progress, correcting deficiencies, follow 
orders and words of Zarathushtra about consultation.

“The Association is a non-political non-profit group and is 
not affiliated with any political party. The members are not 
allowed to engage in any political activities or associate 
with political parties under the name of the Association.

“The Association and its dependent members are committed 
to the Constitution, and to the Islamic Republic of Iran. The 
Association can have religious, cultural and social relations 
with Zoroastrians abroad, in accordance with the rules and 
regulations of the Islamic Republic.”

user feedback and engagement
There are no opportunities for users to engage with the 
content posted on the Tehran Zoroastrian Association’s 
website. 

Interestingly, however, posts indicate the number of 
views that they receive. On the front page of the News 
section, posts receive 193 views, on average. The most-
viewed post received 285 views, and the least well-read 
post received just 63.

In the site’s Faith and Culture section, the average post 
view sits at 521, with the most-read post (about the 
Iranian New Year ‘Haftsin’ table) receiving 1816 views, 
and the least-read post receiving just 118. 

web-address: 
t-z-a.org

status:

social media integration:
None

unblocked
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THE PRIEST’S ASSOCIATION OF TEHRAN

in our words
This is a religious website targeted primarily at young 
Zoroastrians. It hosts a variety of religious content, in-
troducing local Zoroastrian priests,16 and holy texts such 
as the Avesta.17 The site also keeps track of holy events 
such as commemoration ceremonies for the Zoroastrian 
priesthood.18  

The website is engaged with national and international 
news: the site posted reactions to the Boston Marathon 
bombing,19 Nelson Mandela’s death,20 and a series of 
recent earthquakes in Iran.21 The Association also sent 
a congratulatory message to Hassan Rouhani after his 
victory in the 2013 presidential elections.22 

The Association is based in Tehran, and most of the 
events and classes advertised on the site take place in 
the city. The site is updated with new content and 
events once per month, on average.

in their words
“From the beginning, the aim of establishing the Priest’s 
Association was administering the faith and culture of the 
Zoroastrian community, facilitating the understanding of 
Zoroastrian beliefs in simple language, to improve religiosity, 
and spread good thoughts, words and deeds.”

user feedback and engagement
There is no space for users to comment on the posts. But 
there is a contact page23 where Zoroastrians may make 
enquiries to the site administrators.

web-address: 
anjomanemobedan.com

status:

social media integration:
None

unblocked
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YATAAHOO

in our words
This is a culturally-focused website targeted at Iranian 
Zoroastrians, and other Iranians interested in the 
Zoroastrian faith.

The site is comprised of a number of major sections, each 
introducing different cultural and historical subjects. 
These sections include Literature,23 Pre-Islamic History,24 
and Post-Islamic History.25 Other sections introduce the 
Zoroastrian faith,26 Zoroastrian sages,27 and community 
events.28 The website is completely apolitical, and focuses 
only on cultural and religious content.

The site is irregularly updated, and generally posts one or 
two updates per month.

in their words
“In an era where the internet has emerged as the main 
platform for the exchange of information and for the
development of knowledge, we felt the absence of a web-
site focusing on Zoroastrian culture. Recognising this need, 
a group of young Zoroastrians decided to establish a site 
that would serve as an introduction to Iran’s grand history 
and civilization on one side, and Zoroastrian faith and 
culture on the other.”

user feedback and engagement
Although the site is poorly-integrated with social net-
works, it does offer users the opportunity to comment 
on posts and articles made on the site. Though one or 
two comments are often made on new articles, they are 
often simply people expressing thanks for the author’s 
work. Discussions are non-existent, although articles are 
generally read several hundred times. 

social media integration
The site has no links to the banned social networks, 
Facebook and Twitter. Interestingly, though, the site 
does allow users to share the site on Google+, which is 
unblocked in Iran. Integration is fairly poor though, and 
there is no sign of a dedicated or highly-maintained 
Google+ presence for the site.

web-address: 
yataahoo.com

status:

social media integration:

unblocked
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HAMAZOOR 

in our words
This is a news site set up for the purpose of publicising 
Zoroastrian events and cultural activities. As well as 
advertising cultural and religious events, the site also 
promotes activities, sports classes, and other community 
events.

Notably, the site is entirely devoid of political content. 
The lack of political content on Zoroastrian sites is in-
teresting - as a lesser-persecuted group, it appears that 
Zoroastrian sites like Hamazoor are uneager to ‘rock 
the boat’, and focus instead on inward-looking cultural 
projects. 

in their words
The site does not contain any descriptions, or summaries 
of the site’s activities.

user feedback and engagement
According to the site’s official statistics, it has 1439 
registered members. Once registered, users are able 
to comment on the site’s news articles, and do so on a 
semi-regular basis. 

On this post,29 users criticise the way in which the  Zoro-
astrian Association of Yazd spends its budget. The post 
states that a Zoroastrian school in Yazd is willing to pay 
the cost of children’s transport to school, funded through 
the Zoroastrian Association of Yazd.

Some users were unhappy about the budget allocation. 
Andpa says: ”It’s better to spend the association’s money 
on encouraging students to study from elementary school 
through to university by emphasising the quality of 
education in Zoroastrian schools, rather than trying to 
get students by money.”

web-address: 
http://hamazoor.ir/

status:

social media integration:
None

unblocked
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FACEBOOK COMMUNITIES

Websites of Zoroastrian organisations have 
demonstrated a tendency towards conservatism, 
and political disengagement. Their narrow focus 
on culture and community events demonstrates 
an effort not to step on the toes of the Islamic 
Republic’s religious establishment. But how far 
does the political quietism of these organisations 
genuinely represent Iranian Zoroastrianism?

Facebook has facilitated the development of 
online Zoroastrian communities that exist out 
of the shadow of the state-sanctioned, ‘official’ 
organisations that serve the community’s every-
day needs. The politically-charged discussions 
that emerge in this environment demonstrate 
that despite the silence of its leaders, many 
community members appear to be hostile to the 
Islamic establishment, with radical nationalist 
elements active within the community.

The names of users, groups and pages have 
been changed to protect them from further 
persecution and harassment.

the zorastrian community
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ZOROASTRIANS - I 
OPEN GROUP // 3748 MEMBERS
This is an active and public group for Zoroastrians, in which 
users typically make 6-7 posts a day.

Often the posts are politically-charged and nationalistic in 
nature, such as a post encouraging users to redesign the 
Iranian flag, offering them a choice between the current 
flag, the traditional ‘Lion and Sun’ emblem, the Zoroastrian 
fravahar, the Persian Gulf, and the tomb of Cyrus the Great.

Another post invites people to fight the Islamic Republic 
by staging a boycott on petroleum. This post followed the 
wave of anger that accompanied a hike in petrol prices in 
April 2014.30

ZOROASTRIANS - II // PAGE //
1634 LIKES
This page is fairly active, with the author making 5-6 posts 
per month. A large proportion of the posts are not religious 
in nature, at all, but instead advocate a nationalism based 
on pre-Islamic Iranian identity.

In one post, the author launches into an extended criticism 
of Canada’s Foreign Minister for describing the Persian Gulf 
as the ‘Arabian Gulf’, a grave offence to Iranian nationalists: 
“Today every Iranian should be Kaveh the Blacksmith [a figure 
in Ferdowsi’s epic Shahnameh]. Today John Braid, the foreign 
minister of Canada said: ‘I’ve been in most of the regions of 
the world, but mostly the Arabian Gulf, China and South Asia.’ 
Friends, please go to Mr. Braid’s Facebook page and with kind 
words remind him that the name of that body is the ‘Persian 
Gulf.’” 

A second post represents a more sinister type of nationalist 
rhetoric, tapping into anti-Semitic sentiments by implying 
a link between Judaism and the Shah-Abdol-Azim shrine in 
Tehran: 

“Is this a place for Jews? What is the Star of David doing in 
a Muslim place? Was Shah Abdol-Azim a Jew? What do you 
think about this sign?”

‘Farhad’ chided the author for his anti-Semitic remarks: 
“An Iranian with any religion, or belief should not forget  the 
importance of good words, good thoughts and good deeds. 
We shouldn’t forget Koroush’s conviction that he respected 
his enemy’s beliefs... Zoroaster is the messenger of love and 
respect.”

The page author responded: “My friend, this post was just 
seeking opinions and raising awareness.”

In reply, ‘Farhad’ once again attempted to preach tolerance 
of religious difference faith, though he couldn’t quite help 
but filter this sermon through his own thinly-veiled an-
ti-Arab sentiment: “Thanks, I didn’t mean to rebuke you, I 
was just offering advice.  Because this is where the difference 
between Arabs and Persians is determined. We should go 
our own way and show how our culture will rise again from 
behind the mountains of ignorance. We shouldn’t disrespect 
other’s beliefs, and in this way we can avoid being accused 
of racism.”
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CONCLUSION

On the basis of these communities and web-
sites, Zoroastrians do not inhabit the most 
innovative and organisationally-creative 
segments of Iranian cyberspace: sites are 
rarely integrated with social media, and are 
stubbornly fixated around pre-existing 
real-world institutions and organisations.

Whereas the organisational websites 
promote a gentle, historically-focused con-
ception of Iranian Zoroastrianism, some 
Facebook activists demonstrate a tendency 
towards ultra-nationalism, and appear to 
be using Zoroastrian, pre-Islamic identity 
to express their hostility to the religious 
establishment of the Islamic Republic of Iran.

Online Zoroastrianism is divided between 
two poles: organisations using archaic sites 
to maintain local communities and promote 
Zoroastrian culture; and politically-active 
Facebook communities that demonstrate a 
nationalistic and ethnically-exclusivist con-
ception of Iranian identity.
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Behold, how good and pleasant it is when 
brothers dwell in unity!

psalms 133:1
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Christian communities have existed 
in Iran ever since the earliest years 
of the faith, predated only by Judaism
and Zoroastrianism. The largest 
‘indigenous’ Christian population of 
the Iranian plateau are the Armenian 
Orthodox Christians, but smaller 
faith communities like the Assyrians 
exist in major cities. These groups 
are ethno-religious communities, in 
that they generally use their own 
languages in their community and 
religious life, rather than Persian.

The linguistic islation of these 
communities has served a double 
purpose: firstly, to insulate them very 
effectively against Islamisation (their 
co-linguists in Armenia serve as a 
solid anchor for the community), and 
secondly, to force these communities 
to look inwards, discouraging greater 
societal integration.

Nonetheless, Armenian Christian 
communities have co-existed for 
around two millennia with their 
Persian-speaking brethren; first 
with Zoroastrians, then Muslims. 
Though the majority of Armenians 
did not arrive in central Iran until 
the early seventeenth century, their 
sense of Iranian national identity 
has remained strong ever since, 
and their place in Iran has generally 
been secure. 

301

armenia 
converts to 
christianity

Tiridates III of Armenia 
converts to Christianity in 
301AD - the first monarch 
in the world to convert to 
the religion.
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The Islamic Revolution has so far 
had an ambiguous impact on the 
Armenian community: whilst legal 
and constitutional protections 
introduced in 1979 look very effective 
on paper, numerous discriminatory 
practices have worked to undermine 
the position of Iran’s indigenous 
Christian communities: restrictions 
on the teaching of the Armenian 
language in schools, on the public-
ation of holy texts, and numerous 
discriminatory practices in education 
and employment have undermined 
the position of indigenous Christian 
minorities in the country.

Yet these communities have rallied 
to form robust and effective online 
communities to counter their societal 
exclusion, and to build stronger ties 
with their co-religionists in Iran, and 
their co-linguists abroad.

1606-1619

1981-1984

armenians 
resettled in 
new julfa

education 
crisis

Shah Abbas resettles thou-
sands of Armenians from their 
homes in Julfa in Azerbaijan 
to a new Armenian Quarter 
in Isfahan.  The community 
would thrive, and was granted 
a monopoly on the silk trade 
in 1619.

From 1981 to 1984, the Islamic 
Republic began to restrict the 
teaching of the Armenian 
language in schools, including 
in religious lessons.  Staff and 
students went on strike on 
numerous occasions, but for 
the most part, the state re-
fused to relent. Over a dozen 
Armenian schools in Tehran 
were closed as a result of the 
controversy.
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The Bible
Serves as the foundational text of each of Iran’s major 
Christian communities, including the Armenian Orthodox 
Church.

Each community makes use of texts written in their own 
language; indeed, the use of their own languages is a 
defining feature of the Armenian, Assyrian and Chaldean 
Churches.

Jesus Christ (7-2BC - 30-36AD)
As with all branches of Christianity, Iran’s Armenian 
Orthodox Christians recognise Jesus as the Messiah, 
and  the Son of God. They believe that he was born of 
the Virgin Mary, and died by crucifixion to atone for 
the sins of mankind.

HOLY TEXTSFOUNDING PROPHET
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The use of the Armenian language in rituals, and in 
the publication of religious texts remains an important 
feature of these denominations in Iran today.

In terms of rites and liturgy, the Armenian Orthodox 
Church has many features in common with the Catholic 
Latin Rite, and the Eastern Orthodox Church.

Communities generally remain fairly insular; evangelism 
to Muslim or other religious minority communities in 
Iran is generally forbidden.

Religious leaders of Armenian, Chaldean and Assyrian 
churches signed a pledge to this effect shortly after the 
Islamic Revolution.1

There are numerous Armenian Orthodox churches 
scattered throughout Armenian-inhabited cities, many of 
which are of great historical and cultural significance.

The largest number of Armenian churches are located 
in Isfahan and Tehran. The largest place of Christian worship 
is Vank Cathedral, located in the New Julfa quarter of 
Isfahan.

KEY TENETS PLACES OF WORSHIP
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Raffi (1835-1888)
Hakob Melik Hakobian, (better known by his pen name 
‘Raffi’), was one of the most significant figures in the 
development of Armenian literature. Though he would 
move away from his birthplace in northwestern Iran to 
Georgia, his works would have a great influence over 
the entirety of the Armenian population.

Joseph Emin (1726-1809)
Born in Hamedan, Joseph Emin was an early Armenian 
nationalist agitator. Travelling widely, he sought backing 
for Armenian liberation from the Ottoman and Persian 
Empires. His efforts to rally support from the Armenian 
Catholicos, the British, the Russians, and the Georgians 
all failed, however, and he eventually went into exile in 
Calcutta. 

CENTRAL FIGURES
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emigration 
Accelerating rates of emigration 
have proven damaging to the 
indigenous Christian communities 
of Iran. Archbishop Artak Manuki-
an said: “Emigration is an alarming 
phenomenon... from the standpoint 
of the future of our people, the Middle 
East, and especially Islamic countries, 
are the best places to preserve our 
language and nationality.”2

Indeed, Eliz Sanasarian notes that 
“the traditional leadership always 
viewed cultural assimilation in the 
democratic West to pose a big-
ger threat to the continuity of the 
nation than life in Muslim countries, 
where communal cohesiveness is 
more easily and naturally reinforced 
amid a Muslim majority that rarely 
proselytises.”3 Efforts to discourage 
emigration and strengthen the ties 
between the Christian communities 
and the state should therefore be 
seen in this light.

language discrimination
State restrictions against the use of 
the Armenian language in schools 
has served as one of the greatest 
points of contention between the 
Armenian community and the Iranian 
state since the 1979 Revolution.

Though in the first years of the 
post-Revolution era, the Armenian 
schools retained much of their 
institutional autonomy, in 1981 
the state began to revoke many of 
the privileges bestowed upon the 
community. Teachers and students 
ended up going on strike to protest 
the Islamic Republic’s educational 
reforms,4 and by late 1984 the stand-
off had resulted in the closure of 
around a dozen Armenian schools 
in Tehran.5

The Ministry of Education never 
offered guidelines for the cessation 
of teaching in Armenian, and as 
such policy is informed by regional 
authorities across Iran. Isfahani 
Armenians, for example, receive 
Armenian-language lessons for 
around six-to-eight hours per week, 
compared with two-to-four hours 
per week in Tehran.6

Restrictions imposed on minority 
languages such as Armenian lim-
it the ability of the community to 
engage meaningfully with their 
religious texts, and the prohibitive 
atmosphere has contributed to the 
large-scale exodus of Armenians 
from Iran to Armenia and the West.

intermarriage
As with other religious minority 
communities, Iranian Christians are 
conditioned to avoid intermarriage 
with Iran’s Muslim community. 
Apostasy laws in Iran forbid the con-
version of any individual from Islam, 
and so any marriages of Christians 
and Muslims must therefore involve 
the conversion of the Christian to 
Islam to gain state recognition.

Social taboos and restrictive state 
policy regarding intermarriage there-
fore perpetuate the isolation and 
insularity of the Iranian-Armenian 
community, and preclude greater 
societal integration. 

economic and educational 
discrimination
The indigenous Christians face 
similar levels of discrimination to the 
Jewish and Zoroastrian communities 
when it comes to  discrimination in 
employment and education. Though 
discrimination is not systematically-
ingrained in the same manner as it is 
for Baha’is and Evangelicals, a lack of 
substantive legal protections for the 
community can leave it vulnerable to 
discriminatory practices.

ISSUES FACING THE ARMENIAN
ORTHODOX COMMUNITY
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IRANIAN ARMENIAN ORTHODOX COMMUNITY

Iran’s Armenian Christians experience fewer 
restrictions than Evangelicals, because they 
are considered a protected ‘People of the Book’ 
in the eyes of the state. As a result, Armenian 
Christian churches remain active, and are (for 
the most part) left alone by security forces.

Community organisations are left to continue 
their work unmolested, and do their part in 
maintaining the integrity of the historically-
isolated Armenian community. 

What role can technology play in facilitating 
this? Given the closeness of existing Armenian 
Christian community structures, is there really 
much that Iranian-Armenians have to gain from 
online organisation?
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THE ARMENIAN DIOCESE OF TEHRAN

in our words
The Armenian Diocese of Tehran is the Catholicosate 
prelacy of the Armenian Apostolic Church - one of the 
oldest national churches in the world (if not the oldest).

The website includes information on Armenian churches 
located in Tehran, the principles and general laws of the 
church, instructions for making financial contributions, 
information on the Armenian cultural museum and the 
religious and cultural artifacts held within. 

The site also hosts news and announcements about holy 
days and church activities. It is primarily an informational 
site directed towards religious activities, but also includes 
some cultural and historical information (including news 
about the Armenian Genocide) and even medical news 
(the affiliated Avedis Avedisian Charity Clinic’s schedule 
is linked on the site as well).

Content is frequently updated, with 12 posts in May 2014 
alone (as of 20/5/2014). Posts are made weekly, though 
sometimes several posts are uploaded on a single day. 

in their words
The site’s “History”7 page details the history of Armenians 
in Tehran up to the present day: “On October 26 1999, the 
Diocese elected Sebouh Sarkissian as a vicar. On June 6th 
2000, Sarkissian was elected as the leader of the Armenian 
Diocese of Tehran. His election ushered in a new era in 
the life of the Tehrani Armenian church,  as well as ethnic, 
cultural and educational life.” 

user feedback and engagement
The news and announcements pages include links to 
email, print or download content, but it provides no 
space for users to comment on this content, or indeed 
any other content from across the site. User engagement 
is limited to church registration8 and donation.9

social media integration
The Armenian Diocese of Tehran is not integrated with 
social media. Despite the lack of an official organisational 
presence, however, Archbishop Sebouh Sarkissian has an 
active Facebook page,10 as does the Armenian Prelacy of 
Azerbaijan-Iran.11

web-address: 
http://tehranprelacy.com/

status:

social media integration:
None

unblocked
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IRANAHAYER

in our words
Iranahayer.com is an Armenian language news site and 
portal for Iranian-Armenians covering a range of reports 
from Armenia, Nagorno-Karabakh, the global diaspora, 
and Iran, as well as world and regional news. 

The site was founded in 2008, but has been operating 
in partnership with the Caucasian news agency Oratert 
since 2010.12

in their words
“We are law abiding citizens of the Islamic Republic of 
Iran with rights and obligations. We’re members of the 
Iranian-Armenian community, and we are children of the 
Armenian Apostolic Church… We’re interested in social, 
cultural, religious, health, and educational issues, and we 
try to raise awareness as well as point out mistakes in 
these realms.
 
“We would be lying if we said we had no political ideology. 
We believe that those who do not belong to any political 
ideology are generally uninterested in anything, and can’t 
demonstrate passion towards any subject.
 
“If one day, we are forced to take sides, we will stand by 
the organizations who support Iranian-Armenian cultural, 
national and community issues.”

user feedback and engagement
Users can actively engage with posts and content 
throughout the website as news items have space for 
user comments. Articles can be shared using Facebook, 
Twitter, StumbleUpon and Digg, with these options 
integrated into each post. There is also a “Contact” page, 
though it appears to be blank. The site’s Facebook page 
actively links to new articles, and makes use of hashtags 
for search purposes.

social media integration
The website has a presence on both Twitter13 and Face-
book,14 though it is only the Facebook page that is 
featured on the website, and that has a substantial 
following (3549 likes on 24/5/2014).

web-address: 
iranahayer.com

status:

social media integration:

unblocked
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VANK.IR

in our words
This is the official website of the Church in Isfahan, and 
is under the direction of the Diocesan Council. Written in 
both Persian and Armenian, the site includes information 
on the Assembly of the Armenian Diocese of Isfahan, the 
monastery, museum, Armenian churches, schools and 
unions. 

The website’s homepage includes news posts covering 
Turkish political statements on the Armenian Genocide, 
ongoing territorial disputes over Nagorno-Karabakh, 
meetings between Iranian and Armenian leaders, and the 
fate of Syrian-Armenians in the wake of the Syrian Civil 
War.

The news section of the site is updated frequently, with 
posts appearing on the homepage every three to four 
days. News about the Armenian community in the New 
Julfa quarter of Isfahan is also posted, although the 
frequency of these posts is unclear. The site does however 
host an updated calendar of events.

in their words
The website does not describe its activities. However, 
the site does host a historical overview of the Armenians 
of Isfahan, beginning with the forced deportation of 
Armenians to the city by Shah Abbas I in the 17th century.
 

The conclusion reads: “In foreign lands, Armenians have 
managed to protect their language, faith, literature and 
culture. In working towards intellectual and moral rebirth, 
they have created a new cultural life for themselves. 

“Over the centuries, the tortures and horrors inflicted on the 
Armenian race have not been able to erase its emotional 
aspirations or its ideals. This is visible in the creation of 
businesses, libraries, schools, their magnificent monastery, 
churches, museums, culture, theaters and more. This is an 
enormous achievement.”

user feedback and engagement
The website offers several opportunities to submit feed-
back and engagement, including the ability for a user to 
sign up for newsletters, a “Contact Us” page which lists 
phone and fax numbers, as well as an email contact form. 

social media integration
The website is not integrated with either Facebook or 
Twitter. However, individual priests are engaging with 
social media to reach out to their congregations. For 
example, the Reverend of Saint Vartanants Church in 
Isfahan uses his own Facebook page as well as a personal 
YouTube channel to interact with his congregation, and 
community members.

web-address: 
vank.ir

status:

social media integration:
None

unblocked
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ALIK ONLINE

in our words
Alik is an Armenian newspaper, printed and published 
in Iran. It is the only daily Armenian newspaper in the 
country, and was founded in 1931. The paper publishes 
editorials, political, social, cultural and sports news from 
both inside and outside Iran. The paper is focused on 
issues most relevant to the Iranian-Armenian community. 
As well as the printed edition, Alik also uploads a digital 
version of each issue on their website.

The website is updated several times daily. Featured 
posts on the homepage seem to be updated in 10 minute 
intervals and fresh content is added as news comes in.

in their words
The Alik website does not describe its political stance or 
purpose. However, a 2011 Iran Book News Agency article 
contains this description: “[Editor] Malekian stated: 
‘Despite the fact that Alik is mainly concerned with 
Armenian issues, it has constantly been committed to 
Iranian society and has worked to promote its values.’
He went on to say that Alik seeks to make connections 
between the Persian and Armenian speaking citizens of 
Iran. He emphasized that Alik’s goals are hinged upon 
the Islamic Revolution and posited that it has always kept 
good company with the Islamic community of Iran.” 15

user feedback and engagement
Posts lack both social media integration, and the ability 
to leave comments, though they do contain options to 
“Share” and “Forward” the article via email. 

social media interaction
Alik is not integrated with social media. Its readership 
seems to be receiving its news by visiting the website, or 
purchasing the print edition.

web-address: 
alikonline.ir/hy

status:

social media integration:
None

unblocked
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FACEBOOK COMMUNITIES

Iranian-Armenian websites are generally built 
around facilitating cultural exchange between 
the community in Iran, Armenia, and the wider 
global diaspora. 

A similar current is visible when looking at the 
Armenian community’s presence on Facebook: 
Iranian-Armenians seem fairly apolitical, and the 
most frequent points of discussions tend to be 
historical or cultural, relating to matters ranging 
from faith, to the Armenian Genocide.

We have omitted the names of the following 
groups, pages and users to ensure their safety 
and security.
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ARMENIAN CHRISTIANS - I 
PAGE // 16851 LIKES
This page shares historical and newsworthy posts related 
to Iranian-Armenians, with a particular focus on the 
Armenian Genocide. The page is written in Persian, rather 
than Armenian. Examples of popular posts include: 

• News of the death of Edik Petrosian, the first Iranian 
(and Iranian-Armenian) auto race champion

• Several posts honouring Armenians who died as 
“martyrs” during the Iran-Iraq War

• Nowruz [Persian New Year] greetings
• Frequent historical photos depicting victims of the 

Armenian Genocide 

The page also makes a point of proudly highlighting 
Armenian contributions to Iranian cultural and social life. 
For example, one popular post highlights how Iranian-
Armenian footballer Andranik Teymourian captained 
the Iranian national football team in a May 2014 match 
against Belarus, becoming the first Christian to do so.

ARMENIAN CHRISTIANS - II 
OPEN GROUP // 209 MEMBERS
Users in this group share content in both Persian and 
Armenian, frequently from news sites like Tert.16 Posts 
rarely receive many likes, or comments, but cover a wide 
variety of material, from pop culture to community 
issues. Examples of content include:

• Videos of Armenian singers
• A popular video that has recently made the rounds in 

Armenian and diasporic circles, showing anti-diaspora 
discrimination in Armenia

ARMENIAN CHRISTIANS - III
PAGE // 746 LIKES
This page generally shares content from other Facebook 
pages related to Armenian-Iranians, including ‘Armenian 
Christians - I’. Posts are cultural and religious in their content 
- the page has shared several albums displaying images 
of Armenians churches from across Iran, with attached 
descriptions of their historical and religious significance in 
Persian.

ARMENIAN CHRISTIANS - IV 
OPEN GROUP // 1722 MEMBERS
This is a multilingual group in Armenian and Persian. The 
page declares: “If you or your parents were born in Iran and 
are Armenian, please join this group and inform the world 
about our culture.”
 
Posts include an announcement of the death of the priest, 
Father Nerses Toumanian: “May God illuminate his soul and 
let his name live on.”

Another shared image depicts an Armenian wedding, 
accompanied by the statement:  “Don’t marry into another 
culture, or ethnic group. Let the Armenian spirit stay with the 
Armenians.”
 
Another post condemns anti-diaspora discrimination in 
the Republic of Armenia: “I didn’t leave my life in another 
country and come to Armenia so that you can make decisions 
for me -  you don’t even write your own name in Armenian. 
We’ve spilled the blood of [freedom fighter Monte Melkonian] 
on this soil so that all of us can live in an free and independent 
Armenia.”
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CONCLUSION

Armenian Orthodox Christians make up one 
of the least-politicised religious minority 
communities in Iran. Its primary issues relate 
to its struggle to stem the tide of emigration, 
the accompanying threat of the community 
losing its identity, and the perception that 
the community could slowly fade from Iran’s 
national fabric.

Despite its lack of political engagement, the 
Armenian Orthodox are well-organised and 
active online, with their communities well-
integrated with existing Armenian-language 
organisations. Whether religious institutions 
such as the Armenian Diocese, or influential 
news agencies like Alik, Iranian-Armenians 
have extended the reach of old institutions 
into cyberspace, rather than creating entirely 
new worlds and networks. 

As such, the state has generally left the 
Armenians alone to do as they please online, 
with filtering and censorship essentially 
non-existent: the insularity of the community 
has granted it peace.
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Help ye one another unto righteousness and 
pious duty.

qur’an 5:2
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Although Iran today is considered 
to be a devotedly Shi’a state, with 
the highest majority of Shi’a Muslim 
inhabitants in the Islamic world, this 
was not always the case. Up until 
the rise of the Shi’a Safavid dynasty 
in the 16th century, Iran was, like 
much of the region, predominantly 
Sunni. Although the ‘Shi’isation’ of 
the country has been comprehensive 
(around 89% of Iranians reportedly 
identifying as Shi’a Muslims), there 
remain areas of the country where 
Sunni Muslims still constitute a 
majority.

As well as tracing a history back to 
Sunni Islam, Iranian culture has long 
been influenced by the philosophy of 
Sufi Islam. Many of the the country’s 
most beloved and highly-prized 
poets were deeply influenced by the 
ascetic mysticism of the Sufis - 
not least Rumi and Hafez. Though 
diminished in number and influence, 
Sufi orders such as the Nimatullahi 
and Gonabadi Orders remain active 
throughout the country.

Given the Islamic nature of the state, 
one might think that differences 
such as these would be meaningless; 
with the ideological commitment of 
leaders to Islamic unity, do Sunni and 
Sufi Muslims have anything to fear? 

Yet in some ways, these groups 
face a dilemma greater than that of 
the state’s recognised non-Muslim 
minorities: their constitutional and 
legal protections are limited and 
poorly-defined, and there are many 
bars to integration. 

The requirement for individuals to 
recognise Shi’a religious concepts 
such as velayat-i faqih (Guardianship 
of the Jurist - the concept used to 
justify the position of Iran’s Supreme 
Leader) in order to hold government 
positions effectively forces Sunnis 
out of the political sphere. 

Additionally, provisions allowing for 
Sunni Muslims to maintain their 
own court systems are haphazardly 
implemented, and rarely recognised.

1979

post-
revolutionary 
iran

The Islamic Republic’s hostile 
stance towards Sufi orders 
drives Ni’matullahi leader 
Dr. Javad Nurbakhsh into 
exile. The order, like many 
other smaller Sufi orders in 
Iran, has since largely been 
driven underground.

1447-1501

militarisation 
of safaviyya 
orders u f i  >

Starting with the leadership 
of Sheikh Junayd in 1447, 
the Safaviyya Order began 
its transition from an ascetic 
and spiritually-focused Sufi 
order into the fierce, militant 
machine that would by 
1501 have conquered Iran, 
and established the Safavid 
dynasty.
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Iran’s Muslim minorities exist in a 
state of legal limbo, granted partial 
recognition under the Constitution, 
yet excluded from partaking in the 
political processes of the country. 

Compounding these issues is the 
fact that many religious minority 
communities are also made up of 
ethnic and linguistic minorities: 
Iranian Baluchis, Kurds and Turkmen 
constitute the greatest proportion 
of Iranian Sunnis, and so double 
discrimination of these communities 
commonly results in deep levels of 
alienation and state neglect.

However, some non-Shia Iranian 
Muslims have attempted to carve 
out autonomous communities and 
forums of debate, discussion, and 
activism online. This section hones 
in on some of the most significant 
communities, and assesses the 
state’s response to their existence.

1501

shah isma’il i 
founds safavid 
dynasty
Shah Ismai’il’s unification 
of Iran is accompanied by a 
zealous campaign against 
the country’s Sunnis.  Shah 
Isma’il’s fervent dedication 
to Shi’a Islam establishes the 
foundations for the decline 
of Sunni Islam in Iran.

633-644

1980-1988

arab conquest 
of persia

iran-iraq 
war

The Islamic conquest of 
Persia sweeps away the old 
Zoroastrian order, and ushers 
in a period of Islamisation. 
Sunni Islam would come to 
be the predominant sect for 
centuries.

Iran’s eight-year war with 
Sunni-majority Iraq goes 
a long way to shatter the 
Islamic Republic’s founding 
myth of Islamic unity, and 
make the position of the 
Iranian Sunnis ever-more 
precarious.

1979
iranian 
revolution
A theocratic Shi’a state is 
established in Iran after 
the downfall of the Pahlavi 
dynasty.  

The Iranian Constitution 
guarantees Sufi and Sunni 
rights, but exclusion and 
discrimination still exist.

su
n

n
i 

>
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The Qur’an
Composed in Arabic, the Qur’an is considered to be the 
direct word of God, as revealed directly to Muhammad 
over the course of his life.

Hadith (sayings)
Ketub al-Sittah - the Ketub al-Sittah, or ‘Authentic Six’ 
are a collection of written hadiths, or sayings by or about 
the Prophet Muhammad. Shi’a Muslims reject the Ketub 
al-Sittah in favour of the Al-Kutub Al-Arb’ah’ (Four Books) 
collection of hadiths, on the basis that the Ketub al-Sittah 
was collected by supporters of the first Sunni Caliphs.

Muhammad (570-632)
Whether Sunni or Shi’a, Muslims recognise Muhammad 
to be the final prophet sent by God - the ‘Seal of the 
Prophets’.

HOLY TEXTSFOUNDING PROPHET
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The difference between Sunni and Shi’a Islam is rooted 
in the dispute over the succession to the leadership of 
Islam, after the death of Muhammad.

Sunnis trace leadership through the line of Abu Bakr, 
Muhammad’s father-in-law. Shi’ites trace leadership 
through Muhammad’s son-in-law, Ali. Sufi - Whilst Sufi 
orders exist within both Sunni and Shi’a Islam, both 
the Gonabadi and Ni’matullahi Orders are Shi’a sects, 
recognising Ali’s claim to succession.

Sufi - Ni’matullahi Order
Founded in the fourteenth century by the Syrian Arab 
mystic, Shah Nimatullah, the Ni’matullahi Order places 
primacy upon introspection, group meditation and the 
spiritual value of good works.

It’s avowed rejection of clerical authority, and deeply un-
orthodox interpretation of Shi’ism has alienated it from 
the state authorities of the Islamic Republic.

Sufi - Gonabadi Order 
Split from the Ni’matullahi Order in the nineteenth 
century, over a dispute over the succession to the order’s 
leadership. Generally quietist, apolitical, and dedicated to 
the upholding of sharia law.  Early supporters of Ayatollah 
Khomeini and the Islamic Revolution of 1979. Large-scale 
public ceremonies conducted on a weekly basis, involving 
singing and dancing.

Sunni - Mosques
Though mosque attendance is not restricted to Muslims 
of particular denominations, many Shi’a and Sunni 
Muslims nonetheless prefer to pray behind a cleric of 
their own denomination.

The Iranian government stipulates that mosques in 
Sunni-majority regions should be led by Sunni clerics, 
and those in Shi’a-majority regions led by Shi’a clerics. 
Whilst Shi’a-majority areas have exclusively Shi’a-led 
mosques, the opposite cannot be said for Sunni regions 
of the country, where Shi’a clerics nonetheless take 
leading roles in many places of worship.

Sufi - Hosseiniehs (prayer centres)
Hosseiniehs  sit at the heart of Sufi orders, and function 
rather differently to traditional mosques in that they are 
built with Shi’a commemoration ceremonies in mind. 
They do not necessarily host Friday prayers or observe 
regular congregations of this type.

KEY TENETS PLACES OF WORSHIP
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Rumi (1207-1273)
A hugely influential Sufi poet and scholar, Rumi’s works 
would inspire the iconic practice of ‘whirling dervishes’. 
His love poetry, and his writings on mysticism went on to 
shape the future of both Sufism, and Persian literature.

Shah Ni’matullah Wali (1330–1431)
Sufi master, born in Syria though influential across the 
Islamic world. The prominent Iranian Sufi Ni’matullahi 
order considers him to be its founder. Deeply influential 
in his time, he travelled around the Islamic world from 
Mecca to Samarkand, though he would eventually settle 
in Kerman in south-eastern Iran, where his shrine still 
stands today. 

CENTRAL FIGURES

Al-Ghazali (1058-1111)
One of the most significant figures in the history of Islam 
since the death of the Prophet Muhammad, al-Ghazali 
was an Iranian Sunni born in Khorasan. His theological 
works delivered a death-blow to the rationalist Islamic 
philosophies of Ibn Rushd (also known as Averroes), and 
advocated greater exchanges between orthodoxy and 
Sufi mysticism.
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education discrimination
Despite receiving constitutional 
guarantees that minority Muslim 
communities should be granted 
autonomy in teaching religious 
education, Sunni students are often 
robbed of the right to appropriate 
educational resources, or instruction. 
In one case, Sunni-specific annexes 
were removed from school textbooks 
in the Sunni-majority Turkmensahra 
region of northeastern Iran.1

Sunni clerics face discrimination 
in religious education institutions. 
Sunni clerics have reportedly been 
barred from entrance examinations 
to Tehran University’s School of 
Theology, whilst requests for the 
publication of Sunni texts have gone 
unanswered.2

restrictions on organisation
The Nimatullahi Gonabadi Order has 
faced extensive challenges from the 
state in recent years. Sufi spiritualists 
have always existed in opposition 
to the legalism of the Shi’a clergy, 
long before the birth of the Islamic 
Republic. Mistrusted by the state 
establishment, who see Sufism’s 
growth as a ‘Western scheme’,3 the 
Nimatullahi Order has witnessed 
a number of its houses of worship 
demolished by state authorities.4  
During the 2006 destruction of a 
hosseinieh in Qom, around 1000 
Sufis were arrested. In March 2014, 
around 2000 Sufis went on hunger 
strike to protest the state’s ongoing 
campaign of persecution.5

Senior Sunni clerics have faced arrest 
and imprisonment, especially in 
Iran’s south-eastern province of Sistan-
Baluchestan, where tensions have 
repeatedly boiled over into popular 
unrest.6

illegality of conversions
Increasingly, the state establishment 
is cracking down on Shi’a Muslims 
who convert to Sunni Islam. The 
phenomenon is reportedly becoming 
more common in the south of the 
country, where 20 Sunni converts 
were arrested in February 2014.7 
Arrests have continued throughout 
2014, with another Sunni convert 
arrested in March 2014 on the basis 
of his faith.8

job discrimination
In recent years, a number of Sufis 
associated with the Nimatullahi 
Gonabadi Order have lost their jobs 
as a result of their affiliation with the 
group. 

In July 2008, three school teachers, 
and three university professors were 
expelled from their jobs due to their 
links to the Order. Several lawyers 
associated with, or legally represent-
ing the Order also lost their jobs in 
2008.9

ISSUES FACING MINORITY MUSLIM 
COMMUNITIES
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IRANIAN MINORITY MUSLIM COMMUNITIES

Harassed by the state for their beliefs, their 
places of worship subject to bulldozers and pick-
axes, and their rituals ridiculed and condemned 
by the state’s clerical leaders, the Sunni and Sufi 
communities of Iran do not enjoy a particularly 
easy existence in the Islamic Republic of Iran, 
despite a number of constitutional protections 
that should serve to secure their position.

Whereas some militant groups such as Sistan-
Baluchestan’s Jaish al-Adl continue to wage 
their campaign of violence against the Islamic 
Republic (their abduction of five Iranian border 
guards in February 2014 ignited rage on Iran’s 
Twittersphere),10 non-violent Sunni and Sufi 
activist groups have been forced out of public 
political discourse, owing to intimidation and 
the threat of arrest for ‘conspiracy’ against the 
state. 
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SHAMS

in our words
This website has been set up to campaign for the rights 
of Iranian Sunnis. It hosts a large volume of text setting 
out Sunni rights in Iran, and discusses the many forms of 
persecution and discrimination faced by the community 
by the Iranian government.

The site’s content is political, rather than religious in 
nature, and is concerned with highlighting human rights 
abuses perpetrated in Iran. It is unclear how frequently 
the website is updated, however the frequency of social 
media activity would imply that new content is published 
on a semi-regular basis.

in their words
“The Iranian revolution triumphed in 1979 as a result of 
the contributions of all Iran’s people.

“But soon after this victory, totalitarian elements took 
control over the state and used it to promote their own 
religious beliefs.

“Several groups reacted against these changes through 
waging armed, political and religious struggle. Amongst 
them were the Sunnis that gathered in Tehran in April 1981 
to establish the Central Council of Sunnis (Shams). Their 
aim was to support Sunni identity, and to sustain national 
and community activities.”

user feedback and engagement
User activity and engagement with the Facebook page 
is moderate. All of the author’s posts gain at least a few 
likes, though discussions are far less common.

The Shams YouTube channel is rarely watched - the least-
viewed video was viewed 73 times, and the most-viewed 
1,451 times. 

social media integration
The site is integrated with Facebook and YouTube. The 
Facebook page is not a page, or a group, but a public user 
profile with 589 friends (as of 24/5/2014).11  

Posts are made in both Persian and Arabic, and cover 
human rights abuses against Iran’s Sunni population. 
The author is not particularly active on Facebook, writing 
9 posts in April, and 13 posts in March.

The YouTube channel has not been updated in over two 
years, and hosts just 18 videos.12 The collection is made up 
of recorded sermons, and religious songs.

web-address: 
shamsweb.org/

status:

social media integration:

blocked
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SONS OF SUNNAH

in our words
This English-language website has been set up for the 
purpose of educating English-speaking Muslims about 
the discrimination and persecution faced by Iranian 
Sunnis. Content is split between articles tracking human 
rights abuses perpetrated against the Iranian Sunni 
community, articles attacking Shi’ism on a theological 
basis, and others promoting stories of mass conversions 
of Iranian Shi’ites to Sunni Islam.

The site typically posts one update per week.

in their words
“This blog is run by a group of Iranian Sunnah (Persians, 
Baloch, Arabs, Kurds, and Turks), we don’t belong to ANY 
political or militant group whatsoever. Our only goal is to 
provide English-speaking Muslims and friends of Iranian 
Sunnis with information about the Sunnah people of Iran. 
We disagree with any nationalist, communist, atheist (i.e. 
non-Islamic) groups, even if they speak out in the name 
of “Sunni rights” or “the rights of minorities in Iran”, for 
we don’t believe that ideologies such as nationalism and 
separatism will solve Iran’s problems.”

user feedback and engagement
Users are able to comment on blog posts, but they do 
so infrequently, and do not tend to sustain conversations. 
Engagement with the Facebook page is also relatively 
low, with comments rarely made on posted content.

social media integration
The blog has an affiliated Facebook page with 790 likes 
(as of 07/05/2014).13 Activity is actually higher on the 
Facebook page than it is on the weblog. 

web-address: 
http://sonsofsunnah.com/

status:

social media integration:

blocked

minority muslim communities



136 religious minorities in iran

SUNNI ONLINE

in our words
Sunni Online is a multilingual website focusing primarily 
on Iranian Sunni religious content and news, though also 
touching upon the position of Sunnis in Pakistan and 
Afghanistan. It shares religious and political news stories 
relating to the Sunni community, as well as hosting an 
archive of Friday Prayer speeches, and introductions to a 
number of high-profile Iranian Sunni scholars.

The site is available in Persian, Arabic, English, Urdu, and 
Balochi. Given that Iran’s Arabic- and Balochi-speaking 
minorities are predominantly Sunni, producing such a 
linguistic diversity of content is an effective way of reach-
ing out to communities that have no media of their own.
The site is active, and content is updated on a near-daily 
basis.

in their words
“We are the Sunnis of Iran, and our community makes up 
a third of the country’s population. We do not have access 
to any information sources, or media organs (TV stations, 
radio networks, or newspapers) to broadcast our news or 
events, and neither do we possess a voice with which to 
convey our messages to others. We want to demonstrate 
to the world the pain and hardship that we have been 
enduring from the first day after the Islamic Revolution, 
up until today.”

user feedback and engagement
User engagement on social networks is minimal - 
comments on Facebook posts and YouTube videos are 
rare, and do not evolve into lengthier discussions. Posts 
on Facebook tend to receive an average of 5-10 likes.

social media integration
Sunni Online is particularly well-integrated with social 
networking platforms. The site has a moderate presence 
on Facebook14 (2872 likes as of 07/05/2014), where several 
Persian-language posts are made in a typical day.

Sunni Online has an active Twitter15 presence, with its 
account posessing 224 followers (as of 07/05/2014). As 
with Facebook, the Twitter account posts on average, 
several times per day. 

The Sunni Online YouTube channel16 has posted around 
30 videos in the past year. Though a handful of videos 
have received several thousand views (generally religious 
songs17), the majority have been viewed between 200-
300 times. Videos posted to the channel are Persian-
language. 

web-address: 
https://www.facebook.com/sonsofsunnah

status:

social media integration:

blocked
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MAZAR-E SOLTANI

in our words
This site provides Iranian Sufis with access to the Sufi 
leader Mazar-e Soltani’s religious and philosophical 
teachings. Each day, a new audio file of Soltani’s sermons 
is uploaded to the site, and subsequently shared on a 
number of social media platforms.

The site also hosts an extensive archive of past content, 
though it is difficult to locate specific files based on 
content.

in their words
“The website of Mazar-e Soltani hosts statements from the 
leaders of the Nimatullahi Soltan Alishahi Gonabadi Order, 
as well as live radio and television broadcasts.”

user feedback and engagement
Mazar-e Soltani’s Facebook page18 has received a total of 
2141 likes (as of 08/05/2014), and hosted content is in fact 
more accessible than it is on the original website. Every 
day, the page is updated with new audio content, which 
is accompanied by a short description (missing on the 
site.) Posts tend to receive around 10-15 likes, though they 
are rarely shared, or commented-upon.

Twitter19 is also a fairly popular platform for the site. The 
site’s Twitter account has a respectable 1371 followers 
(as of 08/05/2014), and publishes tweets on a near-daily 
basis.

Over 100 videos have been uploaded to the YouTube20 
channel in the past year. The number of viewers of these 
videos varies from 38 to 400. 

The site has a Yahoo group,21 with 1427 members (as of 
08/05/2014). This space is used to share the same content 
as other social media platforms, on a daily basis. 

Google+ is used,22 but isn’t particularly influential 
amongst Mazar-e Soltani users. The affiliated page had 
just 34 followers (as of 08/05/2014).

social media interaction
The site is comprehensively integrated with a number 
of social media platforms: Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, 
Google+ and even Yahoo.

web-address: 
mazaresoltani.net/ 

status:

social media integration:

blocked
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MAJZOOBAN

in our words
Majzooban is a Persian and English-language news 
site established to cover human rights abuses against 
Iran’s Sufi community. It has two primary audiences: the 
Gonabadi Sufis of Iran, and the international community. 
Majzooban also covers other human rights violations, 
publishing and re-sharing the work of several human 
rights organisations.

The site, updated daily, encourages visitors to be active 
reporters by submitting reports on anti-Sufi discrimination 
via email or by using a provided webform.23 Archived 
radio programmes,24 articles, readers’ letters,25 and short 
book reviews27  are also hosted on the site.

The majority of the site’s administrators were arrested 
in 2011,26 and it is now administered by the remaining 
founder Farhad Noori.

in their words
“Our goals are to inform Sufis about their legal rights, to 
break the state media’s boycott of Sufi news, to admonish 
the regime for implementing the law improperly, and to 
ensure Iran’s commitment to international treaties. The 
regime’s pressures, lies and ‘news boycotts’ are the reasons 
that have forced Sufi communities to become active in 
cyberspace, in order that they may truthfully reflect their 
downtrodden situation and express their views.”

user feedback and engagement
Majzooban’s Facebook27 page is the most engaged-with 
platform, with 3980 likes (as of 08/05/2014). Updated 
website content and news articles are posted to this 
page. Recent posts have been shared several times, and 
hold a minimum of 20 likes each, demonstrating the 
existence of an attentive and engaged audience.

Majzooban’s Twitter28 account is less popular, having just 
226 followers (on 08/05/2014). The page re-tweets links 
to new website content on a daily basis.

social media interaction
Majzooban is well-integrated with social media, with an 
active presence on both Facebook and Twitter. 

web-address: 
majzooban.org/fa/

status:

social media integration:

blocked
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FEATURE INTERVIEW
An Interview with Farhad Noori of Majzooban Noor

small media: 
Please introduce yourself, and the work that you do.

farhad noori:
My name is Farhad Noori. I’m 28 years old, and I am 
one of the founders of the Gonabadi Sufi news website 
Majzooban Noor. Since 2007 I have held a number of 
different positions at the site, including editor, journalist, 
technical director and security director. 

small media: 
What are the major difficulties facing Sufis in Iran today? 
Why does the Iranian government seem to have a 
problem with them?

farhad noori:
The most important issue facing Iranian Sufis is that their 
civil rights are not respected. The pressure is not coming 
from the elected government, but from the religious 
radicals and extremist groups at the core of the Iranian 
regime who enjoy the full support of prominent clerics 
such as Nouri Hamedani and Makarem Shirazi in Qom. 

small media: 
Could you talk a little about the history and activities of 
Majzooban?

farhad noori:
Iranian Sufis have faced a lot of repression in recent 
years, none of which was covered by the national media. 
The first attacks on the Gonabadi Sufis went unreported, 
as did the 2006 destruction of the Shariat Qom Hosseinieh 
(the Sufi place of worship in Qom) by security forces, the 
arrest of 1500 Sufis, and the trials of several hundred 
more. Majzooban Noor was launched in early 2007 by a 
number of lawyers, jurists and Sufi activists to shatter the 
state’s boycott of Sufi news, and to report on the gross 
violations of the community’s human rights. 

Except for myself, all of the other founders of the site are 
in prison. Their names are: Hamidreza Moradi Sarvestani, 
Afshin Karampour, Farshid Yadollahi, Omid Behrouzi, Amir 
Eslami, Mostafa Daneshjou, Reza Entesari and Mostafa Abdi. 

small media: 
Who is Majzooban’s primary audience? Is the site 
targeted at Sufis in Iran, or people outside Iran?

farhad noori:
Both. The audience of Majzooban Noor are Sufis inside 
and outside of Iran, as well as news agencies and human 
rights organisations. After years of covering community 
news, Majzooban Noor has become the official news 
website of the Gonabadi Order. It reflects the violation 
of Sufi rights, and is used as a reference by institutions 
and human rights organisations. For example, the UN’s 
Special Rapporteur for Human Rights in Iran, Dr. Ahmed 
Shaheed has made use of the information published 
in Majzooban Noor in his monthly and annual human 
rights reports. 

small media: 
How active is the Iranian Sufi community online? What 
kinds of websites or social networks are they using?

farhad noori:
It’s difficult to figure out a precise number, but we estimate 
there are around 10,000 Sufis active on Facebook, alone. 
Majzooban’s Facebook page has more than 7000 likes, 
and there are a number of other Facebook groups with 
several thousands members, as well. 

On average, Majzooban’s website receives over 1 million 
visits per month. During periods of pressure on the Sufi 
community, and on Sufi prisoners, it can receive up to 2 
million visits per month.  

small media: 
How do Sufis use social networks? Do people set up 
closed Facebook groups, for example? What kinds of 
topics do Iranian Sufis talk about on social networks?
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farhad noori:
On Facebook there are several Gonabadi Sufi groups that 
have been launched by Sufis. Some of these groups are 
only used to share texts or quotations from Sufi leaders, 
or Sufi imagery. News from Majzooban also gets shared 
in these groups. Most of these Facebook groups are open 
to public. 

small media: 
Does the government attempt to interfere with or 
restrict Sufi communities online? Are Sufi websites 
blocked? Why does the government do this?

farhad noori:
News about the Gonabadi Sufi community is boycotted 
by the media, and the state does everything it can to 
prevent information about human rights violations being 
made public. Since 2007, Majzooban’s web address has 
been blocked more than 40 times. Since September 2011 
we’ve suffered four severe DDOS (Distributed Denial of 
Service) attacks on our servers, two of which caused the 
site to come down for several hours. However, with the 
help of some friends the site soon continued its activities 
once again. 

small media: 
As the government closes more and more hosseiniehs, 
and imposes more limits on the Sufi community, do you 
think that Sufis will begin to organise more and more 
online? What do you think the future holds for Iran’s Sufi 
community?

farhad noori:
The growth in people’s usage of the internet and new 
communication methods has increased the speed at 
which Sufis can share information. This has helped us a 
lot, especially when we need people to react to situations 
quickly by spreading information to a large audience.
 
At the same time, this spread of technology has caused 
problems for Gonabadi Sufis working with Majzooban 
Noor, as network security breaches and new forms of 
online communication have sometimes made them more 
vulnerable. 

Despite the extreme limitations Iranian Sufis have faced 
over the centuries, they continue to maintain their unity 
and will continue doing so in the future. With further 
developments in the tools and media available to them, 
they will surely be able to communicate with each other 
more quickly and more easily, because this community is 
like a very big family: we face our problems together, and 
we solve them together.
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FACEBOOK COMMUNITIES

Sunni and Sufi groups have been increasingly 
smothered in public spaces in Iran; Sufis have 
seen their centres of worship demolished, and 
their congregations disbanded, whilst Sunnis 
have been regularly treated as second-class 
citizens, frequently being denied access to 
appropriate religious leadership, and suffering 
disproportionately from state harassment 
and arbitrary arrest.

Websites such as Majzooban Noor and Sunni 
Online are useful platforms for minority Muslims 
in Iran, serving the national community whilst 
pushing to raise awareness of human rights 
violations in the international community. But 
they are activist sites - how do regular Sufi and 
Sunni Iranians use the internet? Are their social 
media interactions similarly politically-charged, 
or do they use it to discuss matters of faith?

The names of users, groups and pages have 
been omitted, in order to protect them from 
state monitoring and persecution.
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SUNNI - I  
OPEN GROUP // 10,423 MEMBERS
One user, ‘Parvaneh’ is very active on this page, and uses it 
to challenge Sunni theology, and the actions of Sunni states. 
Notably, she appears to be similarly critical of Shi’a Islam in 
her other posts.

In one post, ‘Parvaneh’ shared a photo of a woman with 
her left eye and her mouth sewn up, and claimed that the 
image shows a Christian woman from Saudi Arabia. She 
explains that the woman’s employer tortured her because 
she was praying to Jesus. At the end of her post, she says: 
“This is the law of your faith.”

‘Ismail’ contested this, arguing that Saudi Wahhabism 
should not be taken as representative of Sunni Islam: “No-
one said that what Saudi Arabia’s authorities do is in the 
name of our true religion. Islam and the Qur’an don’t call for 
the sewing-up of the lips and the eyes of those who pray to 
God. Just as Shi’a Iranians do not consider the actions of the 
Iranian government to be true Shi’ism, we don’t believe that 
the actions of Saudi Arabia represent Sunni beliefs. Please 
don’t exploit the actions of radical Muslims to denigrate 
Islam.”

‘Parvaneh’ would not relent, however: “They cut off people’s 
heads in Syria, and drag the corpses of their religious brothers 
along the ground behind tractors; they cut the heads off baby 
girls; eat human hearts; play football with human heads; 
and a thousand other things that are too disturbing to think 
about. Then you say these are not Muslims! What is the 
image of your religion outside of killing, displacement and 
fear? Look at all the the Islamic regimes who oppress their 
people: Iran, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Sudan, Iraq and Bahrain.”

‘Ismail’ responded: “If that is how you want to discuss it, in 
the past 100 years we’ve had WWI, WWII, the War in Bosnia, 
and even now we see how Russia and the US bludgeon one 
another. We also had the Iraq and Afghanistan Wars, and the 
Vietnam War - they were all caused by non-Muslims. “

SUNNI - II 
OPEN GROUP // 6833 MEMBERS 
This page offers a space for Sunni and Shi’a Iranians to ask 
each other questions, and engage in discussions. This page 
is host to a large number of conversations.

On this page, Sunni and Shi’a Iranian challenge each other 
by posting questions about their theological disagreements. 
Some of the discussions continue for weeks at a time. 

For example, an Afghan Sunni user called ‘Shahid’ is a 
particularly active user in the group, and has made posts 
criticising Shi’a customs, such as their commemoration 
halls - the hosseiniehs and fatemiehs.  

Shi’a users are also critical of Sunni theology: the Shi’a 
user ‘Hossein’ challenges the legitimacy of the first Sunni 
Caliph, Abu Bakr. The father-in-law of Muhammad, Abu Bakr 
claimed leadership over Islam in the wake of the Prophet’s 
death.
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SUFI - I 
OPEN GROUP // 854 MEMBERS
This group is for members of the Sufi Nimatullahi Gonabadi 
Order. Its content is overwhelmingly religious. Most of the 
posts are prayers and poems admiring Ali, the first Shi’a 
Imam. Although the page is quite active, with users making 
several posts per week, discussion is minimal - it seems to 
be a space for posting poetry and religious content only.

In fact, some users have posted complaints that the group’s 
administrator is failing to adequately monitor the group’s 
posts and comments, and prevent political content from 
filtering in. In late April, several users posted on the page that 
they are leaving as a result of the group’s administrators 
failing to keep the group free of political discussions. In the 
wake of increased pressure in recent months, including the 
arrest of 1000 Sufis and the closure of a Sufi hosseinieh in 
December 2013,29 it appears that Sufis are wary of being 
associated with any activist movements. 

Instead, users use the group to pray for one another, and 
form bonds on the basis of their shared faith. In one post, 
‘Golnaz’ discusses a personal problem she faces, and asks 
for other members of the group to pray for her to help her 
reach the correct decision:“Hello, dear brothers and sisters. 
Something very significant and difficult has happened to me 
and I need you to pray for me from your pure hearts, so that 
I may choose the right path and clear my confusion. I am 
really trapped. Ya Ali.”

‘Maryam’ responded: “God willing, the Master [Alireza 
Nurbakhsh] will inspire your heart with the right decision.”

‘Leila’ also responded positively to ‘Golnaz’s request: “God 
willing, everything will be alright, with the attention and the 
will of the Master.”

SUFI - II 
PAGE // 352 LIKES 
The posts mostly consist of Sufi poetry, expressing praise 
and love for the Shi’ite Imam Ali. Though it has a small 
following, the page is very active, posting 3-4 times per day. 
Considering its small size, the audience is very active, too 
- posts frequently receive 50-60 likes, and on occasion can 
collect up to 90.

SUFI - III 
PAGE // 1084 LIKES
A fan page for the Sufi musician Darvish Amir Hayati, the 
page author uses the space to share poetry and religious 
verses. None of Hayati’s music is shared on the page, 
however.

Some people use the page to ask questions relating to 
Sufism, whilst others are non-Sufis going onto the page 
for the single purpose of posting denouncements against 
the Sufis. One user, ‘Nima’, posted:“Damn the Sufi heretics, 
damn, damn, damn them!”
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CONCLUSION

Iran’s minority Muslim populations face a 
number of restrictions and difficulties not 
encountered by the country’s recognised non-
Muslim populations. Clerics and converts 
are arrested, holy sites are demolished, and 
religious ceremonies are halted.

Online, many Sunni and Sufi websites are 
blocked, especially in cases where they are 
critical of the state’s clerical authorities, or 
Iran’s human rights record. The harassment 
of Sunni clerics and converts has increasingly 
been accompanied by mass arrests of religious 
cyber-activists, such as the founders of the 
Sufi website Majzooban Noor. These actions 
have unnerved certain segments of minority 
Muslim communities, who reject social 
media activism, in preference to reflective 
online theologising.

Nonetheless, Sunni and Sufi online communities 
remain some of the most active and engaged 
in Iranian cyberspace, and their commitment 
to cyber-activism appears to be enduring 
despite the state’s efforts to suppress them.
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CONCLUSION
We realise that this report offers no easy solutions to the problems facing 
Iran’s religious minority communities. With the Shi’a clerical elite maintaining 
a stranglehold over the apparatus of the state, it would be naive to suggest 
that a radical change in Iran’s religious minority policies is likely in the short-
term.

Nonetheless, this report has shown that these communities are not just 
allowing themselves to be beaten down and stamped out by the Islamic 
Republic. Each of the communities has carved out a section of cyberspace 
where they may explore their own vision of their place in Iranian society. 
Whether these efforts are focused about cultural renewal (as in the case of 
the Jewish, Zoroastrian and Armenian communities), proselytism (as with 
the Evangelical Christians), or defending themselves from persecution (the 
priority of the Baha’i and minority Muslims), online spaces are providing 
these groups with greater security, greater freedom, and greater opportunities 
to connect with people of faith around the world.

The international community should continue to challenge the Iranian gov-
ernment’s discriminatory and unjust treatment of religious minorities. Just as 
importantly, it must shine a spotlight on Iran’s regressive and authoritarian 
internet censorship and monitoring policies, which are proving detrimental to 
the development of safe online spaces for minority communities.

So long as this space remains open to them, Iran’s minority faith communities 
will continue to innovate and organise in the face of ongoing oppression, and 
build relationships with their brothers and sisters of faith in the international 
community. Whereas the state has previously contained these populations 
by enforcing their isolation, technology has shattered these constraints, and 
empowered minority communities immeasurably by connecting them to a 
whole world of much-needed moral and material support.
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access denied:
iran’s censorship of religious minority websites

social media

4 baha’i sites

5 evangelical sites

4 armenian sites5 muslim sites

2 jewish sites

5 zoroastrian sites bahai-projects.org
A site established to faciliatate collaboration 
amongst the global Persian-speaking Baha'i 
community, enabling them to tackle 
large-scale or complex projects. The site 
receives relatively few links, owing to the very 
niche and specialised audience it attracts.

sunnionline.us
This is a multi-lingual activist site 
aiming to draw attention to the 
injustices faced by Sunnis inside Iran. 
Its comprehensive reporting and 
accessibility to international 
audiences has helped it to gain a 
wide appeal to Sunni activists and 
human rights observers.

google +
Google+ is the single major social network 
that is unrestricted by the Iranian government, 
even the Supreme Leader has an account! 
Nonetheless, it is comparatively underutilised 
by Iranian web users, who despite the extra 
hassle, would still rather use Facebook or 
Twitter to connect with their friends and 
communities.

Further information about each of the sites featured here can be found in our report heretics: iran's religious minorities // smallmedia.org.uk/heretics

Blocked Unblocked

key



armenian orthodox
Christianity has existed in Iran from 
the earliest years of the faith, being 
predated only by Zoroastrianism and 
Judaism. The ‘indigenous’ Christians of 
the Iranian plateau are isolated to the 
Armenian and Assyrian communities, 
with Persian-language churches 
existing only within the Evangelical 
Christian community.

zoroastrian
The Iranian Zoroastrians are by far 
the oldest religious community in 
the country. Based around the 
teachings of Zoroaster, the faith has 
had a profound influence on the 
Abrahamic religions that emerged 
from the region: from Judaism, 
through to Christianity and Islam.

minority muslim
Although Iran today is a majority 
Shi’a state, this was not always the 
case. Up until the 16th century, Iran 
was predominantly Sunni. As well as 
tracing a history back to Sunni Islam, 
Iranian culture has long been 
influenced by the philosophy of 
Sufism (Islamic mysticism). This 
diversity of Islamic thought contin-
ues to influence Iran.

evangelical christian
The Evangelical movement in Iran 
is one of the younger religious 
movements still active in Iran 
today. Although Iran has hosted 
small Christian communities for 
even longer than it has Islam 
(in the form of Armenian and 
Assyrian-Chaldean Christians), 
Evangelicalism only came to the 
country during the latter period of 
extensive European contact.

baha’i
The Baha’i faith, one of the youngest 
of the world’s major faiths, has its 
origins on the Iranian plateau. Rising 
out of a mid-nineteenth century 
messianic movement in Qajar-era 
Iran, the faith has undergone a 
process of rapid global expansion 
and is  one of the fastest-growing
religions in the world today.

jewish
The Jewish faith in Iran has the 
oldest and deepest roots of any 
faith in the country, excluding 
Zoroastrianism. The liberation of 
the Jews of Babylon by Cyrus the 
Great established the community 
in Iran long before the birth of 
Christianity or Islam.

religious minorities

evangelical christian

baha’i

armenian orthodox

jewish

zo
ro

as
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ia
n

minority muslims

recognised religious minorities

unrecognised religious m
inorities

founding prophet
Jesus Christ

founding prophet
Jesus Christ

key tenets
Some evangelical Christians work to 
convert non-Christians. Iranian churches 

they often do not recognise the Trinity.

place of worship
Evangelical churches are harassed by 
the state, causing Evangelicals to set up 
underground 'house churches' in their 
own homes.

place of worship
Only seven Baha'i Houses of Worship exist 
- one on each continent. Baha'is generally 
congregate in homes and community 
centres.

holy text
Persian-speaking 
Evangelical Christians 
use forbidden Persian-
language Bibles.

holy text
The Ketab-e Aqdas is a collection 
of writings by the Baha'i prophet

holy text
Armenian Orthodox Christians 
exclusively use Armenian-language 
Bibles.

holy text
The Torah is the most 

significant Jewish text, 
recording the laws passed 
from God down to Moses.

place of worship
Synagogues actively 

serve the Iranian Jewish 
community in a number of 

cities across the country.

key tenets
The Jewish community in 

Iran is generally Orthodox. 
Other denominations have 
struggled to gain traction.

founding prophet
Moses

key tenets
Baha'is work towards global unity, 
gender and racial equality. They place 
great weight on education and the 
expansion of scientific knowledge.

founding prophet
Bahá'u'lláh*

founding prophet
Muhammad*

key tenets

of inheritance from Muhammad.
Sufis believe it is possible to draw 
closer to God through mysticism.

holy text
Muslims believe the Qur'an to be 

 
humanity by God. Also significant 

are the Hadiths - second-hand quotes 
and traditions of Muhammad.

founding prophet
Zoroaster

place of worship
Ateshkadeh (Fire Temples) are 

active in major Iranian cities.

holy text
The Avesta is the primary 
collection of Zoroastrian 

holy texts.

key tenets
Zoroastrians believe that 

'Good thoughts, good words, 
and good deeds' are to be 

praised. The faith influenced 
the development of Judaism 

and Christianity.

place of worship
Sunni Iranians worship at 

mosques, though are often 
forced to pray behind a Shi'a 
cleric. Sufis usually perform 

devotional ceremonies at 
'hosseiniehs' (prayer centres)

key tenets
Armenians use their own 
language for their services, 
and for their Bibles.

land of diversity:
iran's religious minorities

place of worship
Many Armenian Orthodox 
Churches work unrestricted 
throughout major Iranian cities.

*Depictions of Muhammad and Baha'u'llah are taboo in Islam and the Baha'i Faith.


