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foRewoRd
 // Through a case study of the Baha'i Institute for Higher Education, this report 
sheds light on the policies of educational exclusion within the Islamic Republic 
of Iran and chronicles the unique push-back by the Baha'i community against 
marginalisation.
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Foreword

 // In the summer of 2012, Small Media had the pleasure of working with a keen and dedicated 
young intern called James Marchant. James, a recent graduate of Exeter University, contributed 
to a number of Small Media projects throughout his tenure and was also given the freedom to 
select a research topic of his own to work on with the support and direction of Small Media’s 
research team. James chose to write about repression and resistance through a case study 
of the Baha’i Institute for Higher Education (BIHE), and this report, an incredible insight into 
the travesty of educational exclusion in Iran and the resilience of Iran’s Baha’i community, is a 
remarkable piece of research from such a young scholar.

If James were an Iranian Baha’i, his life trajectory would have been far different. The insur-
mountable obstacles facing young Baha’i Iranians prevent many from achieving their goals. 
Education is a central pillar to the Baha’i faith, yet ever since the religion was founded in the 
early 19th century, their development has been systematically quashed.  

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR), of which Iran is a signatory, clearly defines 
education as a fundamental human right. The UDHR also establishes the right to freedom of 
religion. Iran may have signed the Declaration before the Islamic Republic was founded, but this 
is no excuse for not upholding its intrinsic values. UN conventions remain binding on successive
governments and Iran is actively participating in the international reporting processes associated 
with the UDHR.

It is no secret that Iran does not uphold its obligations under the UDHR. Baha’is are excluded 
entirely from the educational system in Iran and they are certainly not free to practice their 
religion. Desperately seeking knowledge, intellectual fulfilment, and cultural development, 
Iran’s Baha’is have responded with creativity and innovation in the face of oppression. The 
Baha’i Institute for Higher Education is a wonderful testament to their resilience.

Through a wealth of first-hand testimonies from former BIHE staff, affiliated faculty and stu-
dents, this report exposes the challenges faced by the Iranian Baha’i community and discusses 
the BIHE’s continued success in the face of such adversity, emphasising the Baha’i community’s 
self-organisational ethos and revealing that Iran’s exclusionary laws have not, as they were 
intended to do, forced regression on the Baha’i community. Through James’ case study, we 
reveal a vibrant and organised community that has energetically engaged with technological 
innovation and constructed their own pillars of employment and education.

Bahá’u’lláh, the founder of the Baha’i faith, said,

Regard man as a mine rich in gems of inestimable value. Education can, alone, cause it to reveal its 
treasures, and enable mankind to benefit there from.



3
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 // Since the 1979 Iranian Revolution, the government of the Islamic Republic of Iran has striven 
to eradicate Iran’s Baha’i community through a number of strategies intended to force them 
into economic and cultural poverty. The harsh policies targeting Baha’is did not begin with the 
founding of the Islamic Republic, but were instead only compounded following the 1979 Iranian 
Revolution. Fundamentalist adherents to Twelver Shi’ism, the majority religion in Iran, fuelled 
a widespread and deep-seated animosity towards Baha’is. Baha’is believe that Mohammad is 
not the final messenger, a heresy in the eyes of Twelver Shia. Iranian clerics and their followers 
believe the only remedy for this heresy to be repentance or death. 

The complete and unwavering educational exclusion of Baha’is that accompanied Iran’s new 
constitution was an extreme augmentation of policies that began in the early 20th century 
during monarchic rule in Iran. Although presided over by the Pahlavi Dynasty at this time, Iran 
was still very much influenced by the Shi’a clergy. Baha’i literature was banned in 1933 and 
shut down in 1937 the schools established to serve the Baha’i community were shut.

Rather than focus on the physical, cultural and emotional violence perpetrated against Iran’s 
Baha’is, this report is a case study of a non-violent, constructive form of resistance against 
oppression: a specific and very successful example of empowerment through education. Central 
to the Baha’i faith is the belief that knowledge is the key to ascension. Rather than be knocked 
back by harsh exclusionary practices, the Baha’i Institute for Higher Education (BIHE), estab-
lished in 1987, has responded creatively, building a hybrid online/offline learning model in order 
to maintain a facility for the provision of knowledge to the community.

New media has been extremely enabling for the BIHE and has played a crucial role in the 
further development and evolution of a learning model, the modest beginnings of which were 
characterised by correspondence courses delivered to students by motorcycle courier. This report 
demonstrates the central role technology can play in enabling constructive and non-violent 
resistance in closed societies and reveals how the BIHE, a grassroots institution, has unlocked 
the potential of new media and the internet, deploying virtual spaces in a positive form of 
resistance against exclusion.

By publicising the BIHE’s struggle over the past two years, campaigns by international organisa-
tions such as Education Under Fire (EUF) 1, Conspiracy to Educate 2, and Amnesty International 3 
have helped to open space for discussions on Iranian education policy and the position of the 
BIHE. This in-depth report contributes to this discussion by offering an analysis of the BIHE’s 
methods for overcoming government censorship and issues of state discrimination.

In this report we emphasise the fact that Iran’s Baha’is have not lost their agency; they are 
actively constructing their own institutions in response to exclusionary state policies. With this 
text, we look to shift the dialogue to one that recognises the accomplishments and innovations 
of this besieged community above the insurmountable obstacles they face. 

Introduction

 

1 Established in 2011, Education Under 
Fire aims to raise global awareness 

of educational inequality in Iran. 
educationunderfire.com

2 Conspiracy to Educate is an awareness-
raising social media campaign started by 

members of the Baha’i community. 
facebook.com/ConspiracytoEducate

3 Amnesty International recently released 
a joint statement with 16 other human 

rights and student organisations on the 
issue of educational inequality in Iran. 

tinyurl.com/cdd8lny

http://educationunderfire.com
http://facebook.com/ConspiracytoEducate
http://tinyurl.com/cdd8lny
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We are indebted to the research participants listed below, without whose contribution this 
report would not exist. They very generously gave their time and supported James during the 
data collection phases. The following list also serves as a reference point to introduce those 
whose narratives are threaded throughout this report. We dedicate this report to all the staff 
and students, past and present, of the Baha’i Institute for Higher Education. We are especially 
grateful to the following individuals, who shared their stories with us:

ms. niknaz aftahi // BIHE architecture student from 2005-2010;

ms. diane ala’i // Baha’i activist and Representative to the United 
Nations on behalf of the Baha’i International Community;

dr. nazila ghanea // Lecturer in International Human Rights Law at 
the University of Oxford, and an AGF member with the BIHE;

dr. deborah van den hoonaard // Sociologist and lecturer in Gerontology 
at St. Thomas University, Canada, and AGF member with the BIHE;

dr. irshat madyarov // Assistant professor at the American University of Armenia, 
teaching English as a Foreign Language, and AGF member with the BIHE;

shahrzad missaghi // BIHE pharmacy student from 1991-1997;

dr. pierre-yves mocquais // Professor of French at the University of Calgary and 
Director of Baha’i Studies in North America, and AGF member with the BIHE;

holakou rahmanian // BIHE computer engineering student from 
2007-2011, and student of mathematics from 2009-present;

houtan rahmanian // BIHE computer science student from 2003-2008;

pedram rouchan // BIHE civil engineering student from 1995-2000;

dr. behrooz sabet // Baha’i activist, BIHE North American 
co-ordinator and AGF member based in Kentucky. 





a coMMunitY undeR siege
    

 // Iranian Baha’is have suffered a long history of persecution, tragedy and trauma. 
This report begins by situating their struggle in social, historical, political and legal terms 
and contextualising the exclusionary policies against Baha’is in Iran within broader societal 
prejudices. Given the central role of the clergy in today’s Iran, valuable data is gleaned 
from analysing how this group of powerful and inflential clerics has interacted with the 
Baha’i community over time.



Knowledge as Resistance: 
The Baha'i Institute for Higher Education

1.1. A Troubled Birth

 // The Baha’i community has long endured persecution, having been variously branded as 
deviant heretics and troublesome social radicals over the course of their existence; first from 
traditional religious networks such as mosques, and later by the omnipresent state media 
institutions. This chapter, in situating the Baha’i community historically and socially, demon-
strates that Iran’s Baha’is have not retreated into insularity. Despite extensive persecution, they 
have extensively engaged in constructive projects of resistance, which have been recognised 
on a global level. 

A Community Under Siege

a tRouBled BiRth 
an intRoduction to the Baha’i faith in iRan

1.1

 // The Baha’i constitute Iran’s largest non-Muslim religious minority. 4  Since the religion’s 
inception in the 1850s, the Baha’i community in Iran has been disenfranchised and persecuted 
by state and societal elites. Characterised by the Shi’a ulema as a heretical Muslim sect and by 
the Qajar dynasty (1785-1925) as a radical and potentially destabilising social irritant, the Baha’is 
have been subjected to random killings, mass arrests and summary executions throughout 
their existence (see Figure One). It is estimated that in the mid-1800s, state and non-state 
actors who viewed Baha’i teachings as antithetical to Islam killed around 20,000 Baha’is. 5

 

4 It is difficult to know exactly how 
many Baha’is live in Iran. Estimates 

from the mid-1990s range from 
150,000 to 300,000. See: Sanasarian, 

Eliz (2006), Religious Minorities in Iran, 
Cambridge University Press: New York.

Figure One
 A chained Baha’i father and son (left) 
with two other members of the Baha’i 

faith, circa 1896. Arrested and condemned 
for their faith, they were subsequently 

executed. © Baha’i Media Bank

6 For further information on the 
teachings and history of the Baha'i faith 

see info.bahai.org/.

The Baha’is promulgated a range of unorthodox ideas during their mid-nineteenth centu-
ry ascendance: the complete equality of rights for men and women; the oneness and unity 
of humanity; the necessity of education; the importance of social and economic equality; and, 
perhaps most abhorrent to the Shi’a elite of the nineteenth century, the dissolution of the 
clergy and its replacement with “Spiritual Assemblies” – elected bodies of national and regional 
Baha’i leaders. 6 This does not mean that the Baha’is called for the dissolution of the Shi’a clergy, 
merely that Baha’is do not have a ‘clerical class’; Baha’i affairs are governed instead by these 
Spiritual Assemblies. As Martin Douglas explained,

http://info.bahai.org/
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The collapse of the Qajar dynasty and the rise of the secular nationalist Pahlavi dynasty 
(1925-79) went some way towards tempering the power of the ulema. Neither Reza Shah nor 
his son, Mohammad Reza Shah, were ignorant of the political capital to be gained by imple-
menting policies that appealed to the clerical classes, which were extremely influential both 
socially and economically. By the late 1930s, in a move described by academic Douglas Martin 
as “a salve for the mullahs” 8, Reza Shah banned Baha’is from government employment. Then, 
in the 1950s, Mohammad Reza Shah kowtowed to clerical calls for an anti-Baha’i pogrom, 
triggering the Ramadan riots of 1955, during which the National Baha’i Centre in Tehran was 
occupied and vandalised and a number of Baha’is were killed (see Figure Two).

 

Figure Two
 This picture shows the dome of the 

National Baha’i Centre of Tehran being 
attacked with pickaxes during the 1955 
anti-Baha’i riots. © Baha’i Media Bank

Unlike Iran’s Christian, Jewish and Zoroastrian communities, which have legal protection and 
political representation, the Baha’is are completely barred from political and social participation 
in the state. The Iranian authorities, do not recognise Baha’is as ‘People of the Book’ and refuse 
to consider the Baha’i faith as a religion. 9

The affairs of the Baha’i community are administered by “Spiritual Assemblies” of nine persons, 
democratically elected each year at both local and national levels … There is no Baha’i institution 
endowed with the sacerdotal or interpretative functions associated with an ecclesiastical order. 7

The Baha’i faith is rooted in the tenets of Islam but, unlike Muslims, they do not believe that 
Mohammad was the final messenger. Mohammad’s revelations do form an integral part of 
their faith, but they recognise Baha’u’llah 10 as the most recent messenger sent by God to 
present revelation to humanity.  To the clerics in Iran, this represents an unacceptable deviation 
from Islam. Whereas People of the Book are seen as practitioners of revealed faiths based on 
divine ordinances that pre-date Islam, the Iranian religious establishment views the Baha’is as 
actively denigrating the position of Mohammad and his revelation. 11 

 
1o Baha’u’llah was the founder 

of the Baha’i faith.
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1.1. A Troubled Birth 1.2. Partial Citizens

During the revolutionary turmoil of 1978-9, Baha’is again found themselves squeezed between 
the secular and religious establishments. The Iran Human Rights Documentation Centre (IHRDC) 
highlights an incident from December 1978 in Sarvestan,  when hundreds of Baha’i homes were 
torched by mobs. 12 Although persecution of the Baha’is pre-dates the 1979 revolution an unhin-
dered, strategic, targeted and systematic campaign was waged against the Baha’i community 
with the ascension of the Shi’a clergy into government in 1979.

It is then no surprise that the government of the Islamic Republic of Iran has consistently 
failed to recognise the religious legitimacy of the Baha’i faith. In a 1979 interview with Iran’s 
revolutionary leader Ayatollah Khomeini, originally published in Seven Days magazine, 
Professor James Cockroft asked about the situation of Baha’is:

PaRtial citizens 
the legal status of iRanian Baha’is

1.2

      // At least on the surface, the Constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran supports freedom 
of religion and expression. Article 23 of the Constitution reads, “the investigation of individuals’ 
beliefs is forbidden, and no one may be molested or taken to task simply for holding a certain 
belief.” 14

The discussion between Khomeini and Cockroft highlights that, the legal protections offered 
to religious minorities under Iran’s constitution are not extended to the Baha’i community. This 
is because the establishment does not recognise them as a legitimate religious group. Instead, 
it is Article 167 of the Iranian Constitution that is more frequently applied to the Baha’is, which 
states, “The judge is bound to endeavour to judge each case on the basis of the codified law. In 
case of the absence of any such law, he has to deliver his judgement on the basis of authorita-
tive Islamic sources and authentic fatwas.” 15

Given that the ‘codified law’ does not recognise Baha’is, interpretations of Sharia law as 
defined by the clergy and the judiciary govern the lives of the Baha’is. Under this interpretation 
of Sharia, Baha’is are characterised as heretics, deviants and apostates. In 1991, a number of 
leading Iranian political and religious figures issued a secret government memorandum on ‘the 
Baha’i Question’ (see Figure Three). Signed by Khomeini’s successor, Supreme Leader Ayatollah 
Khamenei, the document declared that the Baha’i community should be dealt with in such 
a way “that their progress and development are blocked”. 16 Measures outlined included the 
barring of Baha’is from higher education and the refusal and revocation of business licenses 
for Baha’i business owners. The intent was to force Baha’is out of the affluent upper and 
middle-classes into a position of material poverty with no opportunity for development so 
long as they refused to renounce their faith.

Cockroft: Will there be either religious or political freedom for the Bahá’ís under an Islamic government?
Khomeini: They are a political faction; they are harmful. They will not be accepted.
Cockroft: How about their freedom of religion – religious practice?
Khomeini: No. 13



13

Demonstrably, then, the Baha’i community has been subject to a protracted campaign 
of economic and social warfare, through which the state is attempting to shatter their 
prosperity and pressure them to abandon their faith. However, this protracted campaign 
against the Baha’is is not the only strategy employed by the government; as Baha’is 
have begun to organise and construct their own institutions, the authorities have also 
acted to stymie their efforts at mobilisation. The series of raids against the BIHE in 
early 2011 is one of the most striking examples of state persecution in recent years.

Figure Three
 The Secret 1991 Memorandum 
outlining the state strategy for 

the exclusion of Baha’is. 
See next page for the English 

translation.
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A growing global intolerance of state-sanctioned violence has worked to insulate the Baha’i 
community from genocide and, as a result, the Islamic Republic has been forced to work in 
other ways to quietly suffocate the Baha’i community of Iran, favouring instead a strategy of 
systematic social and economic exclusion. Dr. Moojan Momen calls this ‘suspended genocide’:

The most socially destructive policy enacted by the current regime has been the total exclusion 
of Baha’is from higher education. All Baha’i students were expelled from schools and universities 
following the 1979 Iranian Revolution and the small number who have concealed their faith in 
order to to enrol in higher education since then have all been expelled prior to graduation. 19  
Depriving Baha’is of education and relegating them to an economically underprivileged position 
is devastating for a community whose religion is founded on the tenet of self-improvement and 
education as being paramount to spiritual development.

These exclusionary policies have forced many Baha’i Iranians into the diaspora, but those 
who remain in their homeland are in exile at home, unable to participate in society. Rather 
than admit defeat, the Baha’is established a parallel educational system in 1987, and the model 
carved out by the innovative and decentralised Baha’i Institute for Higher Education is the 
primary focus of this report.

The 1991 document, coming as it does from the very top of the national leadership of the country, 
indicates clearly that [it] is part of a centrally organized campaign aiming at the strangulation and 
eventual elimination of the Baha’i community of Iran. It demonstrates that genocide was contemplated 
and planned and that the 1991 document is merely a tactical re-thinking of this goal in the face of the 
international outcry. 18

      // In the early years of the Islamic Republic, mass arrests, disappearances and summary 
executions of Baha’is were commonplace. The most significant cases of mass arrests and 
executions took place between 1980-84, when members of three successive Iranian Baha’i 
National Spiritual Assemblies were detained and murdered. Simultaneously, state authorities 
rounded up hundreds of members of Local Spiritual Assemblies, some of whom were killed, 
tortured, or forced to repent their faith. A Baha’i International Community report published in 
2008 found that over 200 Baha’is have been killed by the state since 1979, primarily during 
the early 1980s and late 1990s. 17 

in the shadow of the Revolution
1.3
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bihe undergraduate degree programmes 20

· Accounting

· Applied Chemistry

· Architecture

· Biology and Medical Sciences

· Business Administration

· Computer Engineering

· Computer Science and Mathematics

· English Language Studies

· Law

· Music

· Persian Literature and Iranian Culture

· Psychology

· Pharmaceutical Sciences

· Sociology

· Structural Engineering

· Transportation Engineering

· Water and Waste Engineering 

bihe graduate degree programmes 21

· Master in Business Administration

· Master in Curriculum Development

· Master in Construction Management

· Master in Educational Psychology

· Master in General Psychology

· Master in Neuroscience

· Master in Public Health

· Master in Sociology

· Master in Software Engineering

· Master in Structure Engineering 

bihe associate degree programmes 22

· Accounting

· Civil Construction

· Computer Technology

· Preschool

· Plant Production Technology

bi
he
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re
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founding the Bihe
 // Founded in 1987 by a group of Baha’i former academics and volunteer 
professionals, the Baha’i Institute for Higher Education’s stated goal was to provide 
an alternative space for the intellectual and cultural development of Iranian Baha’is.
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Founding the BIHE 2.1. Foundations

      // The Baha'i Institute for Higher Education is a secular organisation, which offers educational 
programmes (both undergraduate, graduate, and associate) in a variety of fields (see full list on the 
previous page). The BIHE has come under repeated attack from state authorities, as their activities 
are deemed ‘illegal’ under the laws of the Islamic Republic.

Education is a central tenet of the Baha’i faith and their exclusion from higher education is 
designed to denigrate them. Without access to higher education, it is nearly impossible for them to 
gain employment, especially as the job market is already squeezed by economic crisis and inflation. 
The BIHE evolved to fill this gap, to give the Baha’is of Iran opportunities and possibilities without 
them having to recant their faith. 

This chapter follows the route of the BIHE from its establishment to the most recent crackdown 
in May 2011. Situating the BIHE within the context of governmental suppression of Baha’i education 
and the persecution of the Baha’is in general, this chapter gives a background to the model of 
education delivery adopted by the BIHE.

foundations: the eaRlY YeaRs of the Bihe
2.1

      // The BIHE was founded on the principle that education should be available to every member 
of the Iranian Baha’i community. Before internet access became widely available in Iran, the BIHE 
relied on impressive networks of moped-mounted couriers ferrying work between staff and 
students, lengthy long-distance correspondence courses, and ramshackle classrooms housed in 
disused garages, living rooms and kitchens (see Figure five). Shahrzad Missaghi commented on 
how long it took to get things accomplished during her matriculation: 

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 2 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. 23

Figure Five
Iranian Baha’i students take part 

in a lesson in the living room of 
a Baha’i volunteer. Used with 

Pedram Roushan’s permission.
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The first major government raid of the BIHE occurred in 1998, which resulted in 30 arrests, 
4 convictions and the Institute’s temporary closure. Prior to this point, the BIHE had faced 
a low-intensity campaign of harassment. Former BIHE student Pedram Roushan, who 
witnessed the 1998 raid and whose father was arrested, described how well-coordinated 
the attack was and how the BIHE students responded:

These attacks were simultaneous, because if they attacked one person’s house, Baha’is would quickly 
tell each other and move any [incriminating] documents. At that point, we [the students] wondered 
what would happen to our futures, because all of a sudden our teachers were in prison and our ‘class-
rooms’ had been locked. However, after a brief period of confusion, we remembered that the whole 
purpose of this Institute was for us to self-educate. So we began meeting up at people’s houses and 
following our lessons on our own. For the rest of that semester we continued this way. We were very 
determined, and still are today. Baha’i students are very determined to continue their education. 24

Figure Six 
Meqyas Institute was located located 

close to Sharif institute of Technology, 
near Azadi Square. Every time we wanted 

to go there, we had to catch a cab and 
tell the driver to go to Sharif. 

It was a bitter feeling to take off from 
the cab in front of Sharif and then 

just walk in the other direction. 
The Meqyas Institute used to be a house 

before they turned it into a private 
vocational institute, owned by a Baha’i. 

We used to have some of our civil 
engineering classes there (around 
1997-98). Several years later, they 
government officials put this lock 

and notice on it, which says: 

“According to a High Court ruling 
this location has been sealed shut, 

and anyone caught removing 
the seal will be prosecuted”.

pedram roushan
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2.1. Foundations 2.2. Crisis Point

With the election of Mahmoud Ahmadinejad in 2005, persecution of the Baha’is has only 
intensified, culminating in the 2008 arrest of the Baha’i national leadership amidst accusations 
of espionage (see Figure seven). In 2010, after 2 years of imprisonment without conviction, 
these Baha’i leaders were found guilty and sentenced to lengthy prison terms. In 2011, this 
aggression was once directed at the BIHE.

In May 2011, Iranian state authorities stormed the homes of around 30 members of the Baha’i 
community in Tehran, Zahedan, Sari, Isfahan and Shiraz, seizing their personal effects, 
arresting 14, and holding several in Tehran’s notorious Evin Prison. 25 Charged with ‘conspiracy’, 
their crime was teaching and helping Baha’i students obtain an education. 

Baha’i academics and students affiliated with the BIHE in Iran are labelled enemies of the 
state, reflected in the sentencing of those arrested last May. In October 2011, seven of those 
arrested were sentenced to prison terms of between four and five years. 26 Shahrzad Missaghi 
completed rejected any such charges:

Although a number of human rights organisations and prominent figures, including Nobel 
Peace Prize laureates Desmond Tutu and Jose Ramos-Horta 28, have campaigned against the 
imprisonments, it is unlikely that these convictions will be overturned.

The Iranian Baha’i community is currently facing the most aggressive state persecution 
since the brutal post-revolution era. Yet, the BIHE continues to engage with dynamic 
new technologies to facilitate education for Baha’is in Iran, while also working to minimise 
the risks faced by its staff and students. As Holakou Rahmanian noted,

The BIHE’s innovative work deserves closer study, as it points to new methods and modes of 
education delivery in the face of oppression, along with the roots of the BIHE’s resilience and 
adaptability. Part of this resilience is due, no doubt, to the Baha’is’ long history of struggle 
against state persecution.

cRisis Point 
the 2011 caMPaign to BReaK the Bihe

2.2

BIHE has never had hidden agendas or a counter-culture mission. It has simply tried to provide 
opportunities and programmes for higher learning, very similar to the curriculum of other universities 
and colleges in Iran. 27

The Iranian people and government know about the existence of BIHE. However, we always try to 
keep the date, time and place of classes secret, since there is always the chance that government forces 
will break into our classes. We never speak of details of classes on the phone due to lack of security. 29



23 23

Figure Seven
 The seven Baha’i educators sentenced 

to four and five-year prison terms 
last October: (top row, left to right): 
Mahmoud Badavam, Ramin Zibaie, 

Riaz Sobhani, Farhad Sedghi; (bottom 
row, left to right) Noushin Khadem, 

Kamran Mortezaie, and Vahid Mahmoudi. 
© Baha’i World News Service

In the next chapter we turn our focus to the specifics of the BIHE’s adaptability, looking at how 
technological and educational innovations have been instrumental in its continued success. 
We also explore the links between non-Baha’is and the BIHE, of which there have been and 
continue to be many, proving that, despite its continued demonisation campaign, the Iranian 
authorities have failed to impose their segregation policy on the masses. 





deliveRing education
 // In the early stages of the BIHE’s development, its decentralised nature and the 
emphasis placed on independent learning and self-sufficiency was central to its success. 
This model has been built on in subsequent years, and slotted easily into the internet’s 
proliferation in Iran at the turn of the millennium.
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Delivering Education 3.1. Non-Baha'i Involvement

      // The unity and collaborative spirit of the Baha'i community has proved funda-
mental to their ability to evade government repression. Diane Ala’i spoke to how these 
characteristics have been essential to the BIHE's ability to push on:

In this chapter, we look at the technological and educational innovations within the 
BIHE, exploring the pros and cons of the BIHE’s hybrid (face-to-face combined with the 
internet) model of education delivery. We also address the importance of non-Baha’i 
contributions to the BIHE, in the form of its vast network of Affiliated Global Faculty (AGF) 
and non-Baha’i Iranians who have taken great risks in order to assist the BIHE. We contend 
that the willingness of non-Baha’is to engage with and contribute to the BIHE shows 
there is a broader sense of solidarity with the Baha’is amongst the Iranian population.

Since 2005, the BIHE has undertaken an innovative modernisation and expansion pro-
gramme, which includes the full incorporation of the internet into their activities. With the 
introduction of internet-based courses, the BIHE has also worked to create and expand its 
network of Affiliated Global Faculty (AGF), an international body of professors who volunteer 
their time to work with the BIHE. This chapter, which features a number of interviews 
with BIHE faculty residing outside Iran, and draws on the experiences of former students, 
demonstrates the phenomenal changes the BIHE has undergone over the past few years in 
its attempt to expand its AGF and continue to provide quality education to Iranian Baha’is.

Although catering to the Baha’i community of Iran, the BIHE is hardly an exclusively 
Baha’i institution; in reality many non-Baha’is, both within and outside Iran, have worked 
with the BIHE and contributed greatly to its success. The AGF is one such avenue through 
which non-Baha’i have gotten involved, but also inside the country many Iranians are 
going against the will of their government and assisting both the BIHE and the Baha’i 
community in general. Shahrzad Missaghi strongly praised the non-Baha’i Iranians who 
have worked with the BIHE and stood in solidarity with the Baha’i community:

Because the BIHE is not a centrally managed or controlled university, the impact of the raids 
was much less than we would imagine if say, here in Wellington Square, the central university of Oxford 
was attacked. 30

Generally our non-Baha’i friends have been compassionate about the situation and upset with the 
government for the on-going persecution of its own citizens. We had individuals who would risk their own 
wellbeing to teach Baha’i students. … I have been approached by many people who, after hearing about 
the BIHE, want to provide their services. 31

non-Baha'i involveMent
3.1
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From day one, we had strong supporters amongst people who consider themselves Muslims. The person 
who was teaching us differential equations also held a position in one of the universities in Tehran. When 
you have a government job, you have to say you are Muslim, or Christian, or Zoroastrian o Jewish to be 
employed. These application forms are meant to exclude Baha’is from getting any government-related 
job. When someone who considers themselves a Muslim comes and helps BIHE, that person is risking his 
job, and possibly his family’s security and safety. Yet, despite all this, they are coming. Baha’is don’t 
have much to lose. ... But to see a Muslim stepping up and doing this is really brave. 32

Yes, there were many non-Baha’i Iranians who sympathised with us. Almost everyone I spoke to about 
the BIHE were supportive. It is really hard for them to believe that the government prohibits Baha’is from 
going to university just because of their beliefs, and attacks their only institute for higher education. 33

The BIHE has had to be more ground-breaking than many other universities around the world to pursue 
that kind of hybrid model. But the hybridity is not just informed by security concerns. It’s also confirmed 
by what is most effective on the ground. This is an education that some of the students are pursuing 
alongside trying to survive and finding what work they can, or dealing with family responsibilities. 34

The BIHE had sufficient foresight to realise the power of the internet, information technology,  and how 
these can be used to advance learning. Even if security was not an issue, the BIHE would have gone in this 
direction. This technology is changing the entire educational landscape, and the BIHE wanted to be at 
the forefront of this process. 35

Non-Baha’is have been involved in the BIHE from its beginnings. Despite the fact that 
working with this institution brings very real dangers, non-Baha’is have voluntarily taken on this 
risk. Pedram Roushan spoke about the support of non-Baha’i Iranians and the risks they take:

While the Iranian government may present the picture that Iranian society agrees with 
their pointed treatment of the Baha’is, anecdotal evidence shows that this is simply not 
true. Everyone we spoke with commented on the devotion and bravery of their non-Baha’i 
friends and compatriots, who were both very compassionate towards the Baha’i cause 
and often tried to help as best they could. Houtan Rahmanian commented on this point:

      // The BIHE has employed a pioneering model of hybrid learning, which is dependent on 
traditional offline methods as well as increasing online components. While still largely reliant 
on offline methods for its day-to-day activities, the incorporation of online components into 
the BIHE’s delivery method has allowed them to expand and somewhat ease the risks for its 
students and staff. This hybrid method is also utilised in more traditional university settings, 
such as at Oxford but, as Dr. Ghanea explained, the BIHE has needed to be even more innovative 
due to the complexities on the ground:

Although the traditional model of education remains at the BIHE’s core, with classrooms serv-
ing as important community spaces for young Baha’is, the internet is playing an increasingly 
important role in the BIHE’s operation. Classrooms are absolute necessities in practical subjects 
such as chemistry or biology, but even these practical, lab-based courses have evolved from 
being exclusively offline into hybrid courses. Dr. Behrooz Sabet spoke about the BIHE’s rationale 
and initial strategy in shifting activities online:

the Bihe’s hYBRid leaRning Model
3.2
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3.2. The BIHE's Hybrid Learning Model 3.3. Technology

While former student, Pedram Roushan, concurred that the BIHE has been incredibly innovative 
and forward thinking in its model, he also contended that the evolution of the BIHE has been 
somewhat forced:

Since 2005, a number of courses have shifted all of their activities online. One such course is 
English as a Foreign Language (EFL), which was developed in part by Dr. Irshat Madyarov. 
When speaking with Small Media, Dr. Madyarov spoke of the importance of boosting students’ 
English to the point that they could take courses from non-Farsi speaking professors based 
outside Iran – the Affiliated Global Faculty. He highlighted the two-pronged approach that made 
this course possible: the multimedia aspect, which students could do completely independently, 
and utilised the Moodle  platform 37; and, for practice-based lessons, such as written or 
spoken assignments, Skype, Yahoo Messenger, and Phonebridge were used to connect students 
to faculty members. 38 Houtan Rahmanian also commented on the dependence on online 
learning and how professors used this medium:

Adapting educational material for online use is an extensive and intensive process involving 
software development, the manufacture and import of resources from overseas, and the 
creation of systems for online and offline distribution. While the BIHE has had to be inventive 
in their adaptation of course material, their innovation has been proven through the localised 
utilisation of many standard software packages (Skype, Yahoo Messenger, Moodle). These open-
source software packages are easy to use and they connect students and academics quickly 
and effectively, without much strain on resources. With such adaptability and innovation, it is 
very difficult for the Iranian authorities to completely halt the BIHE’s functioning.

Other factors do have an effect on the BIHE’s ability to function. Whereas the state is effect-
ively helpless in directly halting the continuation of these lessons, systemic problems in Iran’s 
internet infrastructure do pose a barrier to the expansion of the BIHE’s activities.

This is not a natural evolution where the BIHE get to sit down and decide what to do. They have to re-
spond to the external pressures and external constraints placed on them by the governing body of Iran. 
It’s hard to know what they want to do and what they are forced to do. They figure out how they can
keep moving forward, although this may not be their preferred direction, they have to just do it. It’s this 
very genuine adaptation to the pressure imposed by the government that makes it unique. 36

As a general statement, nearly 70% of our course activities were online, and it is becoming more 
and more the case. The BIHE has tried to have more activities online to protect the students and 
faculty from possible dangers or attacks to traditional in-home classes. … Professors would put the 
weekly course materials on the course web page, which could include slides, external links to papers 
or web pages, tutorials, etc. We had assignments each week and would submit them through the 
website. There were also forums available for students to ask questions of each other and instructors. 39
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technologY 
and goveRnMental inteRfeRence in iRan 

3.3

      // Bowing under the weight of overuse, underinvestment, and government meddling, 
Iranians are often confronted with sluggish download speeds, random disconnections and 
temporary outages. Furthermore, issues of filtering, online entrapment, and the specific 
targeting of Baha’i websites, oftentimes produced an online environment akin to the 
on-the-ground realities of Baha’is (i.e. classrooms being shut down and scholars arrested). 
Dr. Madyarov discussed how continuous problems with the internet affected his ability to 
teach courses, as students oftentimes were unable to make sessions or submit 
coursework on time due to connection problems:

Dr. Deborah van den Hoonaard spoke of when she first started with the BIHE, and the problems 
that internet connectivity in Iran posed:

In conjunction with connectivity issues, safety is also a paramount concern. Government 
hacking and phone tapping efforts pose a real risk to the safety of both BIHE staff and 
students. Dr. Madyarov highlighted the necessity of remaining cognisant of government 
infiltration efforts:

Houtan Rahmanian, a former BIHE student, also spoke to the risks involved, including a 
constant need to keep BIHE activities secret and never discussing anything BIHE related over 
the phone:

The two biggest challenges facing the BIHE’s online operations are the inconsistent nature 
of internet connectivity and government monitoring. Therefore, the model of hybrid learning 
– combining online activities with concurrent classroom-based teaching – will surely continue. 
In the next section, we highlight the growing trend of online education globally, and point to 
the other key players and their methods.

The challenge was getting everything to function. When we first started, I was meant to 
start on a particular date, and I dutifully logged onto the site and there were no students. 41

The BIHE in general has been taking efforts to make the system more secure, but I don’t think it’s completely 
there. When we were working with students we were consistently reminded to be aware that we might be 
tapped at any point when talking to students on the phone, or on Skype. Our posts on Moodle websites might 
be tracked. So we did not exclude the possibility of incidences of consistent tapping, and tracking 
and surveillance.42

We could not talk about BIHE with our non-Baha’i friends, because it would put the BIHE in danger. 
Sometimes, we even had to go to someone’s house to get final or midterm exams’ schedules. Since phone 
calls were potentially monitored, we should not discuss our final exam’s time or place over the phone. 43

On a weekly basis, we were supposed to have one-hour conversations in small groups of 
four to five students, but oftentimes students were unable to join due to the internet connection. 
When they were actually able to connect, the connection was very unstable. Many students,
in fact, would end up going to the internet cafes, which I thought was amazing. ... Furthermore, 
deadlines for coursework were also often missed because of problems with connecting.40
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3.4. The Rise of Online Learning 3.5. The Effects of the 2011 Crackdown

The BIHE could follow in the footsteps of a number of exclusively online education platforms that 
have been introduced over the past few years, including YouTube’s EDU channel, the Khan Academy, 
and a plethora of educational iPhone apps. Each platform hosts videos, learning activities and 
educational media designed to engage students. Some leading commentators in the fields of 
education and technology have lauded such new initiatives, 45  citing their ability to do away with 
inelastic, formulaic classroom experiences and encourage independent learning at a student’s own 
pace. Since BIHE facilities and homes are at constant risk, a case can be made for the BIHE to move 
all of their activities online; but, as noted above, internet activities in Iran come with their own set 
of risks and challenges.

Although lauded for their innovation, initiatives such as the Khan Academy have also elicited 
concerns from academics in the field of education. Such criticisms have included that these  
initiatives promote an over-simplified vision of education and lack a space for collaborative student 
discussions and group learning activities. 46 Such initiatives also assume a highly developed internet 
infrastructure, reliable connection speeds, and straightforward access to websites. This is not the 
reality for the Baha’is of Iran, and the BIHE has had to take these facts into account in its modern-
isation programme.

Former BIHE students Holakou Rahmanian and Houtan Rahmanian both spoke to these issues with 
regards to the online system, including issues of software compatibility, internet connections, and a 
lack of resources online. However, they also both contended that the online system was essential to 
their abilities to complete their degrees. As Houtan Rahmanian said,

I could never imagine completing my degree without online facilities. It would have been impossible. 
Most of our faculty was living outside Iran. And, even if the instructor was living inside the country, online 
facilities were the easiest, safest, and most affordable way to continue my education. 47

Although I think traditional classroom-based lessons are more effective, online education has its own 
benefits. We do not have any geographical limits for our professors, students can have their own time-
tables for studying, and they can even have a full-time job during their education. That’s why in BIHE 
there is a trade-off between offline and online classes. 44

the Rise of online leaRning: 
the Bihe and gloBal tRends in education

3.4

     // The BIHE is not the first university to develop significant online capabilities; students 
at universities across the globe are accessing lecture notes, PowerPoint presentations, full 
video recordings, seminar readings, and more via their universities’ website or intranet. In the 
majority of cases, Moodle platforms are a supplement to traditional in-class learning. Most 
universities still rely on in-person lectures, seminars, and library research as their main mode 
of instruction. Traditional in-class learning is not practicable for the BIHE, as many of their 
physical spaces are under surveillance and at risk of closure by the authorities. Former BIHE 
student Holakou Rahmanian spoke of his preference for classroom-based learning, but also 
acknowledged the benefits of the online method:
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the effects of the 2011 cRacKdown
3.5

Persecution of Baha’is in Iran is unwavering, perhaps even intensifying, but what does this 
mean for the day-to-day functioning of the BIHE? The scholars and associates interviewed for 
this report had diverse opinions on this point. Some pointed to the BIHE’s ability to adapt to 
ever-changing circumstances as a key factor in its continued success; others, however, were 
less optimistic, noting that the ‘illegality’ of the BIHE’s activities in Iran would always prove a 
stumbling block. Emphasising the BIHE’s adaptability, Dr. Nazila Ghanea commented on the 
2011 raids:

Conversely, Dr. Deborah van den Hoonaard and Dr. Pierre-Yves Mocquais were more realistic 
about the ability of the BIHE to expand its operations in the face of mounting pressure. 
Dr. van den Hoonaard stressed the ‘illegality’ of the BIHE’s activities as a substantial challenge:

Dr. Pierre-Yves Mocquais shared this pessimism, but also pointed to the internet as a site 
where the BIHE can continue to grow:

      // The raids on 30 Baha’i homes and the resultant arrest of 14 people from the BIHE 
community in 2011 were calamitous, but not without precedent.  Dr. Nazila Ghanea 
reminds us that this is far from the first time the Baha’is dealt with such a situation. 
When asked about the significance of the May 2011 raids on the BIHE, she responded, 

The BIHE is a resilient organisation. It has weathered many storms throughout its history. 
However, the May 2011 raids were different, as it was the first time that individuals received 
harsh sentences for their involvement with the BIHE. Diane Ala’i, in an interview with Small 
Media, spoke to the fact that this is the first time BIHE members have been tried and sen-
tenced to long terms. In the past, people were arrested, but usually released just as quickly. 
Ala’i described this as a “much graver attack”. 49

I think that the BIHE’s setup and structure has allowed it to adapt and respond in the face of pressure]; 
much of this adaptability also comes from the grassroots responses of the students and the teaching 
assistants on the ground... The BIHE has been fluid and responsive, and I think the impact [of the raid] 
is much less than we had imagined. Obviously, this doesn’t mean that raids are at all welcome. 50

Since 2011, the government has said that the operations of BIHE are illegal. So, the BIHE has become more 
informal once again, because Baha’is try to follow the laws of the country in which we live, if possible. 51

As long as Baha’is in Iran continue to be persecuted, I do not see the BIHE expanding or resuming the 
way they were operating prior to the latest crackdown any time soon. On the other hand, what I think 
can happen is the expansion of the technology driven BIHE, in other words the one that operates over 
the internet, using technology available at the present time and encompassing the entire planet. 52

“The harassment and restrictions are something that, sadly, the Baha’is of Iran have gotten used to. 
In terms of the BIHE, it’s a repeat offense.” 48
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3.5. The Effects of the 2011 Crackdown

Dr. Mocquais points, here, to the BIHE’s potential move away from traditional education towards 
an online, distance-learning model. However, as has been explained above, the internet also 
comes with its own set of challenges and safety issues. The BIHE is at a potential crossroads; if 
the on-the-ground pressure continues to mount, there may be little other choice  but to move 
more activities online. However, aside from the safety issues already discussed, how would this 
shift affect the education the BIHE provides for the Iranian Baha’i community?

Building on the above discussion, the next chapter explores BIHE staff and students’ expect-
ations for the future of the Institute. Emphasising adaptability and the resilience of both staff 
and students, this chapter shows the determination of those involved in the BIHE. It also points 
to the hybrid model as the future for the BIHE, and possibly for other organisations trying to 
offer educational opportunities to marginalised populations elsewhere in the world.
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eXPectations foR the futuRe
 // This chapter is divided into two sections and outlines alumni and faculty members’ thoughts 
about the future of the BIHE. Despite the clear obstacles to its continuation, the discussion below 
displays the determination of all involved in the BIHE for it to not only continue, but to grow and 
progress in the process.
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4.1. Future of the BIHE - Alumni 4.2. Future of the BIHE - Faculty

     // The alumni interviewed for this report knew, first-hand, the on-the-ground challenges 
that those involved with the BIHE face every day. Despite this, they were all adamantly 
optimistic about the future of the BIHE. Shahrzad Missaghi, for example, spoke of what the 
BIHE has had to go through in order to achieve all that it has, and how this is proof that it 
will continue in its mission:

Building on Missaghi’s praise of the Baha’i community and their crucial support for the 
BIHE, Pedram Roushan pointed to the character of the BIHE’s students as another reason 
why the BIHE will always continue. As those who attend this institute do so with the 
full knowledge that their degrees mean nothing in Iran, BIHE students are there for the 
sake of knowledge itself:

Houtan Rahmanian shared Roushan’s view, emphasising that the BIHE’s staff and students 
are true inspirations, and this is why it can never be forced to close:

I see a very bright future for BIHE. It has stood firm and survived all the hardships and difficulties - which 
are currently ongoing, as well - with many of its educators currently behind bars. The fact that such an 
institute came to existence with very limited resources and expanded to such an amazing organization 
with numerous success stories for its graduates is proof that BIHE will continue its operation. This is truly 
a miracle and would not have been possible without the support and sacrifice of the Baha’i community. 53 

Because there is no degree or diploma at the end of the course, or rather the diploma is not 
recognised, from day one students know they are studying for the sake of learning, for the sake of 
education itself. If you really value education, this is how you demonstrate it. You don’t go to school to 
become rich, or to prove to others that you are smart. Education is the goal in and of itself; it is not a 
means to achieve something else, or serve a bigger purpose. I think this mind-set makes the BIHE 
very unique, and I think the BIHE has a lesson to teach the rest of the world, despite its small size and its 
recent establishment. Furthermore, this Institute has shown very strong, constructive resilience. It has 
never given up, or reacted violently. There have been many arrests and detentions throughout the 
years, but it has always continued and expanded. 54

The BIHE is a lovely shelter for all of its students, faculty, and staff. Anyone that has ever had the 
opportunity to be part of this amazing Institute would confirm this. Despite all the problems and dan-
gers, it was a unique experience. It is so lovely when you see students truly seeking knowledge; when they 
know the degree they will get cannot be used in the country; when they know there is always a chance 
they’ll be attacked by the government. It is so inspiring when you see your instructor travel almost 8 
hours to get to Tehran every few weeks just to teach you; when you see your 74-year old instructor 
doing his best just to help you learn; when you see people from different cities, countries, and cultures 
helping you to reclaim what has been taken from you. Such an institute cannot be shut down by any 
earthly power. It will continue to exist. The BIHE will have its ups and downs, but it 
will never fail. 55

futuRe of the Bihe - aluMni
4.1
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Figure Eight 
The first programming competition, which 

was organised by a number of students 
in 2010. Faculty and department staff 

helped of course, but the main initiators 
were the students themselves. A second 

programming competition took place 
after the raid on BIHE in May 2011. The title 

of the second competition was: “Hon-
oring Mahmood Badavam”. Mahmood 
Badavam is currently in prison, having 

been arrested in the May 2011 raid. An MIT 
alumnus, he has been active in the BIHE, 
both as a teacher and an administrator. 

pedram roushani

The BIHE is undergoing a defining moment in its history, as it works to transform its model 
of education delivery for the Baha’is of Iran. Many of the BIHE faculty interviewed for this report 
indicated that the future of the BIHE is directly tied to its ability to expand its online activities, 
and a few interviewees also offered predictions. Dr. Behrooz Sabet spoke about the continuation 
of this hybrid model of education:

First of all, the BIHE believes that employing the internet is central to its ability to continue to 
offer education to its students. Secondly, at this time, they also believe that the hybrid model is 
the best method, because it combines online education with face-to-face interactions. Not all 
courses can be offered online, so this is the ideal model at this point, and makes the most sense. 56

futuRe of the Bihe - facultY
4.2

Dr. Pierre-Yves Mocquais posited that, while there is desire to expand both the in-person and 
online areas, it most likely that the long-distance learning tools will take priority in the near 
future:

Expanding the BIHE over the years is part of the plan, but as to how the balance between the local onsite 
work and long-distance functions will work... my sense is that probably the latter is going to take precedent 
for at least quite some time. 57
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4.2. Future of the BIHE - Faculty

Dr. Irshat Madyarov put forward that the BIHE’s direction could be determined by 
technological advancements, but it is unlikely that the BIHE will ever completely abandon 
the face-to-face component:

The hybrid-learning model, along with an expansion of its online capabilities, appears to be 
the current path for the BIHE. The unreliability of and excessive governmental interference in 
the Iranian internet prevents the BIHE from becoming the ‘Khan Academy’ of Iran. However, 
substandard infrastructure and state meddling are not the only obstacles to this shift; it seems 
that students and staff are content with the BIHE’s hybrid model. In their view, classrooms 
provide a better space for the exchange of ideas and the fostering of a sense of shared culture 
and community than intermittently functioning Moodle discussion boards.

As such, the BIHE’s current approach appears to be the correct one: it makes the most out of its 
limited infrastructure; adapts to shifting government pressures by transforming its educational 
model; and is forging a sustainable model of education given its tough working conditions. 
The organisation provides an excellent model for an adaptive and constructive social resistance.

I think there could be several potential directions, because technologies are advancing and there might 
be some solutions that could potentially help BIHE deliver their courses more seamlessly without the inter-
net interruptions. So that’s one. And if that’s the case, if something becomes available in the near future 
I think it will become more distance-oriented. Because many of the courses are delivered by local Iranian 
faculty members, I think the face-to-face component will remain, and I think it makes sense because it is 
good to be using local human resources as well as the faculty members, especially for certain subjects. 58



39





conclusion: 
the Bihe as a Model
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5.1. Decentralisation is Central 5.2. Reflect, Innovate, Adapt

     // This discussion of the BIHE has revealed the strengths in its contradictions: 
it is both a solid pillar for the Baha’i community and a fluid, shapeless shadow in the face of 
government persecution. The BIHE has the resolve and fortitude to effectively perform its 
function for the foreseeable future, though looming state initiatives – such as the internal ‘halal 
internet’ – may prove to be stumbling blocks. Despite this, everyone interviewed for this report 
was confident in the Institute’s ability to adapt and continue. The notion of a united, collabora-
tive Baha’i community has proved fundamental to their ability to evade government repression.

However, while there are reasons for optimism, this should not be understood as satisfaction 
with the current order. The Islamic Republic’s unjust education policies must be amended, and 
international campaigns launched by groups such as Amnesty International and Education 
Under Fire should continue their efforts in this regard. The international community must put 
pressure on the Iranian government to change their discriminatory practices, not just in the 
area of access to education, but on a whole plethora of issues affecting the Baha’i community: 
from the economic marginalisation of Baha’i business owners to the demonisation campaigns 
by Iranian state media.

The BIHE’s continued operation and contribution to the education of Iranian Baha’is is the 
result of excellent organisation, dogged determination and a willingness to adapt in the face of 
extreme external pressures. Small Media distilled a number of conclusions from our discussions 
with former BIHE staff and students that could be of use to other organisations working under 
similar pressures.

There is much to be done, but the BIHE serves as a positive model of how exclusionary state 
policies can be non-violently and constructively countered. Along with providing education to 
the Baha’i community inside Iran, the BIHE has many lessons for organisations and activists 
working on the global level, and those facing similar types of exclusion in countries across the 
world.

     // The decentralised nature of the BIHE is central to its ability to resist governmental efforts 
to shut it down. That lecturers can construct their courses free from the prescriptions of a single 
organisational body, in conjunction with a heavy reliance on networks of teaching assistants 
in the actual delivery of education, has meant that no single figure or group drives the BIHE’s 
operation. If administrators are arrested, there is a risk of disruption to assessment, reform 
and reorganisation efforts (as evidenced in 1998), but such barriers can be easily overcome. 
Simultaneously, if lecturers are arrested, teaching assistants and students can collaborate to 
complete the courses based on the materials provided at the start of the course. Independence 
- of lecturer from administrator, teaching assistant from lecturer, and student from all - has 
always been the guarantor of adaptability in the BIHE, and this facet of its character has been 
preserved and complemented by the ongoing process of modernisation and the shift toward 
online learning.

decentRalisation is centRal
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In addition, the emphasis placed on student independence has allowed students to develop 
their skills and academically flourish in many ways. The number of BIHE graduates 
who have been admitted to prestigious Western universities for postgraduate degrees is  
testament to this fact.

In each crisis it has faced, the BIHE and the Baha’i community have proven themselves 
adaptable and determined to continue working despite sustained opposition. 
A decentralised and fluid organisational structure has allowed the BIHE to grow under 
circumstances that would have threatened the very survival of more rigidly structured 
institutions. Groups facing similar types of suppression inside Iran and around the 
world would do well to prioritise organisational and structural fluidity and adaptability, 
as the BIHE has done, in order to minimise the impact of losing any number of their 
individual contributors.

     // It is certainly worth restating that the BIHE has not been completely taken in 
by the fervour surrounding online education institutes such as the Khan Academy; 
nor has the BIHE demonstrated an aversion to innovation. Its modernisation 
programme – which started in earnest with the development of a comprehensive 
EFL course in 2005 – has transformed the BIHE, but not beyond recognition.

The Institute maintains its dedication to traditional classroom-rooted approaches to 
education and, consequently, to the continued construction and renewal of an otherwise 
embattled and isolated Baha’i community. The BIHE recognises its central place in the 
Iranian Baha’i community, and its educational strategies reflect a dedication to this 
mission. Although it may be safer to educate students when shielded by firewalls and 
proxy connections, this would also affect the quality of education and deprive Baha’i 
students of an avenue for active participation in their community. Therefore, security is 
sacrificed for the sake of educational and community integrity.

The BIHE is critical and reflexive when it comes to embracing new technologies. This 
approach demonstrates the organisation’s pragmatism and shows its willingness to 
reflect thoughtfully on its role. While some may advocate for the BIHE to shift completely 
towards online content delivery for the safety its participants, we would argue instead 
that such a move would transform the fundamental character of the organisation, which 
could be damaging to the Baha’i community of Iran.

This has implications for any organisation looking to provide services to an oppressed 
community within a closed society, such as Iran. Groups should be discouraged from 
framing their function and operation simply around service provision, as the value 
of many minority-geared institutions lies as much in their providing a safe community 
space as in their outputs. This observation holds true for organisations focused on any 
number of minority groups – from religious minorities to ethnic minorities to 
sexual minorities.

Reflect, innovate, adaPt 
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5.3. The Growing Significance
of Shared Identities in the New Global Activism

     

     // As we have discussed, technology should not be embraced for the sake of ‘modernisation’ 
alone, but technology does have the ability to transform the organisational capabilities of 
institutions like the BIHE. The massive expansion of the BIHE’s activities was a direct result of its 
development of an enormous network of Affiliated Global Faculty members; the results have been 
astonishing, and something that the BIHE of the 1990s or even early 2000s could hardly have 
imagined.

Though many non-Baha’i AGF members contribute to the BIHE to stand in solidarity with the Baha’i 
community, there is also a significant contingent from the global Baha’i community within the AGF. 
Clearly, the internet has provided new avenues for participation. Whereas in decades past, trans-
national co-religionists could do little but express outrage at states that persecuted their fellow 
believers, today there is potential for people to rally around shared identities and make 
concrete contributions to their communities on a global scale.

This is not a uniquely Baha’i phenomenon, of course, or even one limited to religious communities 
more generally. A plethora of digital grassroots initiatives have recently emerged to rally various 
minority communities and their supporters around a broad array of issues – from LGBT groups, such 
as AllOut, to the ethnic-focused Alliance for Kurdish Rights. Digital organisation and a resurgence 
of identity politics transnationally is a key facet of modern political engagement. The BIHE has 
embraced this reality and is reaping the rewards through its vibrant Affiliated Global Faculty initia-
tive, which has successfully attracted Baha’i academics outside Iran and non-Baha’i sympathisers.
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