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Dedicated to my students



It is not good to feel that one’s own religion alone is true and all others
are false. God is one only, and not two. Different people call on Him by
different names: some as Allah, some as God, and others as Krishna,
Siva, and Brahman . . . Opinions are but paths. Each religion is only a
path leading to God, as rivers come from different directions and ulti-
mately become one in the one ocean.

Sri Ramakrishna, The Gospel of Sri Ramakrishna, 8th edn. (1992), pp. 264–65.
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Preface

The genesis of this book goes back to an incident at the University of
California, Berkeley, in April 1986. I was lecturing on women’s political
participation in the Islamic Republic of Iran at the Center for Middle
Eastern Studies when I noticed a young woman who was leaning against
the door listening with great intensity. In the audience were three women
in their fifties who were whispering uninterruptedly and were clearly dis-
turbed by something. During the question-and-answer period, one of
them expressed her displeasure with me. My comments had appeared to
her as a defense of the Islamic government; she severely criticized the cler-
ical regime and Ayatollah Khomeini. Seeing her difficulty in communi-
cating in English, I asked her to speak in Persian; she refused. She was
determined to prove to the audience that I was a backer of the Islamic
forces in Iran. Her strong pro-monarchical sentiments were not lost on
anyone; in those days facing this kind of misreading of one’s talk was a
common occurrence. I would have forgotten the incident except for what
happened next.

When the lecture was over, the young woman who had been leaning
against the door approached me. “Do you remember me?,” she asked. I
did not. “We entered Pahlavi [Shiraz] University together. We were class-
mates. Even then you were always with the Muslims. You never learn.” I
was intrigued. Later, surrounded by Iranian students, most with some
leftist affiliation, we sat for coffee. Her anger burst out: “I read your book
[referring to my first book on Iranian women]. What is this attraction you
feel for these prejudiced people? Why should you as an Armenian write
about them? Haven’t they harmed and offended us enough?” Bewildered,
I asked if she was an Armenian. “I am an Assyrian. For them, all of us are
the same. We are those dirty Christians. I left Iran a long time ago deter-
mined to have no communication with Iranians. Then, today, I came to
hear you, thinking perhaps things have changed. Maybe now that so many
of the expatriates have experienced oppression at the hands of fundamen-
talists their biases have disappeared. Maybe those who have fled
Khomeini are more civilized. But I was wrong; they will never change.
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Never. Did you know what the three women said after your talk? They
said it was all the fault of the good shah. He was so kind-hearted that he
spoiled [rudad] our religious minorities. These Armenians, Jews,
Zoroastrians, and Bahais conspired against him; they brought Khomeini
to power. They destroyed our nation, and this one [referring to me] is a
Khomeini agent. You see; they never change. Why aren’t you as disgusted
as I am?”

The brash young leftist idealists sitting around us were silent. I do not
recall my response, but I do recall the feeling that she was not listening. I
never saw or heard from her again but her words consumed me with
curiosity. The ludicrous notion she attributed to the other women, that
religious minorities were responsible for overthrowing the shah’s regime
and the founding of a Shii Muslim clerical-led state, raised many ques-
tions in my mind, eventually leading to the present work.

This book attempts to answer two questions: (1) what has been the
overall policy of the theocratic Islamic state toward its non-Muslim reli-
gious minorities? And (2), how have the minorities dealt with state intru-
sion into their lives? Although there are small numbers of Hindus, Sikhs,
Sabeans, and others in Iran, the focus of this investigation is on major
non-Muslim religious minorities: Armenians, Assyrians, Chaldeans,
Jews, Zoroastrians, Bahais, and Iranian Christian converts. Specifically,
this study identifies the main ethnoreligious components, the history of
official policy, possible variance in theocratic state policies, and the
response of minorities.

The conceptual focus of the study is on the first decade of the Islamic
Republic (1979–89); however, events and developments pertaining to
1989–98 are covered either in chapters or in the conclusion. The study
focuses on 1979–89 for three main reasons: (1) state definition of Islamic
ideology is the strongest during this time period and becomes more
differentiated and obscured after Ayatollah Khomeini’s death in 1989;
(2) with some exceptions the legal, social, and political position of recog-
nized non-Muslim minorities after going through a major upheaval in the
early 1980s is routinized by the mid- to late 1980s; and (3) the fall of com-
munism and the formation of post-Soviet states introduce new nuances
which, along with domestic strife, further complicate the political scene.
Of course, several developments in the 1990s are covered but only when
they directly relate to the main points of the text.

It would have been easier but intellectually less challenging to focus
only on one community and trace their trials and tribulations in greater
detail. The designation “non-Muslim” had a special place in the belief
structure of the Shii revolutionary ideologues, and no single community
could shed light on the intensity and variance of the meaning and practice
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of state ideology. In addition, important differences in culture and history
of the non-Muslim communities colored their varying reactions to state
intrusion.

This study utilizes a variety of sources including personal interviews,
primary sources, and documents obtained during a field trip to Iran in
1992, theological writings of religious leaders and various publications in
Iran dealing with non-Muslim minority rights, thousands of pages of doc-
uments published by the government such as the proceedings of the
Assembly of Experts and the Majlis, published interviews with leaders of
religious minorities and Islamic authorities, and a myriad of media
accounts of events verified in personal interviews by members and
leaders of the non-Muslim communities. Periodicals published by non-
Muslim minorities have also been used, albeit with caution, such as Alik
(Wave) in Armenian, and Cheesta (Knowledge and Awareness) published
by a Zoroastrian press in Persian. These publications have tried to intro-
duce their communities’ religion, tradition, and culture. They are
message-givers to their communities and to the state, and also reflect the
agenda preferences of editors or groups within religious minorities whom
they represent.

The book first presents an overview of Iranian society and politics,
explains the conceptual framework, and discusses the religious ideo-
logues’ views of non-Muslims. Chapter 1 introduces each main non-
Muslim religious minority and explores the group’s historical, social, and
political segmentation from Muslim ethnic groups. Chapter 2 focuses on
the drafting of the Islamic constitution and discussions held in the
Assembly of Experts (Majlis-e Khebregan) in 1979. Accommodative and
critical positions taken by deputies on the status of the non-Muslim pop-
ulation and the significance of the final outcome is analyzed. By focusing
on four arenas of state–minority interaction – religion, education, com-
munal life, and political representation – chapter 3 identifies several state
policies vis-à-vis the Armenians, the Assyrians/Chaldeans, the Jews, and
the Zoroastrians. Chapter 4 uses a psychological framework of ethnic
conflict in order to explain the severity of the treatment of the Jews, the
persecution of the Bahais, and the troubled Iranian converts to
Christianity. Chapter 5 addresses minority responses to local govern-
ments and state policies. It distinguishes between similar and dissimilar
responses, demonstrating that, in changing circumstances, marginal
groups continue to act within the framework of a learned cultural tradi-
tion. In conclusion, this study takes on a larger issue: what are the perils of
marginality in the Islamic Republic, and what is a fair assessment of mar-
ginality for an individual and a collectivity?
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Notes on transliteration and bibliography

All Persian, Armenian, and Arabic words have been translated parenthet-
ically in the text. The transliteration adopted for Persian and Armenian
words follows a simple system. All diacritical marks with a few exceptions
have been omitted. The exceptions apply to quotations and published
sources. After consultation of more than a dozen published works, it was
clear that no unified system of transliteration for Persian words exists.
Since this is a work in social sciences, therefore, every effort has been
made to keep the transliteration clear and concise by preserving unifor-
mity, applying the Persian pronunciation of words as often as possible,
and maintaining the common usage of words. Discrepancies in transliter-
ation may appear in cases such as the usage q or gh (q has been the norm
here), or Abd-al-Baha instead of Abdol Baha, the version used for most
such names. Translations are my own unless otherwise indicated.

The bibliography, as is customary, contains every work cited in the
notes. However, since the articles from print and broadcast media sources
are numerous and are fully cited in the notes, only a listing of the sources
themselves appears in the bibliography.
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Glossary

Ahl al-Dhimma Protected People in Islamic communities
Ahl al-Ketab People of the Book, referring to Jews, Christians,

and Zoroastrians (in Iran)
ajam non-Arab people
Dar al-Harb the territory controlled by the non-Muslims

where non-Islamic laws govern
Dar al-Islam the territory where Muslim authorities are in

charge and enforce Islamic laws
Ershad guidance, direction; in this book, it refers to the

Vezarat-e Farhang va Ershad-e Islami (the
Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance)

faqih an expert in fiqh, jurisprudent
ferqeh sect
fiqh Islamic jurisprudence
hadith tradition, a saying attributed to the Prophet

Mohammad
haram religiously prohibited
hejab Islamic headcover
jazieh special tax paid by the non-Muslims to Muslim

rulers
kafir infidel, nonbeliever, non-Muslim
Majlis Assembly or parliament; full form: Majlis-e

Shoraye Islami, the Islamic Consultative
Assembly

Majlis-e Khebregan Assembly of Experts
Marja-e Taqlid the highest rank among the Shii clergy, the

Source of Emulation
millet religious administration of the Ottoman Empire

designed for the non-Muslim ethnoreligious
communities giving them autonomy in religious
affairs, certain administrative matters, and the
judicial arena; this system predates Islam, but was
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given a religious coloring with the advent of
Islam and the Ottomans designed it as an
administrative model

najess impure, unclean
nejasat being impure, impurity
Pasdaran Revolutionary Guards
qesas retribution, law of retaliation, revenge for

homicide
shariah religious law of Islam
ulama plural of alim, the learned men (clergy) of

religious law of Islam
Velayat-e Faqih “the government belongs to those who know

Islamic jurisprudence,” the rule of the supreme
jurist or top theologian
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Introduction: an overview of politics and
society

Iranian modern history has exhibited constant fluctuation between
extremes. Nationalism has turned into an intense anti-other diatribe and
religious devotion has moved to bigotry. This study focuses on the rela-
tionship between the state and non-Muslim religious minorities
(Armenians, Assyrians, Bahais, Chaldeans, Iranian Christian converts,
Jews, and Zoroastrians) in order to explore the dynamics of this extrem-
ism and its impact. How far could an ideological state go in implement-
ation? What form has this dogmatic impulse taken and to what end? And
what has been the response of religious minorities?

This chapter explains the conceptual framework of the study, provides
an introductory survey of Iranian politics in the twentieth century, offers
a brief synopsis on the role of non-Muslims in Islam, presents the views of
the non-Muslims held by the Shii revolutionary ideologues, and, finally,
identifies several important issues in this research.

The study of ethnic groups (when relevant called minorities) reveals
much theoretical unevenness. Researchers often entertain differing
assumptions and conclusions. Case studies offer the most useful and
elaborate frameworks, but they rarely seem to apply to other situations.
And, as always, the nature of the case study has a direct bearing on its
theoretical conclusions. Various dimensions of ethnicity appear too com-
plicated and, at times, simply incomprehensible. Too many terminologies
are used, frequently becoming mixed in an interlocking web of individual
and disciplinary preferences. Yet this extensive literature remains
intensely thought-provoking.

Defining groups

Most scholars have made a genuine attempt to be all-inclusive in iden-
tifying ethnic groups. Others have given up definitions and, instead, have
moved on to the analysis of their behavior and actions.

Division of humanity was at the core of early definitions where people
were separated along the lines of religion, race, language, culture, and
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nationality.1 Many of these overlap, and gender and class divisions were
not acknowledged. Schermerhorn’s widely quoted definition of an ethnic
group is a good example of an all-inclusive characterization:

a collectivity within a larger society having real or putative common ancestry,
memories of a shared historical past, and a cultural focus on one or more symbolic
elements defined as the epitome of their peoplehood. Examples of such symbolic
elements are: kinship patterns, physical contiguity (as in localism or sectional-
ism), religious affiliation, language or dialect forms, tribal affiliation, nationality,
phenotypical features, or any combination of these. A necessary accompaniment
is some consciousness of kind among members of the group.2

Eight years later Richard Burkey made an addition to Schermerhorn’s
definition by differentiating between ethnicity and ethnic group.
Ethnicity, he argued, was that diffuse sense of ancestry which formed the
basis for membership in an ethnic group. Ethnicity, therefore, was a set of
attitudes relative to individuals and, depending on circumstances, did not
exclude religious differences or class conflict.3

This study does not indulge in definitions and differentiations
between ethnicity, ethnic group, religious group, tribe, and nation. Any
rigid distinction not only complicates the analysis, but also hampers
understanding of the process of politicization in all these cases. Tribal,
ethnic, racial, national, and religious entities can, for different reasons
and under different circumstances, turn into unitary political actors. The
only distinction relevant to this investigation is Muslim versus non-
Muslim groups, each with further divisions. Details about their identity
and relationship to the state are discussed in this chapter and the next.
This study uses terms such as ethnonational, communal, ethnic, and
tribal interchangeably. The term minority is reserved mainly for the non-
Muslims since, in the contextual focus of this work, they are a clear
numerical minority in Iran (barely 1 percent of the population). The
word marginal is used mainly in reference to the non-Muslims, though
the concluding chapter expands the meaning of marginality to the
Muslims as well. For the purpose of this study, marginality is defined
descriptively as being barely on the edge or border and existing “at the
outer or lower limits.”4

This inquiry concurs with Joseph Rothschild’s assertion, influenced
by Immanuel Wallerstein and Joseph Bram, that terms like ethnopoli-
tics, ethnonationalism, ethnoregionalism, and ethnosecessionism are
simply the analysis of “what happens when such entities bring their
social, cultural, and economic interests, grievances, claims, anxieties,
and aspirations into the political arena – the intrastate and/or the inter-
state arena.”5
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Conceptualizing this study

In the 1950s and 1960s political scientists began by emphasizing the for-
mation of states, utilizing themes such as “nation building,” “national
integration,” and “political development.” Some were directly and con-
sciously influenced by the historical developments in the West, while
others were affected by the anti-colonial movements in the developing
nations.6 During the 1970s several scholars turned their attention solely
to the study of ethnic conflict, aware perhaps of the presence of different
realities in the Third World.7 Often preoccupied with the search for an
ideal polity, they devised specific themes to explain either the processes or
the form of the polity.

The analytic sphere of “conflict regulation” or “conflict management”
was one of the earlier developments in the field of ethnic politics. Instead
of emphasizing the dynamics of the conflict, these studies explored
recipes for regulating disputes. Often in a constructive spirit, they made
prescriptions for the betterment of the political life of citizens.8

In most of these studies, the focal point was the “how to” technique of
solving conflict.9 At the heart of this perspective was the belief that ethnic
uprisings can be stopped or controlled by measures carefully designed to
achieve civil order in pluralist societies. Recipes included detailed discus-
sions on structural changes, such as variations on federalism and regional
autonomy. The scholarly mindset was deeply influenced by the American
example – bargaining, compromise, and legal equality were revered.
Crawford Young, for instance, suggested measures such as the recogni-
tion of the principle of equality for the individual and the collectivity,
institutionalized access to authoritative allocation at the national level,
and guaranteed security. But he warned against cultural oppression and
coerced assimilation,10 the most widely employed measures throughout
the world.

The role and impact of modernization on ethnic politics was also of
interest to specialists. It was discussed in combination with and in the
context of conflict regulation, political development, assimilation, social
mobility, and communication. Some argued that modernization could do
away with separateness and bring about the merger of smaller groups into
larger ones.11 Others emphasized that modernization, in fact, has caused
communal conflict. Samuel Huntington pointed to ethnic conflict in
developed and developing nations and argued: “Modernization involves
social mobilization; social mobilization generates communal identity and
communal interaction; communal conflict and violence are the inevitable
result.”12 Walker Connor dismissed the notion that modernization dissi-
pates ethnic consciousness, and identified factors that had led to its
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increase.13 Joseph Rothschild conceded that, while in some cases local
loyalties may have been dissolved at the early stages of modernization,
groups resist assimilation as modernization increases; they perceive it as a
way to be absorbed by the dominant group.14 In the early 1980s, Anthony
Smith, a British sociologist, saw the emphasis on modernization as prob-
lematic, and argued that both sets of beliefs were in the “orbit of the
liberal assumptions” and suggested merging culture and politics and
viewing economics as a reinforcer of the two combined.15

Ethnic politics and Marxism have often crossed paths. Both Marx and
Lenin recognized the potential of ethnic diversity as a force to sabotage
class solidarity. Nationalist movements were scorned because they were
perceived to be promoted by the middle class ultimately to serve their
own needs, and those groups that fought mainly to retain their ethnic
identity were viewed as socially and economically underdeveloped.16 In
fact, both perspectives suggested either a conspiracy or adherence to per-
petual backwardness in the motivation of ethnic activists. In the Third
World, socialism and nationalism were forced at times into coexistence;
ideological rigidity was modified by political necessity. Scholars who
clearly fall within the liberal paradigm have pointed to class without using
the term with its dialectical and dogmatic connotation. References to eco-
nomic inequality or scarcity, and uneven distribution of wealth are all in
the province of class differences.

Class and politicized ethnicity have one important characteristic in
common; both are identities that have been selected or interjected onto
the individual or a collectivity. Dov Ronen saw both as manifestations of
the quest for self-determination. He saw national, class, minority, non-
European/racial, and ethnic self-determination as five manifestations of
the individual’s quest for her/his freedom. The activation of one or more
of several identities resulted in a community of “us” versus “them.” This,
in turn, nurtured new perceptions of “them” and new identities were acti-
vated to confront others; therefore, successive quests for self-determina-
tion became an ongoing process.17 He asserted that, whenever the
government was perceived by individuals as an obstacle to the target of
aspirations (freedom or goods), ethnic, national, or other identities were
activated in order to bring about change.18 This study relies upon
Ronen’s assertions in several places.

Numerous works do not embrace any one framework but combine
several perspectives or are focused on one aspect of ethnic political
dynamics.19 What emerges from scholarship on ethnic politics is not so
much faulty explanations, but simply a myriad of lenses, often colored by
individualized assumptions and influenced by case studies. Most,
however, are equipped with careful qualifiers. In combination, they
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provide a wide range of options (maybe too many options) and possibil-
ities for future analysis.

The present volume deals with a unique case: a revolutionary self-
declared Islamic theocracy and its dealings with very small but significant
non-Muslim minorities. The subject defies the application of any one
conceptual framework but combines several different approaches. The
conceptual framework by necessity is eclectic; its focus is state–society
relations where neither the state nor the society can be viewed as an
organic whole. Two segments are identified: the overall state policy on
religious minorities and the reaction of religious minorities to the state,
which, in turn, may impact on policy prescription.

The state

Scholars are in agreement that the state plays a critical role in designing
and implementing minority policy. In this study, the state is viewed as an
administrative, legal, and coercive unit. Three levels of the state – state
officials, state policies and institutions, and state ideology or definition of
politics20 – shape the outcome for the non-Muslim population.

State officials, agencies, and policies are placed in Milton Esman’s
framework by asking: what is it that the state elites want to achieve? What
desired outcome is expected? In other words, what would they like to see?
Goals determine policy design. Esman identified two distinct elite prefer-
ences. First, if the elite refused to accept or tolerate pluralism in society,
they promoted homogenization or depluralization of society. The goal
was to make everyone part of a collective whole and to do away with par-
ticularities. Assimilation either through coercion or “positive incentives”
– by rewarding those who acculturate – was a method of enforcement of
state policy. In extreme cases homogenization involved population trans-
fers and killing (including genocide). Joining “the national mainstream”
and abandoning the communal setting was an ongoing aim of the state
elite.21 This study suggests that the Pahlavi rulers’ policy on ethnonation-
als and religious minorities was shaped by the goal to homogenize society
and do away with diversity – to make everyone in an ethnic and religious
minority into an “Iranian.” Chapter 1 provides a historical introduction
to the status of the non-Muslims during the pre-revolutionary era and
demonstrates the contradictions inherent in desired outcomes for state
elites.

If the state elites accept pluralism as an inevitable fact – “a permanent
and legitimate reality” of society – Esman argues, their policy alters radi-
cally. In this second possible preference, they may coercively exclude
certain minorities and “confer on one dominant ethnic segment a
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monopoly of political participation, economic opportunity, and cultural
prestige.” Or, as in most instances, the state officials may employ a policy
of subordination where the state “generally offers the minority some rights,
although they are inferior to the rights enjoyed by members of the domi-
nant community.”22 Under the circumstances of subordination, a minor-
ity group may enjoy “freedom of enterprise” or even a higher per capita
income than the majority, but it also experiences “significant state-spon-
sored discrimination” in other areas of life. The form and nature of dis-
crimination may differ from one country and one minority to another.23

The Islamic Republic is embedded in this setting: from the beginning
state officials were cognizant of ethnic and religious diversity in the
country. In contrast to the Pahlavi state, the clerical-led regime has shown
acceptance of the permanence of the pluralistic nature of society. It is an
accepted practice for parliamentary deputies to introduce their provin-
cial/ethnic identity during their speeches on the floor. (This would have
been a betrayal of the “Iranianness” of the state under the previous
regime.) Yet, as Esman’s model suggests, acceptance does not preclude
the use or the threat of use of coercion. The policy concerning constitu-
tionally recognized non-Muslim minorities has differed from those non-
Muslims not recognized in the constitution. Armenians, Assyrians, Jews,
and Zoroastrians possess some valuable rights (e.g., voting for their own
deputies, the right to assemble, and so forth), yet are excluded (overtly or
covertly) from others and are, as will be shown, clearly a subordinated
collectivity. The other two non-Muslim communities, the Bahais and the
Christian converts, remain excluded. The state elites have been unani-
mously and venomously dismissive of both groups, targeting them for
violence and persecution. In addition to coercion, the “effective control
can be based on a wide range of political and economic mechanisms,
institutional arrangements, legal frameworks, and sociocultural circum-
stances.”24 Chapters 2 and 3 explore the dynamics of policy and politics
concerning religious minorities beginning with the debates on the Islamic
constitution, then proceeding to the social, economic, and political mech-
anisms governing their lives.

In this study, the conceptualization of the role of the state is compli-
cated by its revolutionary nature. The state is not settled and both the
society and the state are experiencing rapid changes. The exhausting
eight-year Iran–Iraq War (1980–88) and the refusal of autonomous and
semi-autonomous actors to relinquish control additionally complicate
the political and social scene. Further impacting on policy implementa-
tion has been the overall decentralized nature of the post-revolutionary
state. If the state is disaggregated, as Joel Migdal suggests, into different
parts from lower levels (including local and regional) to the commanding
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top leadership in the capital,25 then the emerging differences in policy
implementation can be easily understood. Disaggregation of the state
shows that, despite a rigid ideology and some policy actions, implementa-
tion varies and the structure of society affects policy implementation.26

The third level of the state, state ideology, gives us a clearer picture of
the dynamics behind state policy. The force of state ideology has caused
the status of religious minorities to fluctuate between annihilation, exclu-
sion, and perpetual submission. This study argues that contradictions
have appeared more frequently at the first and second levels (state
officials and state policy). Ideology (post-Khatami rhetoric notwithstand-
ing) has been less conflictual and more consistent, and the main driving
force of the state. The direct rule of the ulama (religious leaders) intro-
duced a particular type of religio-cultural politics: the background of a
significant number of the new revolutionaries was provincial; their defi-
ance of the West and the Westernized elite was cloaked in “exotic mix-
tures of class rhetoric and religious scholasticism.”27 Ideology helps us
understand the intensity of exclusion or submission of minorities.
Through ideology the parameters of political action are defined, domi-
nant and subordinate agendas set, and principles put into motion. State
ideology tells us who is or is not entitled to membership in the polity and
why. Esman refers to this aspect as “the image” that the state holds of a
particular polity.28 The beliefs and the mindset of the ulama are discussed
here and their views reverberate throughout the book. To elaborate on the
way in which “the image” of the minority polity translates into behavior,
three components of perception, motivation, and action (from the
psychology of ethnic conflict) inform the analysis of the role of prejudice,
hate, and opportunism in the treatment of the Jews, Bahais, and Iranian
Christian converts in chapter 4.

The response

Not all components of this study can be explained through the levels or
the disaggregated parts of the state. Distinctions amongst minorities and
their responses to the state are better examined through psychological
and cultural dimensions of minority behavior. Fredrik Barth advances the
concept of “ethnic boundary”; this boundary is social, cultural, and
sometimes (but not in this case) territorial and always has a “continual
expression and validation.” It “canalizes social life – it entails a frequently
quite complex organization of behaviour and social relations.”29 Changed
circumstances impact on performance with the purpose of maintaining
ethnic boundaries. The higher the level of insecurity and arbitrariness in
the outside environment, the tighter the internal constraints become.30
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Chapter 5 combines the unique cultural and religious “boundaries” of
the recognized non-Muslim communities with a sociological typology on
conformity to extrapolate similar and dissimilar reactions to state intru-
sion. In other words, the study addresses the questions of how the consti-
tutionally recognized minorities have maintained their “boundaries,” and
how they have differed from each other in their responses based on inter-
nal social organization and cultural situation in society. Have the recog-
nized non-Muslim minorities reacted as Esman’s subordinated
communities? Since they “possess some valuable rights, they are more
inclined to express their discontents and aspirations by peaceful protest
and political pressure.”31 The concluding chapter updates events and
takes on a larger issue: what are the perils of marginality for the individual
and the society, and, ultimately, what is the lesson?

Iran: an introduction

Pre-Islamic Persia was a multinational empire with Zoroastrianism as the
dominant religion. The Arab invasion in the seventh century AD resulted
in the spread of Islam. In the preceding centuries peoples of various
Turkic and Mongol backgrounds settled in the area.

Contemporary Iran is a heterogeneous polity. The geographical setting
and group characteristics have prompted a highly particularistic society
where local loyalties and primordial ties remain strong. In a comparative
study no one factor emerges as predominant in explaining the full nature
of social diversity. The actual historical roots of ethnic, tribal, religious,
communal, and national identities remain unexplored. Based on ethnic
mythology, popular culture, and political exigency, there are different ver-
sions of the backgrounds of each group. One scholar suggests refraining
from drawing boundaries around a single group, since tribal “identities
are neither exclusive nor fixed.” According to Lois Beck:

Tribal identity, as with ethnic and national identity, is an imagined identity based
on continually revised conceptions of history and tradition in the context of con-
temporary circumstances. Identity is constructed. Tribal people in Iran invented
and reinvented traditions according to changing sociopolitical conditions. Each
tribal group was composed of people of diverse ethnolinguistic origins, yet each
group forged its own customs and created legends of origins.32

Different titles have been used to identify these groups and their subdi-
visions. Communities have survived by mixing with others, by shifting
loyalties, and by transforming themselves socially, culturally, and politi-
cally. Local particularism and settled or nomadic lifestyles affect the
structure and the institutions of communities. As Richard Cottam
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observed: “There is only one safe generalization to be made about the
tribes of Iran: that no generalization is valid.”33

The total population of Iran in the mid-1980s was about 55 million, of
which approximately 98 percent was Muslim (the Shii constituted about
93 percent, the Sunni 5 percent). The remaining population comprises
Christians, Jews, Zoroastrians, Bahais, and others.34 Although the popu-
lation projection for the mid-1990s was 67 million, the total population
was reported by government sources to be around 60 million.35 The
majority of the Sunni population resides in the Kurdestan, Sistan, and
Baluchestan areas.36

Although the majority of the population is Shii, not all are ethnic
Persians. In fact, if language is utilized as the main distinguishing feature
of ethnicity, Persian, despite being the official language, is the mother
tongue of barely half of the population of Iran. Other languages include
Turkish, Kurdish, Baluchi, Luri, Arabic, Gilaki, Assyrian, and
Armenian. Of the five dominant non-Muslim religious minorities, three,
the Bahais, the Jews, and the Zoroastrians, have Persian as their mother
tongue. Ethnically and linguistically, Turkic-speaking people (estimated
at 14 million in the mid-1980s) are the largest minority in Iran.37 But
they are not a unified collectivity and are further divided along
Shii–Sunni, subethnic, tribal, family, and local lines. Many Shii Turkic-
speaking people (in particular the Azeris) have assimilated into the
Persian milieu. In the 1990s the largest ethnic classifications are esti-
mated as Persians (51 percent of the population), Azeris (24 percent),
and Kurds (7 percent).38 Table 1 provides a brief overview of politically
significant ethnic/tribal/national groups in Iran: the Azeri, the Kurd, the
Baluch, the Qashqai, the Bakhtiari, the Turkman, the Arab, the
Shahsevan, and the Lur. Information about the population size of ethnic
groups is scanty, unreliable, and difficult to obtain. Their cited popula-
tion sizes are based on minimum and maximum numbers. It is safe to
assume that, in line with a general increase in the overall population,
there also has been an increase in the number of members of ethnona-
tional groups.39

The ethnonational diversity of Iran raises the issue of the potential for
secession. To clarify, in classifying potential ethnic groups with past
claims to separatism, three groups stand out: the Kurds, the Baluch, and
the Arabs. The first two are overwhelmingly Sunni, while the third has a
majority of Shii.40 Can one, therefore, conclude that the political threat of
ethnic separatism is focused along Sunni–Shii lines? None deny that the
Sunni minority has been well aware of its distinctiveness from the Shii.
(This became clearer under the Islamic Republic.) History, however,
shows that these three groups (along with other smaller ones) have never

Introduction: an overview of politics and society 9



T
ab

le
 1

.D
is

tin
gu

is
hi

ng
 fe

at
ur

es
 o

f M
us

lim
 e

th
ni

c 
gr

ou
ps

E
th

ni
c

E
st

im
at

ed
E

xt
en

si
on

 a
cr

os
s

D
eg

re
e 

of
 

gr
ou

p
si

ze
R

el
ig

io
n

L
an

gu
ag

e
L

oc
at

io
n

Ir
an

ia
n 

bo
rd

er
s

R
ec

or
de

d 
m

aj
or

 u
pr

is
in

gs
as

si
m

ila
ti

on

A
ra

b
61

5,
00

0–
S

un
ni

 a
nd

 S
hi

i
A

ra
bi

c
K

hu
ze

st
an

 p
ro

vi
nc

e 
Ir

aq
,P

er
si

an
 G

ul
f

19
20

–2
5:

un
it

ed
 tr

ib
al

 
de

gr
ee

 o
f 

2 
m

ill
io

n
(s

ou
th

w
es

te
rn

 p
ar

t
up

ri
si

ng
,s

ep
ar

at
is

t 
as

si
m

ila
ti

on
 

of
 I

ra
n 

an
d 

ne
ar

 th
e 

go
al

s 
 

co
rr

el
at

ed
 w

it
h 

P
er

si
an

 G
ul

f)
19

46
:

a 
co

al
it

io
n 

of
 tr

ib
al

re
si

de
nc

e 
in

 
ch

ie
fs

 a
sk

in
g 

fo
r

K
hu

ze
st

an
;t

he
 

in
co

rp
or

at
io

n 
of

 
m

or
e 

tr
ib

al
 th

e 
K

hu
ze

st
an

 in
to

 I
ra

q
le

ss
 a

ss
im

ila
te

d;
ov

er
al

l a
 m

ix
ed

 
re

su
lt

A
ze

ri
8.

8–
10

 
S

hi
i

T
ur

ki
c

N
or

th
w

es
te

rn
 I

ra
n,

A
ze

rb
ai

ja
n

19
20

:
th

e 
K

hi
ab

an
i 

ve
ry

hi
gh

(T
ur

ks
)

m
ill

io
n

di
vi

de
d 

in
to

 tw
o

M
ov

em
en

t,
pr

ov
in

ce
s 

of
 W

es
te

rn
na

ti
on

al
is

t-
an

d 
E

as
te

rn
 

de
m

oc
ra

ti
c 

an
d

A
ze

rb
ai

ja
n

an
ti

-i
m

pe
ri

al
is

t
19

45
–4

6:
D

em
oc

ra
ti

c 
R

ep
ub

lic
 o

f 
A

ze
rb

ai
ja

n 
es

ta
bl

is
he

d 
w

it
h 

S
ov

ie
t h

el
p

B
ak

ht
ia

ri
30

0,
00

0–
S

hi
i

L
ur

i
C

en
tr

al
-w

es
te

rn
 

N
on

e
19

22
,

bo
th

 u
pr

is
in

gs
 in

 
ve

ry
hi

gh
1 

m
ill

io
n

re
gi

on
 o

f 
Z

ag
ro

s 
19

29
:

re
sp

on
se

 t
o 

R
ez

a 
m

ou
nt

ai
ns

;s
pr

ea
d 

S
ha

h’
s 

m
ili

ta
ry

 a
nd

 
m

ai
nl

y 
ac

ro
ss

 f
ou

r 
ec

on
om

ic
 p

ol
ic

ie
s

pr
ov

in
ce

s 
of

 
19

42
–5

0:
no

 m
ai

n 
de

m
an

ds
,

K
hu

ze
st

an
,L

ur
es

ta
n,

on
e 

le
ad

er
’s

 p
er

so
na

l 
C

ha
ha

rm
ah

al
 a

nd
 

in
it

ia
ti

ve
B

ak
ht

ia
ri

,I
sf

ah
an



B
al

uc
h

50
0,

00
0–

S
un

ni
B

al
uc

hi
P

ro
vi

nc
e 

of
 S

is
ta

n
P

ak
is

ta
n,

so
ut

he
rn

 
19

28
:

D
os

t 
M

oh
am

m
ad

’s
 

lo
w

1 
m

ill
io

n
an

d 
B

al
uc

he
st

an
 in

 
A

fg
ha

ni
st

an
,

at
te

m
pt

 t
o 

es
ta

bl
is

h 
ea

st
er

n/
so

ut
he

as
te

rn
 

P
er

si
an

 G
ul

f,
an

 in
de

pe
nd

en
t 

pa
rt

 o
f 

Ir
an

T
ur

km
an

es
ta

n
pr

in
ci

pa
lit

y
19

57
–5

9:
D

ad
 S

ha
h 

in
ci

de
nt

,
be

ga
n 

by
 k

ill
in

g 
of

 
an

 A
m

er
ic

an
 

m
ili

ta
ry

 a
id

e 
an

d 
 

hi
s 

w
if

e,
m

ad
e 

up
  

of
 a

 g
ro

up
 o

f 
24

–5
0 

in
di

vi
du

al
s 

at
ta

ck
in

g 
go

ve
rn

m
en

t 
fo

rc
es

19
69

–7
3:

Ir
aq

i-
as

si
st

ed
 

in
su

rg
en

cy

K
ur

d
3–

8 
M

aj
or

it
y 

ar
e 

K
ur

di
sh

 
P

ro
vi

nc
e 

of
 

Ir
aq

,T
ur

ke
y,

19
19

–2
2:

th
e 

S
im

ko
 U

pr
is

in
g 

lo
w

m
ill

io
n

S
un

ni
,

(v
ar

io
us

 
K

ur
de

st
an

 a
nd

 
S

yr
ia

,A
rm

en
ia

,
at

te
m

pt
ed

 t
o 

si
gn

ifi
ca

nt
di

al
ec

ts
)

so
ut

h 
of

 W
es

te
rn

 
G

eo
rg

ia
,

es
ta

bl
is

h 
an

 
nu

m
be

r 
of

 S
hi

i
A

ze
rb

ai
ja

n;
S

hi
i 

A
ze

rb
ai

ja
n

in
de

pe
nd

en
t 

an
d 

ad
he

re
nt

s
co

nc
en

tr
at

ed
 in

 t
he

 
K

ur
di

sh
 r

ep
ub

lic
to

 t
he

 S
ufi

B
ak

ht
ar

an
 p

ro
vi

nc
e

19
41

–4
5:

se
lf

-r
ul

e
or

de
r

19
45

–4
6:

th
e 

in
de

pe
nd

en
t 

M
ah

ab
ad

 R
ep

ub
lic

 
w

it
h 

S
ov

ie
t 

he
lp

L
ur

30
0,

00
0–

S
hi

i
L

ur
i

W
es

te
rn

 p
ro

vi
nc

e 
of

 
N

on
e

S
om

e 
L

ur
s 

ha
ve

 jo
in

ed
 in

 w
it

h 
hi

gh
58

0,
00

0
L

ur
es

ta
n

th
e 

B
ak

ht
ia

ri
 a

nd
 Q

as
hq

ai
 

up
ri

si
ng

s



T
ab

le
 1

 (
co

nt
.)

E
th

ni
c

E
st

im
at

ed
E

xt
en

si
on

 a
cr

os
s

D
eg

re
e 

of
 

gr
ou

p
si

ze
R

el
ig

io
n

L
an

gu
ag

e
L

oc
at

io
n

Ir
an

ia
n 

bo
rd

er
s

R
ec

or
de

d 
m

aj
or

 u
pr

is
in

gs
as

si
m

ila
ti

on

Q
as

hq
ai

80
0,

00
0–

S
hi

i
T

ur
ki

c
In

 s
ou

th
w

es
te

rn
 

N
on

e
19

29
,

re
be

lli
on

s 
ag

ai
ns

t
m

od
er

at
e 

1 
m

ill
io

n
pr

ov
in

ce
 o

f 
F

ar
s 

(i
n 

19
32

:
R

ez
a 

S
ha

h’
s 

(l
im

it
ed

 
th

e 
K

hu
ze

st
an

 
op

pr
es

si
ve

 p
ol

ic
ie

s
as

si
m

ila
ti

on
 w

it
h 

pr
ov

in
ce

 a
nd

 t
he

 
19

46
:

an
 u

pr
is

in
g 

ot
he

r 
et

hn
ic

/
P

er
si

an
 G

ul
f 

co
as

t)
,

de
m

an
di

ng
 r

ef
or

m
s,

tr
ib

al
 g

ro
up

s 
so

m
e 

in
 I

sf
ah

an
 

tr
ia

l o
f 

co
rr

up
t 

su
ch

 a
s

pr
ov

in
ce

lo
ca

l o
ffi

ci
al

s,
B

ak
ht

ia
ri

,L
ur

,
im

pr
ov

em
en

ts
 in

 
an

d 
B

oi
r 

A
hm

ad
)

he
al

th
,e

du
ca

ti
on

,
an

d 
ro

ad
s,

so
m

e 
lo

ca
l 

au
to

no
m

y
19

63
:

sm
al

l-
sc

al
e 

pr
ot

es
ts

 
ac

co
m

pa
ni

ed
 b

y 
no

n-
Q

as
hq

ai
s 

de
m

an
di

ng
 

re
fo

rm
s

m
id

-
sm

al
l a

rm
ed

 f
or

ce
19

60
s:

le
d 

by
 t

w
o 

co
us

in
s 

ra
id

ed
 p

ol
ic

e 
st

at
io

ns
an

d 
in

 e
ar

ly
 1

97
0s

jo
in

ed
 t

he
 le

ft
is

t 
fo

rc
es

in
 K

ur
de

st
an



S
ha

hs
ev

an
31

0,
00

0
S

hi
i

T
ur

ki
c

N
or

th
w

es
te

rn
 I

ra
n,

N
on

e
19

09
:

re
vo

lt
 a

ga
in

st
 t

he
 

hi
gh

ly
 s

et
tl

ed
 

sp
re

ad
 f

ro
m

 E
as

te
rn

 
C

on
st

it
ut

io
na

lis
t 

an
d 

pa
rt

ia
lly

 
A

ze
rb

ai
ja

n 
pr

ov
in

ce
go

ve
rn

m
en

t 
as

si
m

ila
te

d 
to

 d
is

tr
ic

ts
 b

et
w

ee
n 

(p
lu

nd
er

ed
 t

he
 c

it
y 

m
ai

nl
y 

w
it

hi
n 

Z
an

ja
n 

an
d 

T
eh

ra
n

of
 A

rd
ab

il)
A

ze
rb

ai
ja

n
19

25
:

re
vo

lt
 a

ga
in

st
 R

ez
a 

S
ha

h,
ch

ie
fs

 
de

fe
at

ed
 a

nd
 

ex
ec

ut
ed

 b
y 

R
ez

a 
S

ha
h

Tu
rk

m
an

1.
1 

m
ill

io
n

S
un

ni
T

ur
ki

c
S

ou
th

ea
st

 s
ec

ti
on

 o
f 

T
ur

km
an

es
ta

n 
19

06
–1

1:
re

vo
lt

 a
ga

in
st

 t
he

 
lo

w
 (

m
an

y 
ha

ve
th

e 
C

as
pi

an
 S

ea
 in

 
an

d 
A

fg
ha

ni
st

an
C

on
st

it
ut

io
na

lis
ts

se
tt

le
d 

an
d 

an
 a

re
a 

kn
ow

n 
as

 
19

25
:

up
ri

si
ng

 a
ga

in
st

 
be

co
m

e 
T

ur
km

an
 d

es
er

t 
R

ez
a 

S
ha

h,
ca

rr
ie

d 
ur

ba
ni

ze
d 

(G
or

ga
n 

pl
ai

ns
)

ou
t 

ra
id

s 
in

 t
he

 a
re

a
w

it
ho

ut
 

be
co

m
in

g 
as

si
m

ila
te

d)



formed a united Sunni front against the Shii. To the contrary, each has
been traditionally divided within itself.

Kurds, Baluch, and Arabs have another characteristic in common: they
are border ethnic groups. All three have counterparts across the Iranian
border; is this where the potential for ethnic separatism lies? But other
crossborder groups, such as the Sunni Turkman (Turkmanestan
Republic) and the Shii Azeris (Azerbaijan Republic), are not particularly
separatist. Perhaps the only safe conclusion is that the border groups pose
the strongest potential for separatism, which can be triggered by develop-
ments across the border. The readiness of an ethnic group to secede,
however, is of vital importance. The Arabs have two options in their quest
for separatism: to join with Iraq or to form an independent country. Will a
large percentage of the Arab population of the south want to merge with a
country led by Saddam Hossein? Will he allow an “independent” Arab
state next door? The answers to both questions remain a firm negative
considering that even Kuwait has had continuous problems with a host of
successive Iraqi regimes. The Sunni–Shii division among the Arabs also
militates against either option.

The Kurds and the Baluch demonstrate the highest potential for sepa-
ratism. The fact that they are Sunni border ethnic groups is important,
but other significant factors are also present: (1) their past history of polit-
ical movements points to an unceasing quest for some type of indepen-
dent statehood; (2) both ethnic groups, despite their intra-ethnic rivalry
and their poverty, have shown strong crossborder connections and net-
works; (3) both groups possess large land areas and populations; and (4)
their resistance to and lack of interest in Persianization has remained
unchanged. All these issues are interconnected, making the Baluch and
the Kurds, under the right circumstances, the two ethnic groups most
likely to secede from Iran.

A brief survey of Iranian politics

The principal features of the relationship between the state and society
and the non-Muslim minorities, each with its own unique characteristics,
in the pre-1979 era are covered in the next chapter. Therefore, only a brief
introductory survey is offered here.

Even in the eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries, the Iranian state
had to cope with its hold over the provinces. The weakening of the center
would easily lead to the weakening of the provincial authority.41 In the
twentieth century, the state’s intent to alter the pluralistic milieu is easier
to ascertain, however, than the nature of the state’s impact in causing
actual change.
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Reza Shah is credited for strengthening and modernizing the Iranian
state. During his reign (1925–41), widespread changes were militarily
forced upon all segments of the population. New dress codes, mandatory
teaching of the Persian language in schools, abolition of titles (such as
mirza, amir, shaykh, khan), changes in place names (streets, towns, cities,
provinces), and even the 1935 order to foreign governments to call the
country Iran instead of Persia were all aimed at creating a unified
(nation-) state.42 These changes reflected the policy of linguistic de-
ethnicizing of Iran by merging territorial entitlement with the Persianized
monarchical center (e.g., Lurestan became Kermanshah, Arabestan
became Khuzestan).43 Tribal and rural communities were forced into
compliance with the central government. To destroy ethnic cohesion,
segments of ethnic groups were moved to other areas.44 Sometimes the
lands belonging to one family were given to another in the same ethnic
grouping in order to weaken cohesion and to instigate intra-ethnic hos-
tility.45 Homogenization of society was the desired goal of the ruler.
Collected taxes were channeled to the cities and used for building high-
ways and for general improvements in transportation between the prov-
inces and the center. Through a combined use of legislation and brute
force, Reza Shah limited the authority of the ulama in social and political
life, thereby increasing their antagonism to the monarchy.

Mohammad Reza Shah (r. 1941–79), like his father, emphasized
Persian nationalism as state ideology and sought to modernize the
country. His style was less forceful but more deliberate. During the early
1950s, the monarchy was seriously challenged by Prime Minister
Mohammad Mossadeq. He objected to extensive foreign interests in Iran
and eventually brought about the nationalization of the oil industry. The
short period of Mossadeq’s influence was accompanied by a weak central
government and, in spite of him, it set in motion sporadic attacks against
non-Muslims. The West was a target and so were non-Muslims.
Mossadeq’s removal restored the power of the central government. The
shah combined modern state machinery to safeguard unity, control all
segments of the population, and launch development. Oil profits allowed
for a more deliberate minority policy. The affluence of the state empow-
ered it to control and coopt those in the opposition, including ethnic and
religious elites and many intellectuals (some of whom had once been pro-
communist). Changes such as land reform and the nationalization of pas-
tures further undercut the authority of tribal, ethnic, and religious
segments.

Some have argued that, under Mohammad Reza Shah, the national
educational system helped to undermine the citizens’ diverse cultural
values.46 Teaching and publication in ethnic/national languages such as
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Kurdish, Turkish, or Baluchi were forbidden. Although these groups con-
tinued to converse in their languages and dialects, it was hoped that the
children would change their speech through their education in the public
school system. All texts were in Persian and even in rural areas efforts
toward literacy aimed at the youth followed a national uniform pattern.
Learning Persian facilitated some change but did not result in widespread
Persianization of youth. By the end of the Pahlavi reign, linguistic diver-
sity had not vanished. In 1977 over half of all personnel of the armed
forces were illiterate and many of the conscripts had come from areas
dominated by non-Persian-speaking people.47 The data coincide with the
estimated illiteracy rate: by 1977 only 37 percent of the adult population
was literate,48 an apparent failure of the widely publicized literacy cam-
paign. Despite changes brought by oil and a growing industrial sector and
a middle class between 1965 and 1975, improvements in socioeconomic
conditions such as literacy, life expectancy, and infant mortality were not
impressive.49

The issue of integration of the non-Muslims in Iranian political life is
discussed later. Educated Azeris, Kurds, and Qashqais backed Prime
Minister Mossadeq, and some held prominent positions under his leader-
ship.50 Several Bakhtiari elite were close to the royal family and several
Qashqais served as representatives in the Majlis. Some of the shah’s
leading commanders were of Kurdish (though mostly Shii) origin.51 It is
believed that the early promotion of one officer, General Rabii, by the
shah was due to his Kurdish identity. As a Kurd, he was perceived by the
shah as the least likely person to conspire with other officers against
him.52 Ethnic, national, and religious identities were meaningful to the
rulers and were used to advance the state’s cause.

The persuasive power of a wealthy authoritarian state, accompanied by
an elaborate and much-feared intelligence network and financial rewards
for those who cooperated, facilitated state control. The weaknesses and
strengths of each ethnic and religious community were known to govern-
ment authorities, information which was utilized in a shrewd process of
attracting the elite while simultaneously using the threat of force to bring
about compliance.

A great deal has been written about the specific events leading up to the
1979 Revolution. The overthrow of the monarchy has been traced to a
myriad of causes ranging from successful mobilization of the opponents
of the regime, to serious economic deficiencies of dependent capitalism,
to conspiracy by the major oil companies and Western governments in
order to maintain their influence over oil prices. Yet none of these possible
explanations denies the dramatic overall role of the political system,
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which was riddled with waste, corruption, and political repression, in
causing its own downfall. A diverse coalition of religious and secular men
and women supported the overthrow of the monarchy.

The Islamic Republic

Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini had been in exile since 1964 due to his
anti-government stance. His return to Iran in February 1979 marked the
triumph of the Revolution. A Provisional Government headed by Mehdi
Bazargan lasted from February to November 1979. During this time the
constitution was written and ratified. Despite claims of Islam’s universal-
ism by theologians, scholars, and the Ayatollah Khomeini himself, the
1979 Iranian constitution in Article 12 identified Iran as a Twelver Shii
Ithna’e Ashari state. The debate on this topic in the Assembly of Experts
(Majlis-e Khebregan) was intense. Despite the objections of a minority of
Sunni deputies, the overwhelming majority voted to declare Twelver
Shiism as the state religion (fifty-two for, two against, and three absten-
tions).53 In less than a week a select number of Tehran ulama submitted a
letter of protest to Ayatollah Khomeini objecting to what they believed to
be only a passing reference to Shiism and asked for a stricter wording.
Their revision (not adopted by the Assembly) would have declared
Twelver Shiism as the true Islam. The group was so adamant that the
Assembly of Experts was forced to defend itself against the charge that it
had slighted Shiism.54

The Provisional Government was challenged by all factions, particu-
larly the militant clergy who embraced the concept of the rule of the top
theologian (Velayat-e Faqih). The leadership of this group was organized
around the Islamic Republican Party (IRP), an umbrella organization
founded in February 1979 with Khomeini’s approval. Foremost among
its leaders were: Mohammad Beheshti, Abdol-Karim Musavi Ardebili,
Ali Khamenei, Ali-Akbar Hashemi Rafsanjani, and Mohammad-Javad
Bahonar. All were members of the Revolutionary Council (RC) and
Beheshti was the head of both the party and the RC. While the party
played a crucial role in executions, confiscation of property, the takeover
of the American Embassy, and government purges, it was not the only
actor on the scene. Not all pro-Khomeini clerics were associated with the
IRP. Autonomous and semi-autonomous groups and individuals were
acting on their own. During the first presidential election in January
1980, Abol-Hasan Bani Sadr, son of a cleric, who had studied in Tehran
University and in Paris, won the election. His short presidency (officially
ending in June 1981) was marred by the hostage crisis, clashes with
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Islamic groups, the clergy, and the IRP, and the Iraqi attack on Iran. In the
midst of war, 1981 was riddled with interclerical rivalry and terrorist
attacks which killed several prominent revolutionary leaders. In October
1981 Khamenei became president and held the position until 1989 when
he assumed the position held by Ayatollah Khomeini. What followed was
a dual leadership on top with Rafsanjani’s presidency and Khamenei’s
dubious role as the supreme religious leader.

During the 1980s the bureaucracy was streamlined, the educational
system went through a major overhaul, and middle-level clerics were
placed in various ministries including the Ministry of Education and
Training. The end of the Iran–Iraq War (1988) and Khomeini’s death
(1989) not only intensified clerical rivalries, but also emboldened those
who wished for more reforms, better relations with the world, and the
relaxing of moral restrictions. Throughout the 1990s Iran flirted with
reform and experienced factional struggles, assassinations and murders,
and oppression. The regime resembled a clerical feudalism with a
complex set of patronage–client relations colored by personalistic poli-
tics. From the standpoint of one scholar, the Islamic Republic today is
“an authoritarian regime that permits limited pluralism, in which
the government is responsive but not accountable to the people”; yet, the
system operates through “personalistic patronage networks” outside the
state apparatus.55

State–minority relations evolved in a revolutionary environment. Some
scholars argue that the phases of Iranian Revolution fit Crane Brinton’s
model: specifically (1) the rule of the moderates, (2) the accession of the
extremists and the “reign of terror and virtue,” and (3) Thermidor and
the return to normalcy. Brinton himself had reservations about the neat
division amongst these three.56 While events in this study indicate stages
in state–minority relations, it cannot identify clearcut phases. The worst
years for religious minorities were from 1981 to 1984–85; this intensifica-
tion of state intrusion into their lives coincided with widespread cultural
cleansing and the “reign of terror and virtue.” By the mid- to late 1980s
the approach to religious minorities was already routinized. Although
some policy shifts were apparent, the reasons for change differed. A host
of mitigating factors was important, including the impact of the persona-
listic approach, center–provincial differences, the Iran–Iraq War, and the
reaction of recognized religious minorities.

Two more details must be covered before turning to unique features in
the investigation of religious minorities: the general view of non-Muslim
minorities in Islamic interpretation and the expressed views held by the
ideologues of the regime. The following section sets the stage for the ideo-
logical state of the revolutionary republic.
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Islam and Ahl al-Ketab

The presence of diverse religious and linguistic minorities in the geo-
graphical area known as the Middle East has been traced to its geopoliti-
cal setting which served as a roadway to religious conceptions including
ancient Persian and Indian religions, and a variety of cultures from
Central Asia and the Mediterranean region. Communal identities have
been marked by localism and acquired “religious coloring.”57 Early
empires did not make political demands on their subjects and remained
relatively aloof from communal issues. Loyalty to the top ruler, payment
of taxes, and occasional service in the army were the main demands made
by the supranational state. The rise of Islam in the seventh century did
not destroy this system but further nurtured it.58 John Esposito described
the early years as such:

Muhammad was not the founder of Islam; he did not start a new religion. Like his
prophetic predecessors, he came as a religious reformer. Muhammad maintained
that he did not bring a new message from a new God but called people back to the
one, true God and to a way of life that most of his contemporaries had forgotten or
deviated from. Worship of Allah was not the evolutionary emergence of monothe-
ism from polytheism but a return to a forgotten past, to the faith of the first
monotheist, Abraham.59

Scholars have argued that, on a wide range of issues, early Islam differed
significantly from what followed.60

In practice, most interpreters and rulers believed that Islam recognized
no nation but the nation of Islam, thereby creating the cultural underpin-
ning of state and religion. In literal interpretation, Islam recognized only
one other group of “legitimate” peoples, the Ahl al-Ketab (the People of
the Book) and they were often granted the status of Ahl al-Dhimma (the
Protected People). These in practice have been Christians, Jews, Sabeans,
and Zoroastrians (particularly in Iran); in some cases adherents to other
religions (e.g., Hindus) were granted protected status.

Ahl al-Ketab were initially Jews and Christians based on the possession
of divine books of revelation. Their privileged position was conditional
based on the submission to Muslims and payment of jazieh (a special tax
paid by the non-Muslims to the Muslim rulers). In return they were guar-
anteed freedom of worship, humane treatment, and protection. The
Prophet Mohammad is believed to have said: “He who wrongs a Jew or a
Christian will have myself (the Prophet) as his accuser on the day of judg-
ment.”61

The problems faced by Jews and Christians have their nexus in the
Muslim theologians’ belief that the Ahl al-Ketab have falsified the true
contents of their own holy scriptures which prophesied the coming of the
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Prophet Mohammad and the rise of Islam. Quranic verses and actions of
the Prophet, his companions, and followers are used as evidence.62 Both
Sunni and Shii Islam recognize Noah, Abraham, Moses, and Jesus, “until
in the succession of the prophets, Muhammad is reached.”63 Islam is seen
as the last major religion revealed through the last prophet necessitating
the final conversion by People of the Book and others. In line with this
core belief, widespread among Muslims, those Muslims who turned away
from Islam were apostates and their penalty for refusing to recant their
false ways was death.

In time, as intolerance increased, restrictions against the Ahl al-Ketab
became more rigid. Dhimma status was granted by the rulers of a Muslim
state to the non-Muslim subjects; some saw it as a superior’s granting of
rights to an inferior based on the former’s recognition and possession of
the truth:

At the same time, the individual had to be subject to the general rules of the state,
pay a special tax, not show “insolence” towards the dominant confession, bear the
external marks of recognition of his status as a “protected person” . . . and non-
member of the dominant community, and not proselytize among members of the
dominant group.64

Some contend that this historical issue should not be taken lightly and
“glossed over.” The dominant was “being defined as tolerant, and there-
fore worthy of gratitude, only because the dominated” were despised.65

Others have argued that dhimma status was directly connected to the
overall Islamic worldview and analysts should not confuse practice with
theory. In practice, the treatment of non-Muslims differed from one
locality and historical period to the next based on the individual ruler’s
preferences. In theory, texts of Islamic law reflect varied views among the
jurists on the treatment of People of the Book and Protected People with
differences emerging in four main Sunni schools of law: Maliki, Hanafi,
Shafii, and Hanbali. According to this view, non-Muslims’ submission to
Muslims is in legal and political terms and not in terms of beliefs and
metaphysics. The existence of stages of tolerance of non-Muslims dem-
onstrates that they were not regarded as second-class citizens.66

In practice, however, the overall treatment of the People of the Book in
the history of the Islamic rulers fell short of the ideal. At the mercy of
unjust rulers, they were more “helpless” than their Muslim counterparts
and lacked the protection of Islamic law and the “feudal customs,”67 a
general “political incapacity” that could have been overcome by convert-
ing to Islam.68

Discussion of the complexity and variance in old texts of Islamic law are
outside the scope of this work. A few points, however, are relevant and
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more directly related to the subject of this book. The first issue is the posi-
tion of Zoroastrians in Islam. In the Quran they are referred to by the orig-
inal Greek name, Madjus, but are not directly named along with the
Christians and Jews as Ahl al-Ketab. However, in practice the
Zoroastrians paid special taxes and were treated on a par with the People
of the Book. Several explanations are offered in Muslim texts: (1) early on,
for practical reasons, in order to rule over a religiously diverse population,
Islam extended the status of Ahl al-Ketab to non-Muslims other than the
Christians and Jews (including the Hindus and the Zoroastrians), (2) the
founder of Zoroastrianism, Zoroaster, was viewed by some Arab Muslims
as neither a prophet nor a polytheist but an intermediate figure not to be
dismissed, (3) Arabs could not conquer and maintain control of
Zoroastrian Persia by treating them as polytheists; even when the Muslims
conquered Bahrain, Oman, and Yemen, the Madjus paid jazieh and were
treated like Christians and Jews.69 The Shafii legal school endorsed the
payment of jazieh by Zoroastrians because it considered them to be one of
the People of the Book. The Hanafi legal school of thought endorsed the
payment of jazieh for a different reason; it viewed Zoroastrians as ajam –
non-Arab people.70 For practical reasons even the title Madjus with the
connotation of the Protected People was extended to non-Zoroastrians
such as the Scandinavians and the Berbers.71 Despite these explanations,
in historical Arab texts, the Zoroastrian Persians are regularly referred to
as “heathens.”72

The second issue relevant to this study is the worldview of Islam in rela-
tion to non-Muslims. This view is shaped by the concepts of Dar al-Islam
(the territory of Islam where Muslim authorities are in charge and
enforce Islamic laws) and Dar al-Harb (the territory controlled by non-
Muslims where non-Islamic laws are applied and which is identified as
the enemy). Since religion is not separated from politics, Dar al-Islam and
Dar al-Harb become two opposing abodes in a constant state of conflict
and war. Regardless of any theological justification, this dichotomy
creates a clear concept of “the other,” which can easily trigger hostility
and turn into an actual state of war. Constant tension (and its consequent
contradictions) in Muslim political thought has the potential of
turning into an unending source of anti-other verbal diatribes. Within this
paradigm, some scholars believe that Shii political thought has distin-
guishing features separate from the Sunni mainstream. Hamid Enayat
refers to Sunni optimism and Shii pessimism about the nature of man, the
Shii preoccupation with righteousness and justice, emotionalism mani-
fested in rituals, and ultimately Shii idealism.73 Moojan Momen sees
Islam for the Shiis, even more so than the Sunnis, to be “a religion of
rituals, obligations, and prohibitions,”74 and points to the presence of
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“the Shii worldview” in popular manifestations of the religion. This view
emphasizes themes such as “martyrdom and patient suffering” and “the
need for a scapegoat”: “This worldview is as much present among the
ulama as among the ordinary people and usually it has been the ulama
who as the natural leaders of the community, have directed the people as
to the identity of the scapegoat.”75 Both Enayat and Momen trace the
presence of such intense peculiarities to Shiism’s minority status in Islam
and their perpetual persecution. In other words, historical persecution
can instill a persecution complex leading to a pessimistic outlook and
rejection of an objective condition: “the most outstanding feature of
Shiism is an attitude of mind which refuses to admit that majority opinion
is necessarily true or right, and – which is its converse – a rationalized
defense of the moral excellence of an embattled minority.”76

The third issue relevant to this study concerns the legal rights of
Muslims versus non-Muslims, particularly Christian and Jewish subjects
in Dar al-Islam. Several prominent contemporary Sunni Islamic thinkers
have argued for a broader and more rational interpretation of Islamic laws
dealing with non-Muslims and other issues. One of the principal found-
ers of Islamic reformism, Mohammad Abduh of Egypt (1849–1905),
emphasized the primacy of public interest, and recommended compari-
son and synthesis of the four Sunni legal schools (including opinions of
independent jurists) in order to derive legal rulings from the Quran and
the Hadith. Inherent in Abduh’s approach was the urgently felt necessity
to adjust Islamic laws to the changing contemporary world.77

However, legal rights pertaining to Muslims have never been the same
as those for non-Muslims; differentiation and discrimination have been
deemed natural and necessary. One scholar sees culture and tradition
behind the contradictory claims of contemporaries who, on the one hand,
argue that Islam recognizes “the principle of equality” and, on the other,
insist on preserving “premodern Islamic rules” on the separate, different,
or inferior status of non-Muslims in the Islamic polity.78 Many religious
laws remain unchanged (though they are not always applied), such as pro-
hibiting non-Muslims from serving as judges or forbidding a Muslim
woman from marrying a non-Muslim man.

The modern state, however, by necessity shapes the meaning of certain
legal interpretations. One case in point historically is the payment of
jazieh by non-Muslims. Jazieh is generally translated as a poll tax, but
since poll taxes were unilaterally based on the will of the ruler, a more
accurate translation may be “a protection and security tax.”79 Despite
differences among jurists, conditional exemptions exist in Islam. The
most relevant is the argument that, in the modern state, if a non-Muslim
joins the Muslim army, he and his family are exempt from the payment of
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jazieh.80 In other words, the institutions of the modern state and the obli-
gations placed on its citizens make the principle of jazieh unnecessary.
Yet, the modern state still remains within the domain of Dar al-Islam and
some issues cannot be changed. Regardless of the degree of freedom of
expression, a non-Muslim’s criticism of the Prophet Mohammad or
Islam is seen as an action against the state.81 Uniformity in the educa-
tional system is essential, and, unless the “spirit” of the curriculum con-
forms to the Islamic public school, there can be no separate school for
non-Muslims. While teaching of language, customs, and religion of non-
Muslims is allowed, a non-Muslim cannot object to his children receiving
Islamic education.82

The fourth issue, the scholarship of which is still in its infancy, is
differences of interpretation between the Sunni schools of thought and
the Shii on the relations between Muslims and non-Muslims. Historical
works describing these relationships will be discussed later. During the
late Safavid period (1501–1722), when the ulama were becoming more
assertive, the Shii theologian Mohammad Baqer Majlesi (d. 1699) is
credited for producing several important writings in Persian, and for pop-
ularizing the Shii ethos among ordinary people. A major religious figure
in Isfahan, he condemned Sufi influence on Shii clergy and set out to
eradicate it. His style is described as “dry, formal, dogmatic, legalistic,”83

an embodiment of his version of Shiism. Among Majlesi’s many works is
Hilliyat al-Mottaqin, in which he sets out strict rules of behavior for a
Muslim, basing it on the Hadith about the Prophet and the Shii Imams.
Some of the rules involve non-Muslims; for instance, commenting on the
vital importance of greeting (salam) in Islamic conduct, he explains that
certain types of people should not be greeted by a Muslim including
Zoroastrians, Jews, Christians, pagans, chess players or other gamblers,
musicians, and homosexuals.84

The most dramatic difference with the Sunnis is over the sources of
pollution (nejasat). The Shii theological writings advocate avoiding
contact with non-Muslims (including physical contact with a non-
Muslim or a non-Muslim corpse, consuming food and drink prepared by
non-Muslims, and using utensils used by non-Muslims) and offer
detailed guidelines on cleansing in cases where such contact has taken
place. The consumption, for example, of meat of those animals ritually
slaughtered by the Jews was not prohibited by Sunnis. In contrast, the
Shii authorities declared the preparation or physical contact of a Jew (or
any non-Muslim) with the meat as najess (impure) prohibiting its con-
sumption by Muslims.85 In extreme cases the Shii codes of pollution are
extended to the Sunnis as well.86 Some suggest that the major source for
the concept of impurity lies in the pre-Islamic religion of Persia,

Introduction: an overview of politics and society 23



Zoroastrianism.87 “Like Hinduism, Zoroastrian doctrine holds that all
non-Zoroastrians are ritually unclean . . . As a result, there were numer-
ous religious stipulations that regulated and limited contact between
Zoroastrians and non-Zoroastrians.”88 The practice of purity also
included marriage to non-Zoroastrians, and Zoroastrians who had to
come into contact with others would undergo purification rituals.
Converts to the religion in the fourteenth to early nineteenth centuries
had to go through purification practices but this ceased afterwards and
only Zoroastrian priests were required to observe purification rituals.89

The adoption of the codes of pollution and a “segregative tendency” by
the Shii Iranians may have been caused by the prolonged period of
Islamization under direct Arab rule (more than 200 years), the question of
whether or not the Zoroastrians could be considered as People of the
Book, and the status of the Shii as a persecuted minority.90 For centuries,
especially since the Safavid era, Shii religious leaders, local governors, and
kings added their own regulations to the codes of pollution; the end result
was an ambiguous cultural practice with local and personal variations
throughout Iran.91 Most religious leaders wrote and preached approvingly
of the codes of pollution on non-Muslims, ideological baggage which was
carried into the Islamic theocratic regime with the 1979 Revolution. This
subject will be covered in more detail later in the discussion of the policy
sphere regarding non-Muslim religious minorities.

Regime ideologues: the core mentalité

Through direct clerical rule beliefs which were once in the domain of
religious schools and households spilled into the political realm, molding
the foundation of state ideology on non-Muslim citizens of Iran. Laws
governing religious minorities were based on the belief of Islam’s (partic-
ularly Shii Islam’s) superiority to other religions. The founding of a
theocracy meant putting specifics into practice. Direct legalized applica-
tion of the mainstream view became ideological orthodoxy. Details of dis-
criminatory laws will be discussed later; suffice it to say here that not since
the inception of the Pahlavi dynasty in 1925 (and on some details, the
Qajar dynasty, 1795–1925) at least had the country experienced such a
wide and systematic scale of legally institutionalized discrimination and
segmentation.

A work first published in Persian in 1966 became the benchmark for
the treatment of People of the Book, Iranian Christian converts, and the
Bahais in post-revolutionary Iran. The author, Sultanhussein Tabandeh,
was the leader of the Nematollahi Soltanalishahi Sufi Order centered at
Gonabad in Khorasan. The Nematollahi order was founded in early 1400
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AD by Seyyed Nur al-Din Shah Nematollahi; his shrine is near Mahun in
Kerman. Tabandeh’s group was a special section of the original Sufi
order. The foreword to the book, written by Abulfazl Hazeghi (a four-
time Parliament deputy from Jahrom, Fars, and three-time leader of
Iranian pilgrims to Mecca), claims that the work presents an Islamic per-
spective on the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and that a copy
was given to every representative of the Islamic countries attending the
1968 Tehran International Conference on Human Rights.92 Tabandeh
maintained that he had never been in politics and his motive was purely
religious: the purpose was to show that what men were attempting to
establish in modern times had already been set out in Islam in the seventh
century AD. Yet he lamented that political leaders of Islamic countries
rarely followed the commandments of Islam.93

The work has the appearance of an objective account, and provides ref-
erences to Plato, al-Farabi, and Western thinkers. Nevertheless, the Shii
perspective is obvious from the start as Shah Ismail (the founder of the
Safavid dynasty) is called a champion of “the oppressed.”94 It reviews
every article of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and outlines
each article’s possible application (if any) to a Muslim country. The fol-
lowing is a brief summary of Tabandeh’s views on the non-Muslims, later
to be put into practice, almost verbatim, in the Islamic Republic of Iran:
(1) He endorses the law of retaliation or retribution (later adopted in

Iran as qesas) which in criminal law sets out different and more
severe punishments for non-Muslims. Two instances stand out:
(a) if a Muslim murders another, he should be killed by the next of

kin of the murdered Muslim; if the murdered person is a non-
Muslim, then the Muslim cannot be put to death by his kin –
punishment through payment of a fine and lashing should
suffice; and

(b) the punishment for a Muslim male who commits adultery is
shaving of his head, 100 lashes, and one year in prison, but if a
non-Muslim man commits adultery with a Muslim woman his
penalty is execution.

The reason is that Islam is considered the superior religion and
those who have not accepted this are “reckoned as outside the pale of
humanity; and their existence is considered injurious to the general-
ity of mankind.” They resemble a political party that is against
general welfare and must be banned and, if necessary, treated with
violence in order to stop their carnage. People of the Book “have not
reached the highest level of spirituality” and continue to obey com-
mands which have been replaced by Islam. They are “on a lower level
of belief and conviction.”95
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(2) Islam is strict with “polytheists and idolaters” and association with
them is forbidden. They are “lower than wild beasts.”96

(3) While there are diverse views on the issue of marriage of a Muslim
male to a woman from the People of the Book, all agree that a Muslim
female cannot marry a “polytheist idolatrous” or a member of a
“People of the Book.” A woman who knowingly enters such a union
“must be punished” and children born of such a union are “illegiti-
mate.” The reason: since men are considered guardians of women,
and women are required to obey their husbands, marriage to a non-
Muslim man means that a Muslim has placed herself in a subordinate
position coming “under the authority” of a non-Muslim. “Islam and
its peoples must be above infidels, and never permit non-Muslims to
acquire lordship over them.”97

(4) On freedom of thought and religion, Tabandeh makes these excep-
tions:
(a) While People of the Book can pursue their religion and commu-

nal life, following of religions “contrary to Islam, like those who
demand Islam’s extirpation,” are prohibited. This includes “a
community which under the name of religion is organized to be
against Islam.”98 (This is a clear reference to Bahaism.)

(b) No non-Muslim should hold government posts; members of the
judiciary, legislative body, and cabinet must be Muslims.99

(c) There is no freedom of choice to change one’s religion from
Islam. Anyone who strays away from Islam is motivated by lust,
bribery, or is converting out of spite. The act is apostasy and a
Fetri apostate, one whose parents were Muslim but who has
deserted his faith, is “a diseased member of the body politic, gan-
grenous, incurable, fit only for amputation, and must be exe-
cuted.”100 If one is born into another religion, converts to Islam,
and then recants Islam, he is called a national apostate. He “must
be reasoned with for three days to win him back,” but when all
hope is lost for repentance he too should be executed. If, having
reconverted, he repeats this pattern again, the third time he will
be identified as a Fetri apostate and no repentance will be
accepted:101

No man of sense, from the mere fact that he possesses intelligence, will ever
turn down the better in favour of the inferior. Anyone who penetrates
beneath the surface to the inner essence of Islam is bound to recognise its
superiority over the other religions.102

Tabendeh also has an extensive discussion on women in Islam riddled
with fundamental mistakes; however, every point he makes became the
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law of the land immediately after the Revolution and before the activation
of reformism from pro-regime women. Placing Tabandeh’s views in the
context of modern human rights, Ann Elizabeth Mayer reflects:

Instead of the concern that one finds in international human rights law for the
freedom of the individuals involved, the concern is for the prestige of the Muslim
community, the honor of which is sullied if one of their number is subordinated to
a member of the inferior group, the non-Muslims.103

Overall policy, decrees, and authorized and unauthorized actions were
shaped by written and expressed views of regime ideologues. Many pro-
vincial lower-ranking mullahs achieved upward mobility through and
because of the Revolution rather than their own religious learning and
merit. The process of building a theocracy attracted many ambitious
characters and plenty of opportunists (who are never in short supply in
such situations). Lacking in-depth religious learning, they were anxious
imitators of the most negative views on non-Muslims. A few had a very
large impact in proportion to their numbers.

The superiority of Muslims to the adherents of other religions was fre-
quently addressed by the clerical ideologues. It was a state of mind, a
source of self-legitimation with constant repetition. “There is only one
true religion in every epoch and it is essential for all to follow it,” wrote
Morteza Motahhari, a professor of theology and a member of the
Revolutionary Council. He called the idea that all “heavenly religions”
are equal “a false thought.” Belief in God and one of the “heavenly relig-
ions” was not sufficient. Even positive comments and acknowledgment of
the holiness of the Prophet Mohammad and Imam Ali were not accept-
able. And the existence of several religions did not mean that people
could choose one over another. Submitting to God meant the acceptance
of His “last command,” which was revealed to the Prophet
Mohammad.104

To Motahhari, the Muslim believer was like a patient under the care
and supervision of a physician, but the non-Muslim believer was a patient
under no supervision acting recklessly by taking any medicine and food in
sight. The latter was taking a chance and he would eventually hurt
himself. A non-Muslim’s belief in God was not sufficient since he lacked a
correct blueprint, but the Muslim was being guided by a comprehensive
correct program. However, Motahhari made a distinction between
People of the Book and the heathens: under “some conditions” the
former may end up in heaven but the latter were lost forever. (The specific
conditions for ascending to heaven were left out.)105 To Motahhari, Jews
and Christians who insisted on maintaining their religions were suffering
from the condition of kafir-e majerai. Kafir means infidel; the religious
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meaning of kafir-e majerai is one who is quarrelsome and denies facts.106

Therefore, they became a special type of infidel, inferior child-like entities
whom Muslims tolerated. Compared to Judaism and Christianity, Islam
was a more perfect religion necessitating a final conversion.

The belief that Islam was superior to all other religions was so deeply
ingrained in the psyche of the revolutionaries that even the so-called
moderate elements believed in its truth. Mehdi Bazargan, an engineer by
training and religiously devout by family line and personal practice,
became the prime minister of the Provisional Government in 1979. He
believed that man must have one of the monotheistic religions in order to
battle selfishness, materialism, and communism. Yet, the choice was not a
difficult one. “Among the monotheist religions, Zoroastrianism is obso-
lete, Judaism has bred materialism, and Christianity is dictated by its
church. Islam is the only way out.”107 In this line of thinking there is no
recognition of Hinduism, Buddhism, Bahaism, or other religions.

The views on the Jews were particularly negative. The highly respected
Ayatollah Mahmud Taleqani, who was revered for his humanity and
modesty and who often preached about cessation of discord, was puzzled
by the support Christians were giving to the Jews. Weren’t these the same
Jews responsible for the killing of Christ? Why weren’t Christians cooper-
ating with Muslims whose religious book, Quran, had praised Christ? Yet,
Taleqani’s language was softer compared to other clergy; he believed that
both Jews and Christians had used the teachings of their prophets for
political and economic gains.108

As the leader of the Islamic forces who seized power in 1979, Ayatollah
Khomeini, more so than any other visible high-ranking clergy, held views
that directly influenced and shaped state ideology. His written work and
lectures were widely used to reenforce attitudes and to make policy.
Remaining generally aloof from the details of policymaking made his
comments even more poignant. In his pre-revolutionary work addressing
Islamic justice, Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini argued that, despite the
Prophet Mohammad’s benevolence and kindness toward thieves and
non-Muslims, he was compelled to destroy the Jewish tribe of Bani
Quraizeh because they were promoting corruption in Islamic society and
were harmful to Islam.109 In anticipation of a possible departure to
Lebanon from Iraq in 1971, he lamented that even the Iraqi Jews were
treated better by Iraqi authorities than the Shiis and Iranians. The Jews
were given six months to prepare for exodus and their possessions were
sold at a fair price, he claimed.110

In his attack on the institution of monarchy, Khomeini rarely left out
the non-Muslim minorities or Israel. The television stations in Iran and
throughout the Islamic world were in the hands of Israelis to broadcast

28 Religious minorities in Iran



whatever they wanted.111 “Jewish thieves” were responsible for cursing
Muslims while declaring they were “the chosen people.”112 Criticizing
monarchical Iran and the Turkish Republic for their pro-Israel stand, he
declared: “Sunni brothers will think that the Shiis are Jew-worshippers
[Yahudi parast].”113 The Jews and Israelis were interchangeable entities
who had penetrated all facets of life. Iran was being “trampled upon
under Jewish boots.”114 The Jews had conspired to kill the Qajar king
Naser al-Din Shah and had a historically grand design to rule through a
new monarchy and a new government (the Pahlavi dynasty):
“Gentlemen, be frightened. They are such monsters.”115 In a vitriolic
attack on Mohammad Reza Shah’s celebration of 2,500 years of Persian
monarchy in 1971, Khomeini declared that Israeli technicians had
planned the celebrations and they were behind the exuberant expenses
and overspending.116 Objecting to the sale of oil to Israel, he said: “We
should not ignore that the Jews want to take over Islamic countries.”117

Then, condemning the concerns and fears of the ulama and their quie-
tism, Khomeini reflected on his own life. His murder was not expedient
but he wished the royalists had killed him: “What do I want this life for?
Death to this life that I have. Do they threaten me because they think I like
this life? . . . the sooner I get killed the better.”118

Ayatollah Khomeini was asked a series of questions on business matters
involving the relationship between Jews and Muslims. Could Muslims
work in Jewish-owned businesses if these businesses were helping Israel
even if the Muslims were not aware of such transactions? He responded
that in either case this was unlawful and religiously prohibited (haram).
On a related question, he saw no problem if an institution was owned by a
Muslim but Jews worked there and had a few Muslims working for them as
long as the Muslims did not serve Israel. However, it was “a shameful act”
for a Muslim to work for “this sect [ferqeh].” He was asked if believing
Muslims could have business transactions with Jews in order to eventually
take over their businesses. Khomeini responded that, if the Muslims were
certain that they could eliminate Jewish domination from the Muslim
bazaars, then their business dealings with the Jews were acceptable.119

In an address to the Syrian foreign minister after the Revolution
Khomeini lamented: “If Muslims got together and each poured one
bucket of water on Israel, a flood would wash away Israel.”120 In other
words, Muslim unity would destroy Israel. To Khomeini the world was a
hostile place with enemies lurking in every corner; these enemies were all
in collusion against him and the Muslim brethren. Metaphorically, the
United States was “Israel’s mother and Saddam [Hossein of Iraq] [was]
Begin’s [of Israel] younger brother” as they all engaged in propaganda
against Muslims.121

Introduction: an overview of politics and society 29



Bahais for Khomeini were a mere political party materializing in Iran to
guarantee Zionist domination of the Iranian economy. Bahais were a
simple extension of a foreign plot, and both Jews and Bahais were the
oppressors of the Muslim people.122 He flatly prohibited trade with the
Bahais.123

Khomeini’s attitude toward Zoroastrianism was one of disdain. He
called the religion “an old and inveterate sect,” the Zoroastrians “fire-
worshippers,” and their intentions “reactionary.”124 Mohammad Reza
Shah’s orders in the early 1970s to change the Iranian calendar from
Islamic to the monarchical history outraged the clerical establishment.
For Khomeini this was an act of “treason” and a direct insult to the
Prophet Mohammad, Islam, and all Muslims; it was an attempt to restore
Zoroastrianism, set up “fire-temples,” and destroy Islam. He regularly
referred to Zoroastrians with the derogatory term “gabr.”125

Khomeini saw pre-revolutionary Iran as an environment where all
“stray sects” were busy plotting against Islam. Christians with the support
of foreign governments were sent to Iran to evangelize through their
schools and institutions. Printing non-Islamic religious texts (implying
the Bible) was allowed, and the only prohibition was directed at “the
Muslim ulama and Islam.”126

Before the takeover of the revolutionaries, many religious figures, in
interviews with the European press, said that the rights of the People of
the Book would be protected. In a typical commentary, Ayatollah
Allameh Yahya Nuri blamed concerns over the status of religious minor-
ities on “colonial and despotic forces.” In his position as an “Islamic
authority” he issued a declaration to the Christians, Jews, and
Zoroastrians that their rights would be more assured under an Islamic
system than any other political system.127 Ayatollah Nuri later wrote
about equality and justice in an Islamic state arguing that “an individual’s
geographical, national, ethnic, or linguistic background” was not impor-
tant; as long as “they share[d] the beliefs of Islam,” there would be no dis-
crimination.128 Therefore, not being a Muslim was grounds for
discrimination in an Islamic state.

Research on non-Muslim religious minorities

In 1991 the report of the special representative of the Commission on
Human Rights, Reynaldo Galindo Pohl, referred to the investigation of
Iran as “particularly complex and complicated.” Politicization of every
issue inside and outside Iran by opponents and proponents of the regime
had created enormous difficulties. He saw this as the result of “the radical
polarization of political forces, the conflict between opinions that have
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turned into preestablished, inflexible, intransigent credos and the strug-
gle between national and international political interests.” The human
rights situation in Iran was said to have “gone on in prejudiced and spec-
ulative terms, which have been accompanied by reactions of hypersensi-
tivity.”129

One of the most striking features of research on non-Muslim minorities
has been the abundance of rumors and misinformation against the
Islamic Republic: for instance, the allegations of kidnapping of
Zoroastrian girls from Yazd by Revolutionary Guards, or reports that
Christian Iraqi prisoners of war were being forcefully converted to
Islam.130 Christian fundamentalists also propagated outrageous lies in
the West, claiming that mass executions (hangings) and imprisonments
were taking place in Iran. Ironically, their publications often gave the
impression that the Muslim world was a killing field for all Christians, and
Islam was portrayed as an aggressive, bloodthirsty religion.131

Policy motives are not always easy to discern. Numerous detailed dis-
cussions as well as confrontations in the Majlis (parliament) have
occurred in committees and behind closed doors. Sometimes the nature
of the controversy has been brought to the floor of the Majlis during open
sessions; many times these issues have not been discussed publicly. The
complex web of the state bureaucracy encourages secretiveness, which is
common to bureaucratic administrations. As Max Weber explains:

Bureaucratic administration always tends to be an administration of “secret ses-
sions”: in so far as it can, it hides its knowledge and action from criticism . . .
everywhere that the power interests of the domination structure toward the
outside are at stake . . . we find secrecy.132

In the Iranian case, the personal element plays a crucial role in main-
taining secrecy. Muslim or non-Muslim, both resort to concealment; this
conduct is prevalent and accepted as routine. A scholar is always aware
that facts may be missing due to the secretiveness of the polity. As James
Bill eloquently states:

The processes of power and decisionmaking are usually hidden within the deepest
recesses of society, where they exist in a state of constant flux . . . Many of the
shrewdest and most influential political figures in Iran have intentionally avoided
the blinding sunlight of publicity and have sought to exert power in the more
shadowy corridors of the political system.133

With intense clerical rivalries in the midst of an ideological state, it is
impossible to distinguish personalism from political views. The exact
nature of factionalism has always been a difficult and complex issue.
Ambiguity extends to stands taken by individual clergy vis-à-vis non-
Muslims as well. This author was unable to find any written works by
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clergy that presented a message radically different from what has already
been discussed. However, the evidence presented in this book shows an
inherent dualism. For instance, recognized non-Muslim minorities were
unanimous (evidence supports their sentiments) that Ayatollah
Mohammad Beheshti was protective of their rights. It is also correct that
institutionalization of restrictions began in 1981, the year of his assassina-
tion. Yet, it was Ayatollah Beheshti who initiated the criminal laws of
qesas (retribution) before his death. He also reassured the minorities that
he would personally protect their rights, and they need not worry about
discriminatory clauses in the law. Or, take the case of Ayatollah Hossein-
Ali Montazeri whose written work shows adherence to the idea of najess
(impurity), discussed later, but who in practice advocated a liberal treat-
ment for the Armenians; or, Bazargan, a noncleric, who believed and
wrote about the inferiority of all religions other than Islam, but opposed
the criminal laws of qesas. Some were not high-ranking clergy (such as
Rafsanjani with personal ties to some non-Muslims), but were astute pol-
iticians who were focused on existing opportunities rather than on an
ideal status for non-Muslims. However, the evidence presented in this
book points not only to an inherent dualism but also to a change of what is
stated over time. Yet, these changes in position have been a tradition
among the Shii ulama. Historically, they have altered their views “at
different periods in their lives according to circumstances.”134 In the
policy sphere, increasingly, the gap between expressed ideas and actual
practice widened with the passage of time. The why and the how of the
change (or pretended change) cannot be reliably assessed for research
purposes. A host of internal and external circumstances or personal alien-
ation from those presently in power may be responsible for the change of
tune of individual clergy and their cronies. In a secretive and conniving
world of Iranian politics, when radicals of yesterday become today’s mod-
erates, regardless of the niceties with which they sugarcoat their words,
their sincerity remains in doubt.

One additional point requires further explanation. Due to the condi-
tion of marginality, minorities in the Arab world, Iran, and Turkey have
been attracted to secular ideologies and political parties. The Baath, the
Syrian Social Nationalist, and the Communist Parties are some exam-
ples. In the Iranian case, there is evidence that non-Muslim citizens have
been active in various leftist parties.135 While there is truth to this, the
majority of adherents to various left-wing organizations, including the
Tudeh (Communist) Party, have been of Shii background. The left and
the Communists have not always been dogmatically anti-clerical. The
Tudeh Party, for instance, nominated Ayatollah Taleqani as its candidate
for parliament in the 1940s. After the 1979 Revolution, the same party
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backed Ayatollah Khomeini and undermined other leftist groups. Even
after the Tudeh Party was systematically persecuted by Islamic author-
ities, there was evidence that ex-Tudeh members continued to function in
the government bureaucracy under the banner of Islam.136 Non-Muslim
communities had a similar experience with their own far leftist factions.

Iranian intellectuals, acting individually, have initiated shifts in their
allegiance from liberal/socialist secularism to Islamism. For instance,
Homa Nategh, a university professor in Tehran during the Revolution,
shifted from her leftist view to Islamism, and then renounced both. While
a professor, she had written so harshly against the clergy that the religious
elements had asked for her dismissal from the university. But, during the
first few months of the Revolution, Nategh wrote in their defense, pur-
posefully leaving out negative information. She condemned women’s
objections to veiling and urged them to vote for Ayatollah Taleqani for
president and Masud Rajavi, the head of the Mojahedin Organization, for
the Majlis. She is, however, one of the few who, with astonishment, admit-
ted to her sudden ideological shift. “It was as though logic was taken away
from me, as though I wasn’t thinking.”137 This is not an isolated case.
Earlier, Jalal Al-e Ahmad, a well-known writer and intellectual, also
exhibited the same tendency. The son of a cleric, he was first attracted to
communism, then liberal secularism, and eventually to Islam.

Shifting political allegiances may demonstrate an inherent disdain and
distrust for the state. Individuals may be truthful each time they change
political allegiances; they may also be motivated by fear, opportunism, or
political expediency. Or they may simply transform a search for personal
identity to the political arena, seeking in the outer world an answer to the
contradictions they feel within. What concerns us here is the acknowledg-
ment that the phenomenon exists and may have a bearing upon speeches,
statements, and the behavior of authorities and religious minorities.
Therefore, the parameters of determining true loyalty and allegiance to
one’s own community alone becomes uncertain. There can very well be a
multitude of crosscutting allegiances manifesting themselves at different
points in time. This pertains as much to minorities as to the majority.

The non-Muslim minority issue was not created by the Islamic
Republic. Their history is intertwined with the history of the Iranian
state. The state’s nationalist agenda, local clergy’s manipulation of events,
anti-Western sentiments, and the tension between the secular rulers and
the ulama made the non-Muslims easy prey. The next chapter identifies
the religious minorities and explores their history.
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1 Ethnic anatomy and politics of non-Muslim
minorities

The scholarly literature on non-Muslim minorities is highly uneven,
complex, and thinly researched. This chapter is not meant to be an
exhaustive historical analysis; rather the main purpose is to introduce
each community and examine its overall relations with Iranian society
and the state. Several patterns in state–minority relations are identified at
the conclusion of the chapter.

The sources for this chapter are secondary and include publications in
Armenian, Persian, and English; there are noticeable differences in the
quality of the sources. Every attempt has been made to deal construc-
tively with contradictory cases, and the strengths and weaknesses of writ-
ings about each group have been carefully assessed. New historical works
on religious minorities may clarify certain events and situations. For the
purpose of this study, enough information is available to shed some light
on the sociopolitical condition of Armenians, Assyrians and Chaldeans,
Jews, Zoroastrians, and Bahais during the twentieth century.

The Armenians

The background of the Armenians has been traced to prehistoric times,
to communities living in eastern Anatolia and the outskirts of Mount
Ararat. From about 500 BC, Greek and Persian sources refer to the land
of “Armenia” and its people as the “Armenians.” By 70 BC, the
Armenian Empire stretched from the Caspian Sea to the Mediterranean.
The territory was frequently a focus of power struggle between the
Roman and Parthian Empires. The Armenian Apostolic Church, an
ancient and autocephalous branch of Eastern Christianity, became the
church of the Armenian state circa AD 314. It, along with the Armenian
alphabet (created in AD 404), enhanced the distinctive identity of the
Armenians.

During the sixteenth century the Persian and Ottoman Empires com-
peted over Armenia along with other territories in the region located
between the two empires. In a settlement in 1639, the Ottomans took over
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most of the Armenian enclave. During the first three decades of the nine-
teenth century, Russia annexed nearly all of Persian territory north of the
Arax (Aras) River, including its Armenian enclave. Through bilateral
treaties between Persia, Ottoman Turkey, and Russia, Armenian lands
were reshuffled and Armenians residing in some areas were forced to
migrate. Until the first two decades of the twentieth century, the fate of
the Armenian population was closely intertwined with one or more of
these three dominant powers.1

Between 1894 and 1920, the Armenians living under the Ottoman
Empire experienced the destruction of more than two-thirds of their pop-
ulation in a series of massacres, culminating in the genocide of 1915. On
28 May 1918 for the first time in centuries, an independent state was
established. The Armenian Republic lasted only two years; its collapse
was due to several factors, including: catastrophic economic conditions,
starving refugees from Turkish Armenia, reliance on unfulfilled promises
of the Allied powers, Kemal Ataturk’s successful military ventures against
the Allied powers, ideological and personal friction combined with politi-
cal immaturity within the Armenian leadership; and the advance of
Bolsheviks into the Caucasus. While the Turkish army took a large
portion of western Armenia, the Bolshevik Red Army occupied the
eastern section and established the Armenian Soviet Socialist Republic at
the end of 1920.2

The cultural links between the Armenians and the Persians can be
traced back to Zoroastrian times. For twelve centuries, Armenia was
under the direct or indirect rule of the Persians. While much influenced
by Persian culture and religion, Armenia also retained its unique charac-
teristics as a nation. Later, Armenian Christianity retained some
Zoroastrian vocabulary and ritual.3 Both peoples claim to be of Indo-
European origin. Although the presence of Armenians in Persia predates
the Safavid era (1501–1722),4 the bulk of the Armenian population was
transported from their ancestral lands during the early seventeenth
century by Shah Abbas. This forced relocation of the population (within
the same empire) was preceded by the destruction of the famous town of
Julfa and nearly everything between Erzerum and Tabriz.5

Two reasons are often cited for the deportation: it was (1) a protective
military measure against the incursions of the Ottoman Empire, and (2)
part of a grand plan to modernize the capital city of Isfahan by advancing
international trade. The processes leading to the population relocation
have been reported differently by European and Armenian historians.
The fact remains that these people were captives whose lands and liveli-
hood were destroyed intentionally.6 While there is general agreement that
the treatment of Armenians was fair under Shah Abbas, this was not the
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case with his successors. Forced conversions to Islam, discriminatory
measures, high taxation, and instances of clerical agitation against the
Christian population abound in eyewitness accounts.7

The relationship between the Armenian community and the Safavid
state was shaped by a millet-type administration. The New Julfa
Armenians had internal autonomy; their relationship to the state was
mediated through the patriarchs of the church and individuals appointed
as the shah’s representatives in the administration of the community’s
affairs. Armenians in Isfahan have been given credit for a number of
industrial inventions such as the Safavid artillery; they also were success-
ful merchants of different commodities, especially silk.

By the twentieth century, there were significant Armenian commu-
nities in northwestern Iran and the capital, Tehran. Although Armenians
in Persia excelled as small artisans, were involved in international trade,
and were basically integrated into the modern Iranian economy, they
never dominated the economic sphere of the country. Similarly, their
political role remained limited. During Qajar rule, however, Armenian
ambassadors were dispatched to Europe8 and Armenians played an active
role in the liberal, left, and constitutional movements in Iran in the early
twentieth century.9

The Reza Shah era was a much more difficult time for the community
than the Mohammad Reza Shah reign. Although the Armenians were
given cultural and religious autonomy in communal affairs and were
allowed one additional deputy to the Majlis, Reza Shah closed down their
schools in the years 1938–39 and threatened their internal autonomy.
The Armenians were denied government jobs and employment.10 During
this time, accusations and criticism in the government-controlled media
against the Christian community was mainly directed at the Armenians
and the Assyrians. While the British saw this as part of a pro-Nazi ten-
dency designed to arouse the fanatical religious segments of the popula-
tion,11 most Armenians attributed it to Reza Shah’s connection to and
personal admiration for Kemal Ataturk of Turkey. Others have seen it as
part of the grand plan of pan-Iranist activities in the country.12 Many vil-
lages in Iranian Azerbaijan had ancient Armenian names until the 1930s
when Reza Shah Persianized their names.13 Both closure of minority
schools and the changes in the names of villages, cities, streets, etc. were
part of Reza Shah’s general policy framework designed to strengthen the
state and diminish foreign dependence.

Mohammad Faghfoory’s research on ulama–state relations between
1921 and 1941 shows that as early as 1921 Reza Khan had used
ethnic/religious identity to achieve his political goals. He set out to elimi-
nate his rival and partner, Seyyed Ziya al-Din Tabatabai, by exploiting his
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relationship with non-Muslim groups, especially the Armenians. Ziya al-
Din’s arrest of a well-known cleric and deputy from Isfahan was blamed
on the Armenians. By manufacturing an Armenian, British, and Ziya al-
Din front, Reza Khan won the support of the ulama to oust his rival.14

During the rule of Mohammad Reza Shah, Armenian internal auton-
omy was fully restored.15 The power of the state apparatus provided
security for minority communities. As in his father’s reign, a strong state
under Mohammed Reza Shah prevented the arbitrary exercise of power
by local clergy. The general policy of economic development, moderniza-
tion, and Westernization furthered the communal life and the socioeco-
nomic condition of religious minorities. In the shah’s authoritarian
system, minority deputies to the Majlis (similar to Muslim deputies) were
mere figureheads, some with close business ties to the royal family and
their friends.

Various publications with themes such as the Armenian Republic of
1918, the Armenian grievances against the Turkish government, and
details pertaining to the genocide of 1915 were published in both Persian
and Armenian. Armenians were active in most sectors except politics and
the military. While the former was viewed by the Armenians as a trouble-
some area to be shunned at all costs, the avoidance of the latter was
prompted by government suspicion that the deeply felt affinity with the
Armenian Soviet Socialist Republic might result in the disclosure of mili-
tary and intelligence secrets to the Soviets. Armenians, however, served in
the lower echelons of the military. They could serve as assistant ministers,
but no ministerial or visible high political office was open to non-
Muslims.

Despite relative freedom and even expressed admiration and trust by
the Persians, Armenians have been acutely aware of their marginal status
in Iran. They have preserved themselves by paying homage to the top
leadership in the hope of receiving in exchange a safe livelihood and pro-
tection from Muslim religious extremists. For much of the twentieth
century, as indigenous Christians more at ease with Western ways, they
satisfied the Iranian thirst for Western economic connections, lifestyle,
and ethos. With no territorial claim on Persian sovereignty, the
Armenians were safe subordinates who could not and would not rebel.
They really had no basis for a rebellion; they had cultural autonomy and
relative respect.

The Armenians are the largest Christian minority and probably the
largest non-Muslim community in Iran.16 During the 1980s and 1990s,
their numbers were estimated to be around 200,000.17 The bulk of the
population belongs to the Apostolic Church, which has archdioceses in
the cities of Tehran, Tabriz, and Isfahan. However, a small number of
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Armenians are Catholics and Protestants. The population is urban, with
some in villages around the cities of Isfahan and Tabriz, and between
Arak and Hamadan. Since the Pahlavi era, the Armenians have been
politically represented in the parliament by two deputies, one each from
the north and the south. They are the only non-Muslim minority to be
represented by two members.

The Assyrians and Chaldeans

It is impossible to provide a simple explanation for the evolution of the
Assyrians and Chaldeans in the modern Middle East. Because of relig-
ious schisms and the active involvement of Western powers with various
segments of the Christian population, the Assyrians and the Chaldeans
are the most complex non-Muslim religious minority to study histori-
cally.

The majority of Christians in Mesopotamia and Persia belonged to the
East Syrian Church (known as the Nestorian Church), which later
evolved into two dominant groups: the Assyrians and the Chaldeans
(Catholics). Those who belonged to the West Syrian Church were known
as the Jacobites, who flourished in Syria. The Catholic–Protestant schism
was one of many sectarian conflicts among Christian Middle Easterners.
From the end of the nineteenth century those Nestorians who refused to
be identified with Catholics called themselves Assyrians. Anglican mis-
sionaries were responsible for spreading the idea that the Nestorians were
descendants of ancient Assyria (Ashurestan). Commonalities and simi-
larities in languages, physiognomies, and customs of the two reenforced
the theory of sameness.18

Another theory is associated with the names “Syria” and “Assyria” and
states that both have the same root, and notes that those who call them-
selves Syrians are ethnically Assyrians.19 There is a tendency, however, to
refer to most Christian denominations as Assyrians. For example,
members of the Jacobite community in Turkey are referred to as Assyrian
Jacobites;20 Chaldeans are referred to as Assyrian Roman Catholics;21

Assyrians are also referred to as Nestorians as opposed to Chaldeans.
One writer asserts that the Assyrians are followers of Nestorianism, who
include Catholics and Protestants.22

These different references are extremely confusing and stem from a
very simple premise of whether the Assyrians are an ethnonational group
or a religious community. Arian Ishaya sees them as a distinct ethnic
group which has resided in the lands around the present Irano-Turkish
borders. She believes that their presence in Iran dates back to at least the
first century AD and maybe even to a much earlier time. Within this
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ethnic point of view, Assyrians are divided along various denominations
including the Nestorian Church, its Chaldean offshoot, the Russian
Orthodox Church, Protestant churches, and the Jacobite Church.23 From
this perspective, the Chaldeans are ethnically Assyrians who refuse to give
up their traditional name. These are merely confessional divisions and do
not impact on the social and cultural unity of the ethnic identity. The
Catholic Church, however, is larger than the Nestorian Church, which
has only one diocese in Tehran. The Catholics have three dioceses, in
Tehran, Urmieh, and Ahvaz.24

There is no problem in identifying any group members along ethnic
lines. The problem arises when either their numbers or political clout
overshadow a smaller group and define their identity regardless of their
wishes. There are many more who identify themselves as Assyrians in Iran
than who refer to themselves as Chaldeans. If, for example, the Chaldeans
see themselves as an ethnic group separate from Assyrians, then they
might ask for separate representation. It was no coincidence that the
Assyrian/Chaldean deputy in the Assembly of Experts, during the discus-
sions on the constitution of the revolutionary regime in 1979 on the spe-
cific question of the number of deputies for religious minorities, protested
having only one representative for Assyrians and Chaldeans combined.
He asked for one deputy for each group.25 The request was rejected. As in
the earlier 1906/07 constitution, the Assyrians and Chaldeans together
were given one deputy.

The problem of defining the ethnic identities of either Chaldeans or
Assyrians is related to the convoluted and complex history of their social
and political evolution. During the pre-World War I era, there were many
Christian groups in the Ottoman Empire, Persia, and Russia. Many of
these communities resided in the Azerbaijan area, mainly in villages and
in the town of Urmieh (Rezaiyeh).26 According to John Joseph, the
Nestorians of Urmieh were under the jurisdiction of Mar Shimun in
Hakkari (Iraq); they had accepted his authority in the seventeenth
century when the patriarch resided in the Azerbaijan region.27 In 1897,
the Iranian Nestorians headed by the Azerbaijan Assyrians asked to join
the Russian Orthodox Church. The Russian influence in the area
increased and the number of other Western missionaries was reduced.
The Russian influence in the area was a mixed blessing. On the one hand,
it increased Christian–Muslim antagonism and “encouraged” inter-
Christian rivalry. On the other hand, the presence of Russian cavalry gave
Christians a sense of security and protection from attacks, especially by
the Kurds.28

The quarrels among the Assyrians, some Armenians, Kurds, and
Azeris had deep roots, in the 1800s. The worst event for the Urmieh
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Christians was the Kurdish attack in autumn 1880. It is said, however,
that Shii villagers suffered more destruction than the Christians.29

Urmieh remained under Russian influence until the beginning of World
War I. The British continued to compete with Russian influence in the
area. Meanwhile, the Constitutional Revolution of 1906, through its sup-
plement of 1907, gave Assyrians one delegate to the Majlis. Due to the
concentration of Assyrians in Azerbaijan at the time, the delegate had to
come from Urmieh. Yet, the infighting among various Christian denomi-
nations in Urmieh undermined the selection of one deputy. Decisions
reached by the Nestorians, Roman Catholics, and the Presbyterians were
vetoed by the Russian Orthodox. The latter argued that their denomina-
tion was the main representative of the Christian (non-Armenian) com-
munity. Until late spring 1911, no final decision was reached.30 There
were no representatives between World Wars I and II, and the first
Assyrian deputy was elected for four years in 1959.31

Most scholars are in agreement that foreign missionaries with semi-
political goals were responsible for the disintegration of the Christian
community in the area, hostility between Christians and Muslims, and
mistrust between Persian authorities and the Assyrians.32 The story of the
events in Iranian Azerbaijan during the war years, especially those
between 1917 and 1918, is often recounted with different emphases.33

These were the years of anarchy and weak central government in Iran.
Social problems and conflicts among the Christian population were
aggravated by large numbers of Armenian and Assyrian refugees flooding
into the region from the north and the northwest (then part of the
Ottoman Empire). The Russian departure prompted the local Christians
to arm themselves in self-defense. Between January and July 1918, many
Christians and Muslims perished in local conflicts.34

At the end of World War I, a mixed group of self-appointed officials
claiming to represent the Assyrians attended the Paris Peace Conference.
Of seven claims submitted by this group, three concerned the Persian
Assyrians.35 Although Britain planned to settle the Assyrian problem
somehow, lack of leadership due to the disunity among various denomi-
nations prevented any positive development. Joseph describes their prob-
lems thus: “the mountaineers of Hakkari were against the plainsmen of
Urmiyah, the Protestants against the ‘Nestorians’, and the pro-patriarch
faction against its rival party.”36 By this time tens of thousands of
Assyrians had already emigrated to the West, especially to Europe,
Canada, and the United States.37

In Iran, during the post-war era, Reza Khan defeated the Kurdish Simko
forces, resulting in the return of large numbers of Nestorians from other
Persian cities back to Urmieh. The activities of missionaries flourished
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again, and a period of relative calm and protection by the Reza Shah regime
prevailed in the area. Because of their past quasi-political role, the foreign
missions were considered a destabilizing force. In the late 1920s, the
regime began imposing general restrictions on mission schools. In 1934,
the government asked all foreigners to evacuate the Azerbaijan region.
Some believe that this decree resulted from the 1933 uprising and subse-
quent massacre of the Hakkari Assyrians in Iraq. Reza Shah was concerned
that missionaries’ work might indirectly give rise to separatist tendencies
among the Assyrians of Azerbaijan, similar to those of Iraq.38

Mohammad Reza Shah’s regime was a peaceful one for the Assyrians
and Chaldeans, whose numbers had already dwindled considerably com-
pared to the early 1900s.39 The official Iranian press referred to them as
Assyrian Church of the East and the Chaldean Catholic Church. By the
mid-1970s at least half of the 30,000 Assyrian population lived in Tehran,
and some 40 percent still resided in Urmieh and its surroundings.40

During the 1990s, the number of Assyrians and Chaldeans together had
shrunk to an all-time low of between 16,000 to 18,000 in Iran, the major-
ity being Assyrian.41 The bulk of the Chaldean population of Iran adhere
to Catholicism and traditionally reside in the Khuzestan province with
concentration in Ahvaz. Their patriarchal seat is in Baghdad (Iraq) and
their liturgical and vernacular languages are Syriac and Arabic.42

Missionary activities

Christianity in Persia dates back to the pre-Islamic era beginning with the
Parthians (171 BC–AD 224), when several bishoprics were founded and
the Persian church was involved in proselytizing outside Persia including
in China and India. During Islamic rule, various Christian groups
(mostly Nestorians) were residents of Persia. Groups from several relig-
ious orders from the Roman Catholic Church were sent to Persia during
the reign of Shah Abbas I (1588–1629), among them the Carmelites, who
settled in Isfahan. It was only in the nineteenth century that the French
Roman Catholics and Protestants went to Iran as missionaries.43

It is also clear that, regardless of denomination, Assyrians were at times
resentful of the missions, while Armenians were almost continuously so.
At one point the Anglican Church had to give assurances that it would
not accept Armenians.44 The bickering between Iranian Armenians and
the Roman Catholic Church dated back to as early as 1700.45 This does
not indicate some type of unique religiosity on the part of the Armenians.
It is simply a sign of an earlier and a more solidified ethnonational identity
meshed with Christian Apostolic Church traditions. Anything that posed
a threat to it was viewed with suspicion, be it Christian or Muslim.
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Much of the attraction of the missionaries was their schools and hospi-
tals. Among the Muslims, it was mainly the children of the elite who
attended these schools.46 Reza Shah’s regime began to limit missionary
activity in Iran. In 1931, village evangelism was prohibited and in 1932
Persians of any religion were prohibited from attending missionary
schools.47 In addition to prohibition, the rise in the number of schools for
girls and boys under Reza Shah in the 1930s reduced interest in mission-
ary educational activities.

The basic point remains that missionary work and foreign penetration
went hand in hand and were deeply resented. This was evident in the
order to close the Christian hospital in Isfahan in 1951; the hospital was
run by the local Anglican Church Missionary Society. The order was
reversed when the Mossadeq government fell. However, reflecting on the
event decades later Bishop Dehqani Tafti, the head Anglican priest, won-
dered whether his church would have been better off if it had nationalized
its hospital, thus reducing a heavy managerial burden. He felt that the
closing of seven hospitals in northern Iran by the American Presbyterian
missionaries was a wise move.48 He also attested that, in the post-1952
era, his church was closely watched by the shah’s secret police (the
SAVAK) as well as the Islamic groups. He elaborates on acts of vigilant-
ism against the church which had no protection from the Iranian author-
ities. To him and his church members the shah’s regime was tantamount
to a police state.49

It is difficult to obtain accurate figures for Protestants (all denomina-
tions) and Catholics in Iran. Complicating the matter is the mixture of
ethnic identity with religious affiliation, and the number of Muslim con-
versions to Christianity. Most informants often referred to “only a few
thousand” in estimating the overall numbers of nonethnic Christians in
Iran. One source states that by 1994 all Protestant churches in Iran
claimed an ethnic and Iranian membership of some 15,000.50 This
author has also been given the figures 5,000, 8,000, and 10,000. It is
important to note that the inclusion of ethnics, on the one hand, serves
the purpose of hiding the number of Iranian Muslim converts to
Christianity and, on the other hand, of inflating the number of adherents.
The fact is that ethnic Protestants retained their ethnic identity, while
intermingling with their own group (e.g., Armenian Protestants with
Apostolics), while Muslim converts referred to themselves as Christians.

The Jews

The Iranian Jews are the most researched non-Muslim religious minority
in Iran. There is a gradual mushrooming of anthropological and histori-
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cal works, beginning especially in the 1960s. Editors of a well-known
volume on Jewish ethnology in the Middle East see this as part of a
general trend encompassing all Middle Eastern Jewry. They attribute it to
the emigration of most Middle Eastern Jews to Israel, their curiosity
about their past, and the rising social problems in the Israeli state and
polity.51

Any study of the Jews always faces the issue of religious versus ethnic
identity. As one scholar of ethnic politics put it: “Judaism, although a
religion of revelation and universal principle, is not a proselytizing faith.
Over the years, it has often become difficult to distinguish between relig-
ious community and ethnic identity as the essential bond linking Jews.”52

The presence of Jews in Persia predates the Christians. At least since
the conquest of the Babylonian Empire by Cyrus the Great in 539 BC,
Jews with a distinctive identity lived within Persian borders.53 Jews wrote
in Judeo-Persian (classical Persian in Hebrew letters) and their prose and
poetry reflected a synthesis between the Persian and Jewish cultures.54

Jewish sectarian movements have also existed in Iran, and one scholar
suggests a “Jewish development parallel to the appearance of numerous
proto-Shi’ite sects with messianic overtones during the final years of the
Omayyad caliphate.”55

Although there is evidence of Jewish persecution in pre-Islamic Iran,
most scholars point to the official adoption of Shiism as state religion and
the Safavid Dynasty (1501–1722) as the beginning of the worst era in
Persian–Jewish relations. The mistreatment was so intense and extensive
compared to the past that some even concluded that Shiism may have
been solely responsible for anti-Jewish sentiments.

The fact remains that in a number of discriminatory spheres the Jews
shared their persecution with Christian minorities. For example, during
most of the Safavid era the Jews, Christians, and Zoroastrians paid special
taxes through appointees to the local authorities. The law of apostasy
rewarded those non-Muslims who converted to Islam by making them
the sole inheritors of the property and possessions of all relatives, even
distant ones. Since non-Muslim religious minorities were dependent on
the clerical leaders of the dominant Muslim community, the type of treat-
ment they received, as well as the severity of persecution, varied locally.
Many scholars also believe that the persecution of Jews was more severe,
and one of its consequences was Jewish conversion to Islam in significant
numbers.56 Another important historical point is that Jewish persecution
was not limited to parts of Persia. From the late eighteenth through the
nineteenth century, expulsion or violence against the Jews increased
throughout the Ottoman Empire and Morocco.57

Why were the Jews a special target? While this question cannot be
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answered with certainty, some scholars have offered explanations of their
own. Their answers can be classified as: (1) compared to the Christian
population, they did not have the same strong backing and overall protec-
tion or intervention from the Western powers (and some missionary
groups), and this turned them into an easy target; or (2) the local
Christians shared the Muslims’ bias against the Jews for one (or a combi-
nation) of these reasons: (a) their strong religious views, (b) anti-Jewish
European ideologies, and (c) as non-Muslims were forced into vocational
specializations due to their status, fierce economic competition resulted,
and there was an incentive to eliminate Jewish competition from the local
scene. This last reason, however, cut both ways, since the Jews were also
competing with other non-Muslim minorities (for example, with the
Zoroastrians in Yazd) for an economic share of the limited local
markets.58

On the issue of the intervention of Western powers on behalf of the
Jews, it is known that as early as the 1870s European Jewry had tried to
help improve the condition of the Jews in Iran. The British government
also made attempts, and the United States government intervened as
early as 1894. These diplomatic initiatives continued in the period after
World War I. In fact, beginning in 1898, the Alliance Israelite Universelle
(an educational organization founded by Jewish intellectuals in Paris in
1860) opened its first school in Tehran, followed by schools in the cities of
Isfahan, Hamadan, Kermanshah, Shiraz, and Seneh in subsequent years.
The teachers in these schools, who were foreign nationals, intervened on
behalf of the Jews quite regularly.59

The Constitutional Revolution of 1906 was viewed by many Jews as a
positive development. The new constitution granted one representative
to the Jews. As with the Armenians, the Jews at first were not allowed to
send a deputy from their own community to the Majlis and were repre-
sented by a Muslim clergyman.60 The ascent of Reza Shah brought tem-
porary relief to the Jews and other non-Muslims. However, during the late
1920s, Jewish schools were closed. In the 1930s Reza Shah’s pro-Nazi
sympathies seriously threatened Iranian Jewry. There were no persecu-
tions of the Jews, but, as with other minorities, anti-Jewish articles were
published in the Persian media.61 Unlike the religiously motivated preju-
dice, anti-Jewish sentiments acquired an ethnonational character, a direct
import from Germany. This time well-educated and “progressive” indi-
viduals were in a leading position, seeing themselves as the “superior
Aryans” and “genuine Iranians.” One rumor exemplified the easy mar-
riage between the Shii religious and ultranationalist secular prejudice. It
was rumored that Hitler had been secretly converted to Islam and his
Muslim name was Heydar (one of the titles of Imam Ali – meaning the
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lion); around his neck hung a silver necklace with a picture of Ali. Hitler
was going to reveal his religion to the world after defeating the deceitful
British and the anti-God Russians, and finishing off the Jews. A popular
poem of the time went: “Imam yavar-e ma, Hossein sarvar-e ma. Agar
alman naresad, khak bar sar-e ma [Imam is our supporter, Hossein is our
master. If Germany doesn’t arrive, dirt on our heads].”62

The founding of the state of Israel in 1948 prompted the mass emigra-
tion of Jews from Iran. Not all were Iranian Jews; many Iraqi Jews were
part of this exodus via Iran as well. In two major waves between 1947 and
1951, most Iraqi Jews came to Iran on their way to Israel. The first wave of
Iraqi Jews was wealthy, well educated, and spoke English well; many of
them made Iran their permanent home. In addition to business opportu-
nities available in Iran, the state of war with its Arab neighbors and the
socialist lifestyle of citizens made Israel an unappealing place to live.63

Between 1948 and 1953, more than one-third of the Jewish population of
Iran emigrated to Israel.64 Most of the emigrants from this wave were
from the provinces and belonged to the lower classes; the wealthy Jews,
particularly from Tehran, preferred to remain in Iran. As the state of
Israel was declared, however, posters in the Tehran bazaar asked Iranians
to boycott merchandise sold by Jewish merchants and to join Arab armies
in their fight against Israel.65 The Mossadeq era in the early 1950s saw
another rise in politically motivated public anti-Jewish sentiments. Both
cases were correlated with a substantial weakening of the central govern-
ment and increasing strength of the religious forces.

Mohammad Reza Shah’s reign was the most prosperous era for Iranian
Jewry. Jewish organizations, synagogues, and other associations operated
freely at both the provincial and national levels. Intermarriages with
Muslims, especially among the college-educated, increased in the 1970s
but the numbers still remained negligible. However, one scholar suggests
that the Iranianization of the Jews, particularly during Mohammad Reza
Shah’s reign, weakened their “Zionist and Jewish values.”66 In 1979, 2 of
the 18 members of the Royal Academy of Sciences, 80 of the 4,000 uni-
versity lecturers, and 600 of the 10,000 physicians in Iran were Jews. For
the first time ever, about 50 percent of Jewish children of elementary
school age attended Hebrew schools and received lessons in Hebrew.67

The economic status of the Jews in Iran improved dramatically compared
to the past. Estimates seem to vary; however, by 1968 Iran already had the
wealthiest Jewish community in all of Asia and Africa (with the exception
of Israel and South Africa).68 According to one source, by 1979, the over-
whelming majority of Jews were middle class, 10 percent were wealthy,
and another 10 percent were impoverished.69

A crucial factor in the dramatic improvement of the lot of Iranian Jews
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was the close connection between the shah’s regime and the state of
Israel. Details of the relationship between the two state actors and the
exact role of Iranian Jewry still await rigorous exploration.70 However,
this relationship had a dramatic impact on the situation of the Jews during
and immediately after the 1979 Revolution.

In the 1970s, the number of Jews in Iran was estimated to be around
80,000; within one year of the Revolution their numbers declined dra-
matically to about 50,000–60,000.71 By the mid- to late 1980s, the
number of Iranian Jews was estimated to be between 20,000 and 30,000.
For the mid-1990s the number of Jews was reported to be unusually high,
around 35,000.72

The Zoroastrians

Zoroastrianism arose out of complex religious conditions in ancient
Persia. It is known by the name of its Prophet Zarathushtra (Zoroaster)
who most probably lived in what is today eastern–northeastern Iran
between 1700 and 1500 BC.73 In the tradition of Indo-European relig-
ions, Zoroastrianism was dualistic in ethics and monotheistic in belief.
There is little doubt that it influenced Buddhism, Judaism, Christianity,
and Islam throughout the centuries. Three pre-Islamic Persian empires
adopted Zoroastrianism as the state religion, the last being the Sassanian
Empire in AD 226; this version, by most expert accounts, was far
removed from its original.74 The Muslim Arab conquest of Persia (in the
middle of the seventh century) gradually led to the reduction of the
Zoroastrian population. At first the Zoroastrians, through their commu-
nity regulations, maintained exclusivity; but eventually, through conver-
sions to Islam and intermarriages with Muslims, the community lost its
economic and social domination.75

Most research has focused on the Zoroastrian religion rather than the
actual treatment of its adherents by local or state authorities, the ulama,
and their cronies. There is, therefore, little information about their perils.
It is known, for example, that during the ninth and tenth centuries, the
Zoroastrians were oppressed so severely that a large group emigrated
from Khorasan area to the state of Gujarat in Western India and later
became known as the Parsis.76 Throughout centuries, their priests and
representatives made regular visits to Iran whenever they were allowed to
do so, and the practice has continued during the Islamic Republic.77

Some have argued that the Parsis were responsible for reinvigorating
the Persian Zoroastrian communities, especially in Kerman, during the
end of the nineteenth century. Reinvigoration was vital, due to restric-
tions placed on these communities (including on their movement and
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dress codes) in the early nineteenth century. Some of these restrictions
continued into the twentieth century.78 The Zoroastrians of Kerman and
Yazd paid jazieh to the local authorities until the abrogation of this tax in
1882; the new governor of Kerman reinstituted it thirty-seven years later.
At the urging of the Tehran Zoroastrian community, the central govern-
ment intervened, reversing the Kerman governor’s decision.79 The treat-
ment of Zoroastrians differed from one locality to another and
maltreatment by the local population and the Muslim clergy was harsher
in Yazd than Kerman.80

Zoroastrian intellectuals, like other non-Muslim minorities, took an
active role in the pro-constitution movement in Iran. Wealthy Zoroastrian
families helped the movement financially and lobbied the Muslim mer-
chants, ulama, preachers, and the press for the passage of provisions on
equal rights of all citizens.81 However, unlike the Jews and the Armenians,
the Zoroastrians did not relinquish their representation to Muslim clergy-
men, and were represented by one deputy in the first Majlis.82

The Reza Shah era had a peculiar relevance to the Zoroastrian commu-
nity. On the one hand, their schools and worship centers were subjected to
restrictions similar to those on other non-Muslim minorities. On the other
hand, they became a unique instrument for the nationalist ideology of the
new monarch. Ancient Persian symbols (closely associated with
Zoroastrians) became the cornerstone of modern Iranian nation building.
The most obvious was the 1934 declaration by Reza Shah that foreigners
call the country “Iran” rather than “Persia.” “Iran” derived from an expres-
sion in the Zoroastrian holy book, Avesta, and in the new ideology it was
closely associated with the glorious past of Persian kingdoms in the period
before the Arab invasion.83 Naturally, many Zoroastrians welcomed the
new system and some were ardent supporters of Reza Shah. Among them
was Arbab Keikhosrow Shahrokh, the Zoroastrian deputy in the Majlis,
who worked tirelessly to improve the condition of the Zoroastrian commu-
nities throughout the country and who was a strong advocate of develop-
ment programs for Iran. Yet even he could not outlast Reza Shah, who
many believe ordered his assassination.84 This incident is more of a reflec-
tion on Reza Shah’s ruling style than on his policy toward the Zoroastrians.

Mohammad Reza Shah’s government was certainly better than any
previous regime in its relations with the Zoroastrians. The first
Zoroastrian World Congress met in Tehran in 1960 and one member of
the community was placed in high position in the government. Similar to
other non-Muslim minorities, some of its members joined left-wing
groups and particularly the Tudeh Party of Iran.85 Although official
state–minority relations were good, prejudice and discrimination at the
provincial level lingered on.
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The concentration of Zoroastrians in Tehran during the last few
decades has been a trend similar to that of other non-Muslim minorities.
Most migrants have come from Yazd and Kerman. One source states that
the number of Zoroastrian residents in Tehran increased from only 300 in
the first decade of the twentieth century to around 15,000 in the 1980s.86

Worldwide their numbers are about 125,000,87 concentrated mainly in
India, Pakistan, and Iran. Before 1979 their numbers in Iran were
30,000.88 By the mid-1990s, the Zoroastrian population numbered
50,000.89 Today, in addition to the above-mentioned cities, Zoroastrian
worship centers can be found in Shiraz, Isfahan, and Ahvaz. There are
still Zoroastrians residing in villages, especially around Yazd.

The Bahais

Two movements in the nineteenth century led to the inception of
Bahaism. Shaikhism was a movement among the Shiis whose proponents
expected the return of the hidden Twelfth Imam in 1844. Babism, first
developed as a faction of Shaikhism, departed from it when its youthful
leader, Seyyed Ali Mohammad Shirazi (1819–50) declared himself to be
the gate to the Hidden Imam and later the Hidden Imam himself. Known
as the Bab, he denied being a new prophet, and his early teachings were
within the bounds of Shiism, often interpreted as a more progressive and
reformist form of Islam.90 In a pioneering study of Babism, Abbas Amanat
highlights the unconventional and revolutionary nature of the movement:

At the heart of the Babi ethos was a spirit of rebellion against social injustice and
moral mischief, for which the Babis held both the ruler and the ‘ulama respon-
sible. The Babis were unanimous in their condemnation. The methods they pre-
scribed, however, differed widely.91

Amanat also identifies tension within the movement between the mod-
erates and the militants, the latter intensifying the clash with government
authorities. Babism did not last long; its proponents were exterminated
by the government. Bab was executed in 1850 and the rest of the leader-
ship perished within the next two years.

Bahaism emerged from Babism. One of Bab’s followers, Mirza Hossein
Ali Nuri (1817–92), known as Bahaullah, declared in 1860 that he was
the divine manifestation of God, the messianic figure predicted by Bab.
Despite the ensuing disbelief and sectarian splits, from the late 1860s to
the 1890s Bahaism as a distinct religion spread rapidly outside Iran,
mainly in Third World countries and from the 1890s to the 1920s in
Europe and North America.92 Bahaullah was besieged by Persian and
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Ottoman officials, Islamic clergy, militant Babis, and his own brother,
Mirza Yahya, known as Sobh-e Azal, and his adherents (known as Azalis).
Despite overwhelming odds he maintained a pacifist stand advocating
world peace, universal education, an end to racial and religious prejudice,
and several fundamental social reform issues. His religious views
embraced and recognized other major religions such as Christianity,
Judaism, Zoroastrianism, and Islam. He was exiled, ending up eventually
in Acre in Palestine where he died in 1892. Today, in addition to Acre,
Haifa is also significant for Bahaism, as the remains of Bab and his devo-
tees were taken there and buried.93

Following Bahaullah, the religious leadership of the Bahai community
became an arena of controversy and conflict. Bahaullah appointed his
eldest son, Abd-al-Baha, as the successor in 1892; Abd-al-Baha
appointed his grandson, Shoghi Effendi Rabbani, to be the leader after
his death. Both were challenged by family members and their Bahai sup-
porters. Shoghi Effendi died in London in 1957; as he was childless and
had excommunicated eligible relatives, there was no one to succeed him.
A global congress in London elected members to the Universal House of
Justice, its seat in Haifa, Israel, to take over the role of religious authority.
Even at this juncture of history, another leader declared himself the suc-
cessor to Shoghi Effendi and with a small number of adherents formed
what is known as the Remey movement.94

A great deal has been written about Babi and Bahai religious beliefs.95

Some Zoroastrians but many more Jews converted to Bahaism, particu-
larly in the nineteenth century.96 Bahais see themselves as the advocates
of universalism and peace on earth; their main book of laws is originally in
Arabic, al-Ketab al-Aqdas, and they adhere to certain rituals, observances,
and pilgrimage which have gone through changes over time. Bahais
emphasize that Bahaism, as it stands today, is a distinct religion for the
modern world. They emphatically deny being either a sect or a reform
movement within Islam. The Bahai concept of progressive revelation has
set them on a direct collision course with the Muslims. Progressive revela-
tion is the belief that “God has been sending manifestations of God,
whether prophets or messengers, since the inception of the human race,
and will continue to do so in the future.” These successive manifestations
bring in “increasingly sophisticated religious teachings over time.”97

Bahaullah, their spiritual leader, recognized Moses, Christ, Mohammad,
and other prophets to be, like himself, the historical manifestations of
God. The idea of progressive revelation clashes with the Islamic world-
view which sees Mohammad as the last prophet and Islam as the last
major religion.
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Bahai history in Iran is marred by perpetual persecutions since the
faith’s inception. During the Constitutional Revolution, the Bahais took
an ambivalent position, which was caused by a combination of factors.
Bahaullah’s writings had endorsed a constitutional form of government,
yet the Bahai community did not openly take a position for fear of reprisal
from either side. Bahaullah’s successor, Abd-al-Baha, urged involvement
in the constitutional process in 1906 but became “disillusioned” after the
Revolution had succeeded and declared that Bahais should “dissociate
themselves from politics . . . a policy which gradually became frozen into a
Bahai principle.”98 This is a common argument made by Bahais even
today, but others have disputed this assertion.99

Direct, violent, and public persecution of Bahais ceased during Reza
Shah’s rule, as part of attempts to avoid an impression of anarchy and
chaos. His grand plan for modernization and Westernization of Iran
resulted in giving important positions to Bahais in the civil administra-
tion, especially in finance. In the 1930s the Bahais became subject to the
same restrictions that had been imposed upon legal non-Muslim minor-
ities. Despite the tendency in pro-Bahai popular sources to present the
events of the 1930s as purely Bahai persecution, many reported acts such
as attacks in the Iranian press, closing down of some centers, closing of
Bahai schools, demotion or denying access to government jobs for
Bahais, and a ban on the publication of Bahai literature were similar to
measures directed at Armenians, Jews, and Zoroastrians. Only one of the
reported measures, namely nonrecognition of Bahai marriages, was spe-
cifically targeted at the community.100

The popular notion among Iranian Muslims and other non-Muslims is
that the Bahais enjoyed a privileged status during the reign of
Mohammad Reza Shah. There is also a public perception by all groups
that, since the Bahais were evangelizing their faith, intermarriage with
Muslim and non-Muslim citizens was a tactical device for their mission-
ary work. This perception misses the point that, since Bahaullah recog-
nized all major religions, it was only logical to permit intermarriages.101

Most Bahai sources emphatically deny having had a privileged status
by emphasizing the persecution of Bahais during the month of Ramadan
in 1955. These purges had the strong backing of the Marja-e Taqlid
(Source of Emulation) of the time, Ayatollah Mohammad Hossein
Borujerdi (d. 1962). The vehemence of the ulama in pushing the shah’s
government to engage in an anti-Bahai campaign resulted in the direct
participation of officials in the physical destruction of the dome of the
Bahai center in Tehran.102 The shah’s government grew cautious follow-
ing international protests launched by the Bahai lobbies in Western coun-
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tries.103 There is evidence that throughout the 1960s and 1970s Islamic
groups continued their harassment, and even collaborated with the gov-
ernment’s secret service agency, the SAVAK, against the Bahais.104

Overall, Bahais argue that, since the Iranian civil code required appli-
cants to identify their religion, Bahais were not employed in government
services. Consequently, employment in private industry became the only
option. This, combined with the fact that education was highly valued in
the socialization of Bahai children, turned many into a qualified pool of
professionals in the modernizing/Westernizing Iran of the shah.105 The
relative betterment of the condition of the Bahais was not without its
price. The attained wealth of some Bahai families “rekindled dormant
prejudices and provoked anger and resentment”106 toward the commu-
nity. While the expanded land ownership of the Bahais is acknowledged,
the Bahai sources cite high taxes especially targeted at their community
and their land holdings, as well as the 1975 formation of a single-party
state, with the only party, Rastakhiz (Resurgence), being one which the
Bahais declined to join on religious grounds, as additional measures of
subtle oppression by the regime.107

Iran is not the only Islamic country that has undertaken the direct (or
indirect) persecution of the Bahais. In 1962 Bahais were persecuted in
Morocco; in 1960 Bahai activities were banned in Egypt, and from 1970
in Iraq.108 Though the understandably one-sided publications from the
Bahai quarters as well as the persistent bias of secular or religious, edu-
cated, or noneducated Iranians against them must be taken into account,
one simple fact remains unchanged. Of all non-Muslim religious minor-
ities the persecution of the Bahais has been the most widespread, system-
atic, and uninterrupted. Persecution does not lie only in the action of a
state or a community but in the mind of every individual. The Bahais rep-
resented everything that it was sanctioned (by the state, the ulama, the
Shii Muslim community, and the secular, even Western-educated) to hate
– namely, apostasy, association with the West and Israel, pro-monar-
chism, and an elite club bent on self-promotion and propaganda.

Estimating the number of Bahais in Iran has always been difficult due to
their persecution and strict adherence to secrecy.109 The reported number
of Bahais in Iran has ranged anywhere from the outrageously high figure of
500,000 to the low number of 150,000. The number 300,000 has been
mentioned more frequently, especially for the mid- to late 1970s, but it is
not reliable. Roger Cooper gives an estimate of between 150,000 and
300,000.110 In contrast to other non-Muslim minorities, the Bahais have
been spread throughout the country in villages, small towns, and various
cities, fueling the paranoia of the prejudiced.
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Comparative dynamics

In pre-revolutionary Iran several patterns may be identified.

Differential legitimacy zones

Non-Muslim minorities have had differential relations with the Shii
authorities. Assyrians and Chaldeans, whose history has been more
intensely intermingled with the missionaries, have played a less dynamic
role in the shaping of the modern Iranian (nation-)state. The Jews for
most of the twentieth century were impoverished, by necessity bent on
survival, and lacked a strong religious leadership. Vilified by the Shii
Muslim ulama and living under the perpetual threat of assault, the Jews
were unable to participate visibly and actively in national events. Bahais,
never recognized, relied on their own internal solidarity (with latent inter-
national networks) to live in their homeland. Both Jewish and Bahai com-
munities prospered under the reign of the second Pahlavi king.

The Armenians and Zoroastrians stand out as the most dramatic actors
in the Iranian political scene. With strong communal organizations and
better leadership, they related to the local ulama and ultimately to the
Qajar kings directly. Both groups were active during the Constitutional
Revolution and, even with the advent of Reza Shah, they were directly
involved in the passage of legislation favoring all non-Muslim minorities.
Their legitimacy zone has always been more solid and stable compared to
other non-Muslim minorities.

Perpetual clerical bigotry

During the pre-Reza Shah era, the clergy exercised excessive power at
local levels, and the non-Muslim communities were at the mercy of their
whims; in addition, the clergy played an active role in politics, cooperating
with political groups and government officials. The religious leaders and
government authorities had a long history of cooperation and coexis-
tence. The high-ranking clergy were prominent in rival political groups,
and “more often than not supported, or were compelled to support,
government policies.”111 And, despite the constitution and later the end
of legal discrimination under Reza Shah, the clerical anti-non-Muslim
tendencies did not cease. Although at first Reza Shah manipulated their
bigotry to facilitate his move into power, and then suppressed their voice,
religiously motivated attacks against non-Muslims were reported in prov-
inces and towns throughout the country following his exile.112 Yet, the
disturbing tendency, more obvious to non-Muslims than Muslim secular-
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ists, to blame non-Muslims or to associate them unfairly with political
rivals in order to fulfill political and personal ambitions (and to know that
this policy will work with the clergy and their adherents) remains a sour
point in modern Iranian history. The repetition of these patterns under
Mohammad Reza Shah was blatantly demonstrated in the 1955 incident
against the Bahais. The state knew how to pay lip service to the religious
elements even in the most “secular” era of Iran.

Nationalist xenophobia

Most might not realize how easily nationalist tendencies can move toward
fanaticism and become, similar to religious bigotry, a force wrapped in
intense ethnocentrism and chauvinism. Reza Shah’s rule brought relief
and provided a security blanket for the non-Muslims; centralized unifor-
mity protected them from the tyranny of the local religious zealots. Yet,
the sharp ideological shift to strict Persianization deprived them of their
small gains. All ethnic and religious minorities suffered the harsh conse-
quences of the new nationalist ardor. The irony is that ultranationalist
fervor does not stop with one or two acts but spills over into bigotry
similar to religious zealotry. For example, Abrahamian reports that the
Armenian schools lost their license to operate in 1938; this was bad
enough, but even worse and more troublesome were a series of articles in
the newspaper, Ettela’at, attacking Iran’s Christians, referring to them as
“dangerous criminals.”113

Here the religious bigots were replaced by secular educated nationalists
who defined everyone’s identity based not on adherence to Islam but on
an obscure identity envisioned through state ideology. In many ways,
perhaps, this was worse than religious bigotry; here there were no alterna-
tive textual interpretations or religious men with spiritual insight to inter-
fere and redirect the currents of prejudice. The vibrations of the
nationalist xenophobia of the 1930s continued in the sleek era of the
1960s and 1970s, where messages of integration were mainly a window
dressing, symbolic gestures took precedence over reality, and shallow
sloganeering replaced the substance of the complexity of nation building.

Two faces of the era of the shahs

During the Reza Shah era, and particularly during the reign of his son, the
pull to the capital was strong for both Muslim and non-Muslim citizens.
The economic prosperity of the country was good for both groups.
Development of a middle-class sector, education, and increases in the
professional and technical citizenry were impressive. The power of the
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modern state with a centralized authoritarian apparatus defined national
identity for all of its citizens. The use of brute force by Reza Shah was
replaced by more subtle coercion and “positive incentives” – rewarding
those who acculturated – under Mohammad Reza Shah. The Pahlavi rule
promoted homogenization; religious minorities were to join “the national
mainstream.”114 Differences were theoretically nonexistent or of
minimum importance; everyone was equal before the law; everyone was
welcome into any profession. The sameness of all citizens was reiterated,
and every ethnic and religious minority was referred to as Irani first and
foremost.

There was another Iran as well. Provincial life, more so than Tehran,
exemplified this difference; discrimination and prejudice were daily expe-
riences for many non-Muslims. Granted, they were often subtle, more
individualized, and rarely involved killing, and the intensity varied by the
event and the community in question. Yet the idea circulating among the
“modernized” Iranians was that non-Muslim minorities had attained
positions of authority and responsibility. The Bahai physician of the shah,
for example, has often been mentioned, along with a handful of non-
Muslim wealthy industrialists, as being among those who had co-partner-
ships in business ventures with the court. Three crucial questions are
never raised or addressed: (1) the simple issue of the qualifications of
non-Muslim individuals for attainment of their positions; (2) the nature
of the relationship of these persons to their own communities: for
instance, how involved were they? Did their connection in any way cause
the prosperity of their own community or (as with the Muslims) were
their own families the main benefactors?115 And, (3) the motivation
behind having a non-Muslim in a certain position: for example, was a
Bahai physician more trustworthy because he was less likely to poison or
misdiagnose the shah? Or, why would Reza Shah appoint Bahais mainly
in finance or entrust the Zoroastrian deputy in the Majlis, Keikhosrow
Shahrokh, with several burdensome tasks, all of which involved financial
responsibilities? Was a Zoroastrian perceived as less likely to steal from
the national treasury? Studies of ethnic groups have shown the purposeful
use of ethnic identity in government and state appointments in authori-
tarian systems; what would prevent similar peculiar considerations in the
selection of non-Muslims to sensitive posts? Would there have been a
close relationship between the Jewish diaspora and Israel if these connec-
tions were not endorsed and encouraged by the shah’s government?

The non-Muslims had a different story to tell: they were often placed in
positions of secondary importance; lacking visibility, they would help an
important minister or head of a section (who did not do the work) look
good. A prevalent mindset, especially among ethnic non-Muslims,

56 Religious minorities in Iran



namely Jews, Armenians, Assyrians, and Chaldeans, was that Muslim
Iranians should be viewed with care because of the presence of a constant
duality in their words and actions. They could be supportive one minute
but turn against a person or an issue the next minute. Ironically, this view
was also expressed by Shii Muslim Iranians about themselves, demon-
strating a profound cynical sense of self and the other in a whole (nation-)
state.116

Several facts have accompanied the reality of life for religious minor-
ities: (1) they have been a minute group; (2) unlike some Muslim ethnic
groups, they have had no claim to any discrete part of Iran’s territory – in
fact, geographically they have not been outsiders; (3) having experienced
local tyranny, they have been obedient subjects of the modern state
system, always aware of the menacing alternative; and (4) affected by the
reverberations of national ideology and identity, education, and economic
well-being, many minorities have achieved upward social mobility and
have come to see themselves as Iranians.

Yet, none of the above situations prevented a direct assault on the iden-
tity, loyalty, and integrity of the non-Muslim community in 1979 and
after. Their legal, social, economic, and religious lives were to go through
a major overhaul with the Bahais bearing the largest brunt of the change.
Debates over the constitution of the revolutionary regime were the first
public forum in which patterns of conflict and accommodation emerge.
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2 The Assembly of Experts: debut in the year of
destiny

The constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran was the first significant
document marking the ideological direction of the new state and the
status of its religious minorities. The open proceedings put on display a
multitude of issues including differing views on the legal status of relig-
ious minorities, the powerful role of Ayatollah Beheshti, and the critical
impact of the non-Muslim deputies on the final draft of the constitution.

The constitution was written in the summer and autumn of 1979
during an extremely tumultuous revolutionary atmosphere. The year was
marked by the executions of former military and civilian officials, clashes
between various leftist forces, fighting between the leftist and pro-
Khomeini supporters, battles between government troops and various
Muslim ethnonational groups in provinces (including fighting between
the Kurds and the Azeris), a series of assassinations including the killing
of Ayatollah Morteza Motahhari (one of the main ideologues and a
member of the Revolutionary Council) and the wounding of Ali-Akbar
Hashemi Rafsanjani in Tehran (in May), the closing of some two dozen
opposition newspapers (in mid-August), and the takeover of the
American Embassy (in November).

The exact details of what transpired before or during the publication of
the first draft constitution endorsed by Ayatollah Khomeini and the draft
which was adopted and developed by the Assembly of Experts (Majlis-e
Khebregan) is unclear. What is clear is that religious and ethnic minor-
ities were deeply concerned about their rights within the new system, and
the prime minister of the Provisional Government, Mehdi Bazargan, was
cognizant of these concerns.1

The first draft constitution had been written before Khomeini’s return
to Iran. After his return, the draft was again worked on and its final
version was published in June 1979. This document had several features:
(1) it made no special provisions for the clerical domination of the state,
(2) it did not mention the vice-regency of the faqih (the supreme jurist),
(3) it was approved by the Revolutionary Council and Ayatollah
Khomeini without objection, (4) Ayatollah Khomeini had proposed a ref-
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erendum to finalize the draft and did not particularly favor a constituent
assembly, and (5) the Islamic Republican Party (IRP) did not condemn
the document. Rather, the opposition parties were the ones who objected
to anything short of a constituent assembly to discuss the draft.2

The small number of members for the Assembly of Experts was a com-
promise, but when the elections were called, several important secular
parties and parties representing ethnic groups boycotted the elections.
The political parties that participated in the elections comprised a
complex set of coalitions, the largest falling under the IRP.3 Of seventy-
three deputies elected, fifty-five were clerics and over fifty were on the IRP
coalition slate, thereby giving them a clear majority.4 The Assembly was
in session for a little over three months from August through November
1979 for the sole purpose of devising a constitution. The end result was a
major departure from the early draft. The concept of the supreme jurist
was incorporated into the document, though it did allow for presidential
and parliamentary elections.

The open proceedings were affected by the political climate outside the
Assembly. Most groups, including non-Muslim minorities, were attentive
to how developments might affect their interests. Formal and informal
meetings were arranged with the authorities to ask questions and convey
community concerns. At one point, for instance, Sadeq Tabatabai,
deputy prime minister and the spokesman for the Provisional
Government, attended a meeting in the Tehran Diocese Councils to reas-
sure everyone that the elected deputies to the Assembly of Experts would
be free to voice their opinions on any issue of concern. Along with this
reassurance, Tabatabai refuted the restrictions against Christians
reported in Italian, German, and American press reports calling them
“thoroughly unfounded” and part of Western “propaganda.”5

During the convening of the Assembly of Experts, two individuals led
the Tehran Friday Prayer congregations consecutively, Ayatollah
Mahmud Taleqani and Ayatollah Hossein-Ali Montazeri. Neither
expressed or encouraged negative feelings toward non-Muslims.
Ayatollah Taleqani, whose illness and subsequent death were a major
blow to the more progressive Islamic forces, made only one reference to
non-Muslim minorities. Most of his sermons were addressed to the
Muslim population urging them to cease discord, cooperate, and respect
one another. The Assembly of Experts was not devoid of shortcomings,
he admitted, but he dismissed complaints about lack of freedom.6 He
addressed the non-Muslims in only one sermon. Referring to the Iranian
Jews as “brothers,” Taleqani warned: “This Zionist danger is not directed
only at the world of Islam and Christianity, but it is also directed at you.”7

He continued, saying that Jerusalem belonged to all religions and not to a
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select group; that the “pretense” of being oppressed by the Nazis no
longer existed; and that the truly devout and progressive Jews should
dissociate themselves from “the bloodthirsty” Zionists and their agents.8

Once, at Ayatollah Khomeini’s house, he encountered the Armenian rep-
resentatives; reassuring them of their rights, he called Islam “the creed of
freedom.”9

Ayatollah Montazeri took over the Friday Prayer sermons after
Taleqani’s death while continuing to chair the Assembly of Experts.
Occasionally he raised controversial issues discussed in the Assembly,
such as whether the rule of the supreme jurist (Velayat-e Faqih) was
Islamic. He was more concerned with the overall relationship of religion
and politics and the ethnic uprisings than the religious minorities.10 Jews
were the only non-Muslim minority to appear several times in his
speeches and always in the context of Zionism, Israel, and American
domination. While Israel was the “the illegitimate child of imperialism,”11

he was careful not to disparage Iranian Jews. When saying “Yahud” he
explained he did not mean the Jewish minority whose religious and com-
munal rights along with the Zoroastrians and Christians were protected
in Islam: “Do not be mistaken if I said Jew, we do not oppose all Jews.”
Then, directing his comments to the army and the Revolutionary Guards
in particular, he reiterated: “Do not assume the Jewish problem” was
being raised; the problem was “Zionism.”12 In his sermons and through-
out the duration of the Assembly of Experts, Montazeri maintained a
careful and sensitive tone.

While minority representatives in the Assembly of Experts lacked
direct political authority, they enjoyed relative freedom to voice their
opposition to the work being done in the Assembly. It is clear that the
deputies, the chair (Ayatollah Montazeri), and the vice-chair (Ayatollah
Beheshti) were responding, often defensively, to allegations made against
them. The political climate forced these deputies to address issues that
otherwise would have never been raised. The environment lent to the
Assembly of Experts a fluidity and openness which was a novel experi-
ence in Iran. Despite the clerical and IRP domination of the Assembly,
the debates were lively and rigorous. Every article was discussed in detail
and although much rewriting took place in closed committees, the open
sessions still exposed some problematic areas and forced further rewrit-
ing of the articles. Quite often issues discussed in committees, especially
strong disagreements, resurfaced during the open public forum, which
became rancorous at times.

Much time was allocated to debating procedural matters. The dialectic
style of argument and counterargument (characteristic of Shii religious
education) was often a source of conflict. At the third meeting Ayatollah
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Beheshti tried to discourage spontaneous interruptions, instructing the
deputies that debates in the parliamentary medium differed from general
discussions where one directly and immediately responded to another
person’s comments; here the deputies must take notes and then respond
when it was their turn to speak up.13 At one point, Ayatollah Montazeri
gave a lengthy explanation of the peculiar nature and format of clerical
debates, as learned in religious schools, in which argument was made by
contradictions. He asked the print media to reflect all facets of the
debates and not to leave out counterarguments which were designed to
answer questions.14

Interruptions and out-of-order expressions of opinion prevailed
throughout the meetings. When Ayatollah Montazeri spoke out of order to
rebuke a deputy at one point, Beheshti reminded him: “The chair must
await his turn; he should not speak whenever he wants.” Montazeri
thanked him and obliged.15 In another case, one deputy used strong words
to criticize the chair for reading the recommendations of the deputies and
then ignoring them; “they disappear into thin air,” he said.16 These prob-
lems seemed to continue throughout the Assembly of Experts; during the
thirty-second session, the frustrated Zoroastrian deputy, Priest Rostam
Shahzadi, commented: “Either do not bother to write your names down,
or if you do, you gentlemen must speak in turn!”17

Constant tension between the religious right and the nonclerical depu-
ties resonated throughout the proceedings. For instance, at one point
when the only nonclerical representative from Azerbaijan complained
that they were moving too fast in reviewing the draft of the constitution,
he was placed on the defensive for the use of the word “progressive” in
describing himself. “What do you mean?,” he was asked. “Aren’t they
[the clerics] progressive?”18

Many exchanges reflected a conscious awareness of parliamentary pro-
cedures involving time limits for speakers, arguments for and against
various articles, and unresolved conflicts within the committees, which
often spilled over into the floor debates. Several times committees were
urged to rework the draft and resubmit it for public debate. Some depu-
ties protested the hasty and unorganized manner in which laws were
written in the committees then rushed to the floor for debate, while others
defended the process.19 Personalities did stand out in opposition to one
another or as they responded to the media or their own constituency. At
one point even the chair, Ayatollah Montazeri, and the vice-chair,
Ayatollah Beheshti, who was in charge of the Assembly at the time,
clashed over the language of the description of the Islamic Republic.
Montazeri voiced his opposition to the statement ironed out in one of the
committees, “Jomhuri-ye Islami nezami ast tohidi [the Islamic Republic
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is a monotheistic system]” and went on to explain his position. Beheshti
clearly did not want Montazeri to continue the discussion and would not
allow him to speak. An angry Montazeri accused Beheshti of being an
opportunist. Other deputies intervened and the debate continued, even-
tually the word “tohidi” was replaced by “iman be khodaye yekta [belief
in a single God]”; yet Montazeri was not allowed to explain his position
even once.20 This forceful, skilled, and shrewd handling of proceedings,
skewing situations to adhere to his preferences, was typical of Ayatollah
Beheshti. Despite officially being vice-chair, he was clearly in command
both privately and publicly.21

Overall, the debates were strikingly candid and personalized; yet the
sweeping clerical domination impacted voting results. The bulk of the
discussion remained within the boundaries of Islamic ethos and on a
number of issues the results were a foregone conclusion.22 The corner-
stones of the debates were the structure and the extent of Islamism.

While many important discussions ensued in the Assembly of Experts,
the focus here is on the cases involving religious minorities. Among the
deputies in the Assembly, four represented religious minorities, one from
each group; these were the Armenians (Hrair Khalatian), Assyrians
(Sergen Bait Ushana), Jews (Aziz Daneshrad), and Zoroastrians (Rostam
Shahzadi).23 The swearing-in ceremony was conducted uniformly for all
deputies of the Majlis-e Khebregan; all members swore to God, the
Quran, and other divine books to observe the continuity and solidarity of
the Islamic Republic, its territorial integrity, and union of all Iranian
ethnic groups.24 Compared to the restrictive text of the oath of office for
the Majlis, which was adopted later, the language of the text of the oath
for the Assembly of Experts was more universal and liberal.

Ethnoreligious sensibilities were apparent among the deputies. The
Muslim ethnic minorities (mainly representatives from provinces with
large non-Persian populations) were cognizant of the special considera-
tion given to the non-Muslim religious minorities by the leadership of the
Assembly of Experts. They showed discontent with the center’s
(Tehran’s) institutional domination of policy and polity. This sentiment
was shared by both the Shii and Sunni ethnic groups. The underlying
premise of this belief was that the center defined every aspect of life for
minorities, thereby eliminating local initiatives. More importantly, they
alleged, Tehran did not trust non-Persian ethnonationals.25 Tensions
between center and periphery resurfaced over and over again in debates
on various articles of the constitution. One draft article mentioned that
the center of the Islamic Republic of Iran was Tehran; opposition was
widespread and provincial deputies, including ethnic ones, voted against
it. As a consequence it was dropped from consideration altogether.26
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Halfway through the proceedings, ethnonational desires were still voiced
forcefully. One representative blatantly asked for the right of self-determi-
nation of ethnonational Azeris, Baluch, and Arabs. Separating the
concept of self-determination from secession, he argued that none of the
movements led by ethnics had ever been separatist in nature. The cultu-
ral, national, and religious desires of all ethnic groups, including the
Kurds and the Turkmans, must not be ignored. One said, “I don’t believe
that your intention is to turn millions of people, constituting two-thirds of
this country’s population, into Persian-speaking Shiis.”27

Reflecting concerns voiced to the Provisional Government before the
activation of the Majlis-e Khebregan, throughout the proceedings the
Sunni deputies remained uneasy about proclaiming Iran a Twelver Shii
state. They protested vociferously, asking either for a neutral reference to
religion, or that Sunnism, as with Christianity, Judaism, and
Zoroastrianism, be mentioned as a recognized state religion. This
prompted long analytical debates on the floor.28 In one of the earlier ses-
sions, a deputy from Baluchestan, Molavi Abdol-Aziz, argued that,
similar to Arab countries, Iran must be declared an Islamic state and
make no references to Shii or Sunni. He added: “Article 14 states that
Zoroastrians, Jews, and Christians are recognized religious minorities in
Iran. How is it that we officially recognize the religions of Israel and the
United States who are our formal enemies and their religions are obso-
lete, . . . but we do not accept Sunnism?”29

At the end of his speech, Ayatollah Beheshti (chairing that session)
politely reminded the deputy that declaring Iran Shii did not mean that
Sunnis were not recognized. Also, he hoped Abdol-Aziz’s comments were
not misinterpreted; Christians, Jews, and Zoroastrians had always been
welcomed in Islam. He allowed comments in response from the Jewish
deputy, Daneshrad, who began his speech by citing his past anti-Zionist
publications. After making it clear that he was anti-Israel, the deputy
asserted that he respected Islam as much as “his father’s religion,”
emphasized the common belief in One God, and pointed to the rarity of
practice of true religion by attributing several quotes to Imam Ali.
Neither was the religion in Israel Judaism, nor the religion of the United
States Christianity: “The Israeli government is a government of no relig-
ion and its foundation is not based on religion but on the politics of usur-
pation which is hated by all believing Jews.” In conclusion, he added that,
since Imam Khomeini had given his approval to respecting the rights of
religious minorities, it was best not to make comments which violated the
principles of brotherhood and cordiality.30 The Baluch deputy responded
that his comments had been interpreted negatively; of course, he believed
that everyone had rights.31
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The move to make the constitution all-inclusive persisted. Midway
through the proceedings even the Armenian deputy, who often limited his
comments to the Armenian concerns, appealed in a long speech for “the
recognition of the rights of all ethnic and religious communities” naming
the Fars, Baluch, Kurd, Turk, Arab, Lur, Turkman, Armenian, Assyrian,
Chaldean, Jewish, Zoroastrian, Shii, and Sunni communities, and “other
religions, denominations, and ethnics.”32 The push for general references
to “other religions” was repeated by other religious minority deputies and
could signify their indirect reference to the rights of the Bahais who came
under attack in the following years.

Anti-Bahaism was obvious throughout the proceedings. This was most
apparent in haggling over every word and expression of certain articles to
assure the exclusion of the Bahais. For instance, Article 26 of the consti-
tution addresses the right to form political parties, societies, and profes-
sional associations whether they be Islamic or belong to one of the
recognized religious minorities. In the ensuing debates the original
version referred to “official religious minorities.” The speaker of the com-
mittee that had worked on the wording of the article explained that the
expression was selected on purpose in order to insure that the Bahais
would not be included.33 In another discussion over the issue of freedom
of the press, a deputy commented that, if the press was allowed to operate
freely, “the stray Bahai sect” through their publications would “seduce”
the people.34

Interactions between the non-Muslim and Muslim
deputies

There is little doubt that many deputies, but particularly Ayatollah
Beheshti, were respectfully attentive to the four deputies representing rec-
ognized religious minorities (RRMs). He frequently intervened to clarify,
to cut off, or to urge deputies to refrain from direct comments against the
religious minorities (except the Bahais). Beheshti remained a strong link
between these four and the rest, providing a protective buffer against any
possible verbal attacks. No matter how harsh and critical the comments of
any of the four deputies were, he reiterated that they had an obligation to
reflect the discontent of their constituency. During the longest debate on
the issue of the governance of the supreme jurist, for example, one of the
deputies referred to “the minorities and the dissatisfied.” At the end of the
session, Beheshti immediately interjected that the deputy was not refer-
ring to religious minorities but to the “minority thinkers in society (those
who go against the majority favoring the rule of the supreme jurist).”35

The subject of religious minorities, in fact, was raised on the first day of
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the meetings. In his opening speech Ayatollah Montazeri said that he had
hoped for a constitution that was 100 percent Islamic and progressive,
and that protected “all segments, even the non-Muslims, in Iran.”36

During the third session, Deputy Mohammad Karami, leaving out any
reference to the word “progressive,” reassured religious minorities of
their indisputable rights to life and liberty in the Islamic constitution.37

Rumor, innuendo, and speculation circulated outside the Assembly,
and the RRM deputies were certainly a target and were cognizant of the
fact. At one point the Armenian representative, in private, conveyed to
Ayatollah Montazeri the adamant position held by some that religious
minorities must not be allowed to express themselves on any issues other
than those directly concerning them. The chair disagreed and pointed
out that as deputies to the Assembly of Experts all four could comment
on any aspect of the constitution. “There are no differences; because this
[the right to speak up] is a public right and their election to the Majlis-e
Khebregan was for this reason.”38 Later in the proceedings the opposite
sentiments were raised. Ayatollah Montazeri referred to a letter addressed
to him where he was accused of not allowing the RRM deputies to voice
their views. He denied the allegation and each RRM deputy took turns to
deny the content of the letter and to state that whenever requested they
were given ample time to speak.39 Even in his concluding remarks,
Ayatollah Beheshti referred to the RRM deputies as “four friends” and
the recognized religious minorities as “the non-Muslim countrymen
[ham mihanan],” thanking them and asking for their active participation
in the new system.40

Although all four deputies were viewed by the Muslims as collectively
representing religious minorities, the reality was somewhat different.
Each deputy’s first priority was his own constituency. The representa-
tives, each with a unique personality and a different political persuasion,
dealt with the Assembly differently. Each possessed a unique worldview.
They acted independently and at times appeared in opposition to one
another. Sometimes they met as a group in closed sessions discussing
articles concerning religious minorities; at other times they met in general
committees with other deputies to discuss various articles of the constitu-
tion. While the majority of the Muslim deputies perceived the RRM dep-
uties as a unitary whole, the RRM deputies reflected clearly distinct
positions. Developments regarding two articles of the constitution con-
cerning religious minorities provide evidence of this.

Article 13 of the constitution of the Islamic Republic of Iran reads:
“Zoroastrian, Jewish, and Christian Iranians are the only recognized relig-
ious minorities who are legally free in the practice of their religious ceremo-
nies, on matters of personal status and religious education [emphasis
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added].” This article was debated at length during the eighteenth session
of the Assembly of Experts. All four deputies presented their own version
of this article to the vice chair, Ayatollah Beheshti. Their version departed
from the final text (above) in three important ways: they neither wanted
to be referred to as a “minority [aqaliat],” nor did they want the insertion
of the word “only [tanha]” in the statement. They also opposed the term
“legally [dar hodud-e qanun]”; in its place they recommended the word
“officially [rasmi].” The term “minorities [aqaliatha]” in their version was
replaced by “communities [javame].”41

The version submitted by the four deputies gave the Zoroastrians,
Jews, and Christians much more latitude and it also left room for inclu-
sion of other religious groups. This is clear from an interesting exchange
between the Armenian and Assyrian representatives. The latter delivered
a lecture during heated debates in which he argued for the inclusion of the
Sabeans as a religious minority; this was a departure from the original
draft submitted by the four deputies. The Armenian representative
immediately voiced his objection, reminding his Assyrian colleague, Bait
Ushana, that he had moved away from their joint version in closed session
where they had agreed to replace “aqaliat [minority]” with “jameeh
[community]” and not to mention the Sabeans.42

There was clearly a spontaneous, free-ranging exchange between all
the deputies. Interestingly, at another point, the Armenian deputy
demanded that Armenians and Assyrians (as national groups) be men-
tioned after “Christians.” It was important, he said, “to clarify who is
meant here; many in this Assembly still think that we and the Western
Christians are the same.” Khalatian went on at some length to point out
the historical relationship between Iranians and Armenians. He reiterated
that clashes between Maronites and Armenians in Lebanon were a clear
case in point that the word “Christian” alone would not be enough. The
word “jameeh” exemplified “a unique social, national, religious, denomi-
national, cultural, and historical system” and therefore was a more accu-
rate representation.43

While the Armenian deputy’s request was consistent with the request
to be referred to as a “community” rather than a “minority,” one point of
contention remained: this change would have created a serious problem
for other nonethnic Christians. However, there was a possibility that the
forum was being used to convey a message to those who had equated
Western imperialism with Christian minorities in Iran. The deputy might
have already known that there was no chance for the inclusion of his
version, but the point had to be made to affirm the nativeness of Iranian
Christian communities. Conveying certain – often very obvious and even
elementary – points was a common feature of the discussions in the
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Assembly of Experts; it was meant for educating the ignorant inside the
Assembly as well as for public consumption.44

Repeated self-identification and self-legitimization in a revolutionary
environment dominated by the ignorant and the extremists was a neces-
sity. Some deputies were in the habit of taking cheap shots at the recog-
nized religious minorities. A case in point was Deputy Rabani Shirazi who
regularly either objected to whatever the RRM deputies said or made sar-
castic remarks. At one point, for example, misparaphrasing the Armenian
deputy, Shirazi claimed that Khalatian “threateningly” had said that, if
the Islamic government did not officially recognize the religion of the
Armenians, the Christian governments of the world would be upset.
Khalatian immediately responded: “no, they will be happy because they
will take advantage of it!”45

Discussions over Article 13 provided ample opportunity for each
deputy to put his own group in a favorable light by emphasizing the his-
torical connection between it and the Muslims. For instance, the Jewish
deputy portrayed the identity of the Jews in the context of other RRMs.
He pointed out that: (1) Jews and Christians had lived in Iran for over two
thousand years; (2) historically thousands of Jews either left the country
or converted to Islam (implying that some Muslims might have had
Jewish ancestors); (3) the positive and the negative aspects of Iranian
Jewry were the same as those of other Iranians – in social and economic
life Muslims and Jews were intermixed; (4) wealthy industrialists were not
all Jews, but included Muslims and other minority religions; (5) there
were many impoverished Jews in Iran, especially in the slums of Gorgan
and Nezam Abad; and (6), personalizing the identity issue, Daneshrad
reflected on his background and emphasized how he insisted that his son
should study the Quran and remain in religion classes on Islam.46

Priest Shahzadi, in his first speech to the Assembly of Experts,
explained that many Zoroastrians did not wish to be considered a relig-
ious minority because they had a unique connection with the land and its
people. When Iranians converted to Islam they only changed the name of
their God and God’s prophet, but they preserved many of their Persian
traditions like the New Year; “an Iranian Muslim cannot be considered
equal to an Arab Muslim.”47 He brought home the nativeness of the
Zoroastrian community several times by emphasizing that Muslims and
Zoroastrians were the same people. Reminding deputies of mixed schools
and clinics in Yazd and Kerman, he urged unity and coexistence.48

Several Muslim deputies spoke in favor of or against various recom-
mendations made by religious minorities on Article 13 and engaged in a
spirited discussion over every word. Those who objected to the minori-
ties’ version and voted in the majority for the version of Article 13 that
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was adopted had specific concerns including: (1) political groups could
claim to be communities and therefore win or demand recognition
(Bahais were definitely in everyone’s mind); (2) “legal” must be used
instead of “official” since the base reference was Islam and groups were
either legal or not (official and nonofficial did not project as big a gap:
nonofficial groups could become official one day) but the Islamic edicts
were unchangeable; (3) the focus was on recognized religious minorities,
therefore, there was no need to mention national groups; and (4) since
Ismailis and Sabeans were already recognized in Islam, there was no need
to be repetitive. There were obvious attempts to specify the exact wording
in order to achieve controlled legalization. The final voting with fifty-nine
deputies present was: fifty-one for, six against, and two abstentions.49 The
version passed by the Assembly, instead of the terms “legally” or “within
the bounds of the law” used today, contained the expression “within the
bounds of Islamic regulations [dar hodud-e moqararat-e Islami].” It is
unclear when the change came about, but the RRMs’ discontent over the
ambiguity of the expression was voiced throughout the proceedings.50

Another article directly related to religious minorities dealt with the
election of representatives. Article 64 (originally Article 50) stated that
the Islamic Assembly would have 270 members. “After every ten years, if
the population of the country has increased, representatives will be added
to each electoral district at the rate of one per every 150,000 additional
people. The Zoroastrians and Jews will each elect one representative;
Assyrian and Chaldean Christians will jointly elect one deputy; and
Armenian Christians in the south and north each will elect one represen-
tative.” For every decennial increase of 150,000 in the population of each
minority community, an additional deputy would be allocated to it in par-
liament.

Three arguments dominated the discussion of Article 64. First, signifi-
cant disagreement occurred over having one deputy for every 150,000
people. This prompted a representative from Baluchestan to suggest a
change in numbers so that more cities could have deputies. He com-
plained that the three cities of Zahedan, Khash, and Sarvan together had
only one representative.51 Beheshti assured him that in the future this
issue would be considered. Although the exchange did not cause a major
controversy, it was an additional indication of the intent of ethnonationals
not to be left out. Issues of appropriate representation for them were
raised several times in discussions on other articles of the constitution.

The second area of concern was how an increase of 150,000 in the pop-
ulation of religious minorities would affect their representation. Some of
the comments made on the floor of the Assembly of Experts were: “What
if in one year, they go up 150,000? Do they get one deputy by the end of
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the year?” “Even if one hundred years go by the number of Zoroastrians
will never increase by 150,000!” “Even in ten years the total number of
religious minorities will not increase by 150,000, so there is nothing to
worry about.”52 The debate, however, forced the inclusion of every ten
years in the second part of Article 64.

The third disagreement over Article 64 centered around a protest
made by one of the RRM deputies. Bait Ushana, the Assyrian deputy,
protested electing one deputy jointly for the Assyrians and Chaldeans. He
claimed that the version presented to the open session of the Assembly of
Experts differed from what was previously agreed upon. He claimed that
the number of Assyrians and Chaldeans was 200,000, but that most of
them resided outside Iran. Ayatollah Montazeri asked how many resided
in Iran, and Bait Ushana responded that their numbers were around
70,000–80,000, similar to the size of the Armenian population. “Why
should the Armenians have two deputies and we have one?” He main-
tained that the number of Armenians was 300,000, and that most of them
resided outside the country. Although his numbers were incorrect
(Armenians numbered around 250,000 in 1979 and most did not reside
outside the country), the Armenian deputy did not protest. One deputy
responded that, since the main basis was religious creed, Chaldeans and
Assyrians were the same and their numbers were less important.53 The
issue was brushed aside by others. It was clear that the subject had
received much discussion in closed meetings and it was a fait accompli.
The debate, however, prompted a Baluch deputy to stand up and ask for
more deputies for his region, to no avail.54

The four RRM deputies seized the opportunity to voice discontent with
discriminatory practices against their constituency. The Zoroastrian
deputy cited several cases, such as an edict issued by the head of the
Ministry of Education and Training in the city of Shiraz forbidding all
RRMs to teach in schools, attacks by religious extremists upon the holy
places of religious minorities,55 and the case of a teacher in a secondary
school and of Ayatollah Sadeq Khalkhali who had labeled Zoroastrians fire-
worshippers. When a cleric and a teacher insulted a religious minority in
this way, Priest Shahzadi said, what were we to expect of ordinary citizens:

Does freedom within the legal boundaries of Islam mean that because some
Muslims are in a majority and uninformed about the teachings of the prophets of
other religions, they have the right to accuse and insult religious minorities? And,
if religious minorities direct similar accusations at the Muslim populace what will
their reaction be? Isn’t it better if those who consider themselves learned and
informed clerics spend a little time in getting to know other religions and familiar-
ize themselves with their teachings . . . in order not to make religion an instrument
of conflict?56
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The Armenian deputy, in less direct and more cautious language, also
pointed to similar difficulties, such as imposing job restrictions on
Christians. Clearly, he was reluctant to go into details but was concerned
that outmigration from Iran was being encouraged by discriminatory
practices in the job market. Less condemnatory than Priest Shahzadi,
Khalatian expressed his confidence that government officials would block
“the opportunist elements.”57

In terms of frequency of participation on the floor, Bait Ushana, the
Assyrian deputy, far exceeded anyone else; he commented on many issues
and articles not involving the RRMs.58 The least vocal deputy was
Khalatian, the Armenian. Each deputy had his own style reflecting his
own group’s psychological mode and historical relationship to the major-
ity of Muslims. The Armenian deputy was cautious. Although he com-
mented and asked questions about a variety of issues, he was mainly
concerned about the realm of minority and particularly Armenian rights.
The Jewish deputy, Daneshrad, was in the most precarious position. A
climate of fear and insecurity prevailed in the Jewish community and
many were leaving the country. Meanwhile, in Israel there was public talk
of probable military action against Iran if the Jews came to harm.59 While
commenting on a wide range of issues, Daneshrad directed all of his
energy in proving to everyone that he and his people were loyal citizens of
Iran and were avid anti-Israelis. Being aware that he was often treated
with prejudice, suspicion, and accused of opportunism, Daneshrad reit-
erated his oneness with Islamic elements and the government,60 and even,
in a lecture at the last session of the Assembly of Experts, called the con-
stitution “the most progressive constitution” in Muslim and Christian
countries of the world.61 These were not the expressed views of other
RRM deputies.

The Zoroastrian deputy, Priest Shahzadi, boldly and frequently
pointed to the shortcomings in the constitution. The religious minorities,
he said, were treated as though they were fighting Islam until yesterday
and just today had put down their arms and taken refuge under the pro-
tection of Islam. What was meant by the term “moqararat-e Islami
[Islamic regulations]” in Article 13, he asked. No one could provide him
with a clear meaning, and the inherent ambiguity could unleash serious
problems. Article 13 exemplified the “governing prejudice” in the
Assembly of Experts. Minorities were denied the presidency, the prime
ministership, the ambassadorship, ministerial posts, and top-level mili-
tary positions. “How far down is this retrogressive prohibition going to
descend?” Referring to India, Priest Shahzadi attempted to show how a
constitution could be worded so as not to foment discrimination.62 In
another lecture he said that the Provisional Government and the
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Assembly of Experts had disappointed the Zoroastrians; as natives of Iran
with no alternative home country, they were treated as second-class citi-
zens without equal rights in political, military, and legal arenas and, ironi-
cally, they enjoyed these rights in both Pakistan and India.63

What distinguished the Zoroastrian deputy from other RRM deputies
was his all-inclusive language and style. Frank, feisty, extremely well-
versed in Persian and in Islam, and very wise, Shahzadi, a Zoroastrian
priest, acted as the conscience of the nation and was hard to be reckoned
with. Fearless and righteous about his view of the land of Persia, his com-
ments on RRMs encompassed all, and on matters of the state, Priest
Shahzadi always redirected discussions by asking if something was good
and beneficial for the country.64 He was the first RRM deputy to speak in
the Assembly of Experts and, being acutely aware of the prejudicial senti-
ment shared among some deputies, he placed special emphasis on the
teaching of the Persian language in the new regime.65 Later, in debates
over Article 16 on the instruction of Arabic in schools, Deputy Eshraqi
took a shot at the Zoroastrians with his snide remark that during the pre-
vious years the attempt to expand the Persian language in Iran was due to
a plan to expand a certain religion (meaning Zoroastrianism).66 This was
an ironic statement, considering that not only was he conversing in
Persian but the whole proceedings were in Persian.

It is impossible to delve into the proceedings and not sympathize with
the burdensome task of the RRM deputies. They played a crucial role in
securing some rights for their constituencies under the most strenuous
circumstances. The proceedings show that with the shrewdness of
Beheshti and Montazeri’s sympathy, the RRM deputies, by insisting on
their own inclusion, reduced the repetitive references to Islam in the lan-
guage of the constitution. They were instrumental in softening the lan-
guage of several (non-RRM related) articles as well and replacing
constant references to Islam with universal vocabulary. No opportunity
was missed to expand and stretch the concept of “rights” and by asking
“How about us?” their impact in proportion to their numbers was
remarkable.67

Conclusion

Overall, the proceedings of the Assembly of Experts showed two contra-
dictory tendencies existing side by side. There were accommodative ten-
dencies on the part of religious minorities as a result of thousands of years
of existence in Iran. Their numbers altogether did not even reach 1
million; this compared to some (at that time) 35 million Muslims. The
environmental milieu was not lost on any of the four deputies. While
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some were more cautious and restrained than others, they all knew their
limitations. They expressed loyalty to the Revolution, to the person of
Ayatollah Khomeini, and Islamic doctrine.

While the four deputies were accommodative, they also forcefully rep-
resented their own constituency and voiced the fears, needs, and
demands of their own people. While they were often treated by other dep-
uties as one collectivity, they did not always speak in one voice. They were
extremely attentive to what was said about them by other deputies; they
corrected inaccuracies and protested against certain remarks. They con-
demned biased characterizations of their peoples and asked the vice-chair
and the chair of the Assembly to back them publicly. Their strongest pro-
tests were aimed at being called “a minority,” having to adhere to an
abstraction called “Islamic regulations,” and not being allowed to serve as
president, prime minister, ambassador, or chief of the armed forces. They
reported and protested the job dismissals, beatings, and looting experi-
enced by their constituencies and were encouraged to do so by Ayatollah
Beheshti.

This was not a democracy but it definitely signaled a major departure
from the past. Not every move was or could be orchestrated to convey a
unified front. Political views simply could not always be subject to
control. While those preferring a direct clerical rule of the state domi-
nated the proceedings, the debates reflected the dynamic revolutionary
temper outside the Assembly of Experts.
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3 Policy sphere of recognized religious
minorities

On the surface, the theocratic state granted the recognized religious
minorities (RRMs) the same rights they had held before. Each enjoyed
political representation, and their communities were guaranteed freedom
of religion, language, and culture. The new regime, solely based on its
constitution, could rightly claim a policy of continuity vis-à-vis the
Armenians, the Assyrians and Chaldeans, the Zoroastrians, and the Jews.
The exclusion of the Bahais was also consonant with past practice.

In reality life became more taxing and complex for the minorities.
Readers should keep in mind the impact of the Revolution and the subse-
quent eight-year Iran–Iraq War as intervening variables in the analysis
presented in this and the next two chapters. Just as important is the use of
religion as a political ideology, which led to contradictions, fusion of myth
with reality, a struggle between religious principles and the quest for
power, a breakdown of hierarchical order, and eventually unprecedented
confusion on human rights. The end result was development of a sharp
“us”–“them” distinction involving the Muslim citizens of Iran and the
non-Muslims. In contrast to the previous regime which stressed homog-
enization, the Islamic Republic accepted pluralism but pursued either
exclusion or subordination, with coercion or the threat of coercion, based
on ideology. The theocratic character (fused with a strange version of
leftist ideology) of the state had created a new set of relationships between
the state and the religious minorities, constituting compartmentalization
and segmentation. Yet the noncentralized character of the political system
had allowed for variations, flexibility, and changes over time.

George Eaton Simpson and J. Milton Yinger, in a classic text on racial
and cultural minorities, identify six major types of policies often utilized
by a dominant group (in this case the Shii theocracy): assimilation, plu-
ralism, legal protection of minorities, population transfer, continued sub-
jugation, and extermination.1 These six general policy domains are not

mutually exclusive; many may be practiced simultaneously. Some are conscious
long-run plans; some are ad hoc adjustments to specific situations; some are the
byproducts (perhaps unintended) of other policies. In some instances they are the
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official actions of majority-group leaders; in others they are the day-by-day
responses of individual members of the dominant group.2

During the 1980s in Iran, two general policies involving recognized
minorities can be identified: legal protection of minorities and continued
subjugation. Legal protection of minorities, while noble and surely guar-
anteed in the Islamic constitution of Iran, implies that a special group of
people neither “accept the pattern”3 nor fit the dominant mode, and
require special treatment. Continued subjugation basically means
keeping the minority “in their place”;4 this often involves a secondary or
subservient position. It can be subtle or undisguised depending on the
nature of minority–majority relations.

Important details leading to legal protection in the constitution have
been discussed above (chapter 2). This chapter analyzes the practical
domain of legal protection and its ramifications for the recognized relig-
ious minorities.

Religion

Religious practice has been the most tolerated of all legal rights of the
RRMs. They are allowed to observe their religious services, ceremonies,
and holidays. The government, however, must be notified beforehand
about the religious significance and exact dates of these observances. The
text of any talk delivered to public gatherings must be submitted to the
Vezarat-e Farhang va Ershad-e Islami (the Ministry of Culture and
Islamic Guidance)5 for approval. The non-Persian texts were to be sub-
mitted in the original along with a copy translated into Persian to the
Department of Religious Minorities within the ministry.

One of the main message-transmitters on religious duties and obliga-
tions is the publication of yearly calendars by religious minorities. Every
year, before final printing, these calendars are subjected to review (or cen-
sorship) by the ministry’s Department of Publications. The main target of
restrictions is religious books, particularly the Bible, which can neither be
imported to nor printed in Iran. The ramifications of this are serious for
future generations of religious minorities.

From the beginning all RRMs were warned to refrain from any type of
proselytizing. Most took strict measures not to allow anyone outside their
own group to attend religious ceremonies. Religious leaders were asked to
sign a form confirming that Muslims would not be allowed into their
religious centers. Bishop Haik Hovsepian-Mehr, president of the Council
of Protestant Churches in Iran, was the only Christian church leader who
refused to sign the form.6
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At the outset of the Revolution, however, there was no significant
destruction or confiscation of churches, temples, or synagogues. Most
problems were sporadic and localized rather than a matter of state policy.
It is common knowledge, for example, that in 1979, two holy Zoroastrian
temples were desecrated and that in the early 1980s Armenian graveyards
and religious centers were vandalized in the northern cities of Rasht,
Anzali, Gorgan, and Sari.7 In one incident, the Revolutionary Guards
burst into the main Armenian church in Tehran; inspecting religious
paintings inside the church, they protested the semi-nude portrayal of
Christ, and ordered the covering of the pictures. The painter, who resided
outside the country, had to fly to Tehran to put clothes on Christ’s body.
Also, Revolutionary Guards would climb up the walls surrounding the
courtyard (from outside) where the church and its administrative offices
were located and keep vigil night and day.8

Community and religious centers in the south and southwest lost pop-
ulation because of the Iran–Iraq War, with a particularly sharp decline
among Armenians, Assyrians, and Chaldeans. The ramifications of the
war and the population exodus were the loss or abandonment of build-
ings. For example, the Armenian church and school in Abadan were
taken over by the local government with a promise of restitution after the
war. The church building was used as a center for the local revolutionary
committee as well as the headquarters of the Pasdaran (the Revolutionary
Guards).9

The issues involving ahval-e shakhsieh (personal status) such as mar-
riage, divorce, custody, and inheritance were handled through commit-
tees under the supervision of the religious leadership for each
community. Final decisions, however, were made by the state agency in
charge of the particular case. Although the agencies often adhered to the
minority committee and religious rulings, problems were caused by
bureaucratic incompetence or disagreeable personalities. In one case
involving inheritance, for example, an elderly woman was denied inheri-
tance despite having all the right paperwork and religious endorsements.
This was due to a bad-tempered bureaucrat who believed that women
should not inherit. Although she took legal action and a Muslim judge
ruled in her favor, the individual refused to carry out the court’s orders.
Eventually, his superiors intervened and the case was resolved.10 These
types of problems were faced daily by all Iranians regardless of their relig-
ious affiliation.

Family matters including requests for divorce or custody of children
are also handled in the same manner. The ruling of the committee along
with the paperwork was sent for final appeal to the dadgah-e madani-ye
khass (Special Civil Court).11 The Special Civil Court can accept or
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reject the committee ruling; yet, in most cases, it affirms the decision.
Even if a minority appeals directly to the court with the intent of circum-
venting the mandate of its own group, the court often asks for the opinion
of the committee on the matter. Despite having control, the court does
not usually evade or violate the committee’s authority. In this area, even
though the state is the final arbiter, the relationship with the RRMs has
been harmonious and the abuse of state authority minimal.

Education

Education became the most difficult issue for the recognized religious
minorities, despite clear guarantees in the constitution. In fact, one finds
policy shifts over time. At this point it is unclear what specific factors or
personalities pushed for these changes. As with many other public poli-
cies of the Islamic Republic, the exact policy factors may never be known.
Factionalism, power struggles, and the presence of ideological extremists
or those eager to please superiors with some vague notion of religiosity
combined to contribute to policy changes. In terms of timing, there
appears to be a strong correlation between attempts to centralize state
power and tightening the controls on recognized religious minorities.

From 1979 to 1981, a period characterized by political participation of
a diverse group of revolutionaries, minority schools operated as they
always had. Three individuals were credited for the smooth operation of
schools: Mehdi Bazargan, Mohammad Beheshti, and Mohammad-Javad
Bahonar.12 The removal of Bazargan, the outbreak of the Iran–Iraq War,
the bomb blasts in June and August 1981 that killed Beheshti and
Bahonar, and the power struggle over political dominance all led to a
different approach to the education of religious minorities. The new
government policy of pressure began in late 1981 and intensified in 1983.
Many in the minority communities concede that, after the death of
Bahonar, religio-educational issues became highly politicized.

The conflict revolved around several specific issues. Some schools were
ordered to change their names. The Assyrian girls’ school Sussan, for
example, changed its name to Mariam. The Zoroastrian schools,
however, bore the main brunt of the name change policy and tried to
resist. Some succeeded, such as the famous Anushiravan boys school in
Tehran. Most of the pressure was directed at schools bearing the names of
kings and queens.13 This was part of an overall pattern of name alteration
which swept the country for a decade involving towns, cities, streets, and
so forth.

The government ordered the separation of schools by sex; it was left up
to the minority to decide which schools were for which sex. Another
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decree prohibited having a school on church, synagogue, or temple
grounds. The purpose was to prevent exposing Muslims who attended
the minority school to a different religion. In Jewish schools (e.g.,
Abrishami and Rah-e Danesh in Tehran), where the synagogue was
located on the top floor, this was not an issue. But the order was carried
out in the Armenian Kooshesh boys’ school in Tehran where a wall was
built to separate the church from the school building. In the case of an
Assyrian school, separation was impossible because of the school’s small
size. The result was the state’s takeover of the school and its subsequent
closure. The Assyrian community continued to protest this action long
into the 1990s;14 the protests have not (as of yet) come to fruition. Even as
late as 1997, the Jewish community was still asking for the return of a con-
fiscated boys’ school in Tehran.15 What is significant, however, is that
such protests could take place at all without repercussions. This open
exchange between the RRMs and state authorities remained the least
noticed and most impressive character of the theocratic state.

Due to lower student enrollment in many Zoroastrian, Jewish, and
Assyrian and Chaldean schools, these institutions were forced to take in
Muslim students. (These students attended different classes on religion.)
The severe shortage of schools for Muslims also contributed to their
placement in minority schools. Minority students did enroll in Muslim-
dominated schools, but at much lower rates than in pre-revolutionary
times. Partly due to the large numbers of students and the unceasing per-
sistence of the Armenian Apostolic Church leadership, most Armenian
schools were populated solely by Armenians (and in some cases by
Assyrians and Chaldeans).16

Three other changes made it clear by early 1983 that the educational
autonomy the RRMs had enjoyed for decades was being seriously threat-
ened by the new regime. The three interrelated issues were: the appoint-
ment of Muslim principals, teachers, clerics, and radical elements to
minority schools; teaching time reduction or outright elimination of
teaching of languages other than Persian; and direct interference in the
teaching of minority religion. While the language issue had no impact on
Zoroastrians and only a minor effect on the Jews, it represented a dra-
matic departure from the past for the Armenian and the Assyrian and
Chaldean communities. For the last three groups, the issues of language
and religion were closely intertwined.

The practice of appointing Muslim principals and teachers was preva-
lent in pre-revolutionary times as well, but the distinguishing features this
time were the widespread scale of such appointments and the arbitrary
practice of power by these individuals.17 Depending on the character of
the teacher or the principal, curriculum and classes were dramatically
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impacted, touching off protests from parents and religious leaders. For
instance, the state-appointed principal of the Tehran Anushiravan school
regularly made fun of Zoroastrian beliefs and prevented the meeting of
Zoroastrian religious classes on Fridays, the official day of rest for all
agencies. On her own initiative, she convened a class on the study of relig-
ions, where her comments caused an uproar among the Zoroastrian stu-
dents.18 In the Armenian Alishan school, a Muslim clergyman taught
religion to Christian children for one year and in Gohar boys’ school the
principal made students chant the Islamic phrase “allah-o akbar [God is
great]” before going to class. When they refused to repeat the phrase, he
prevented students from attending classes and closed down the school for
several days. After protests, Ershad intervened and classes resumed.19

These issues were raised repeatedly in speeches delivered by representa-
tives of religious minorities in the Majlis.20

Being the largest recognized religious minority in Iran, the Armenians
shouldered the brunt of the combined effect of restrictions on language
and religion. Zoroastrians and Jews taught in Persian, and the Assyrian
and Chaldeans were so few in number (especially the children and the
youth) that their protests were either merged with the Armenians’ or they
conceded to the new system by agreeing not to pursue Aramaic.
Therefore, the conflict became primarily an Armenian issue.

The first confrontation erupted in November 1981 when government
authorities prohibited the teaching of the Armenian language in
Armenian schools. In protest, Armenian schools stopped operating for
one week all over the country. Then students returned to school but
refused to study and participate in classroom activities. No directives for-
malizing the language ban were ever issued by the Ministry of Education
and Training (MET). Meanwhile, pressure on the Armenian community
increased as some in government expressed a desire to take over the
famous Ararat sports stadium in Tehran, which belonged to the
Armenians.21 This move may have originated autonomously or may have
been part of an organized attempt to increase pressure in general in order
to obtain consent. This was followed by a circular issued by the supreme
council of the MET stating that religious teachings had to be in Persian.22

The conflict continued throughout 1982, marked by an exchange of
letters, negotiations, and continued discussions between community
leaders and government authorities. During this period, some Muslim
principals and teachers who taught in Armenian schools vehemently
opposed instruction of the Bible altogether, while the MET attempted
several times to reinstate the study of religion in Persian. Armenian
schools refused, and language and religious instruction in Armenian con-
tinued.
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By early 1983 it had become clear to the Armenian community that the
educational and linguistic autonomy its members had enjoyed for centu-
ries was seriously threatened by the new regime. In a formal letter to the
MET, the prelate, Archbishop Artak Manukian, outlined the desires and
expectations of the community. In concrete and clear terms, the letter
asked that: (1) only Armenians register in Armenian schools, (2) the
Armenian Apostolic religion be freely taught, (3) the Armenian language
remain part of the regular curriculum, (4) the school environment be in
compliance with the Armenian church, religion, and culture, (5) schools
affirm the religious customs of the Armenian church, and (6) principals
and teachers of these schools remain, as much as possible, Armenians.
Should this prove impossible, they should then be individuals who, in
addition to respecting the religion, had the necessary qualifications for
the job.23

Throughout this ordeal, the Armenian Majlis deputies continued to
stress the interconnectedness between the Armenian language, culture,
and religion. In the past, the teaching of Christianity took place in
Armenian; therefore, they raised a point to which Muslim clergy were
sensitive, namely that teaching Christianity in Persian might be inter-
preted as proselytizing.24 This appears to have been a political move on
their part with no positive outcome.

In responding to the demands and protests of the Armenian commu-
nity, the minister of the MET made the following announcement: (1)
religious teaching in minority schools must be in Persian, and (2) the time
allocated to the teaching of the Armenian language must be reduced and
possibly eliminated from the curriculum in order not to cause hardship to
the students.25

The next major confrontation occurred at the end of the 1983 aca-
demic year. The supreme council of the MET sent instructions to the
prelacy asking it to develop questions for the final examination in religion.
Questions were presented in Armenian. Next, the ministry asked for a
translation of these questions; a Persian translation was sent. The minis-
try then demanded that these translations be used as formal final exam-
ination questions. In response, the prelacy reiterated that, as in the past
years, the examination must be administered in Armenian. There was no
response from the ministry, but on the day of the examination, the Persian
translation was distributed among the fifth-graders (ten- to eleven-year-
olds) for their final test in religion. In some places, the students were told
that the prelacy had agreed that the test be administered in Persian. This
caused confusion, and most refused to take the test. Despite immediate
protests by community leaders, the same was done for third-graders
(eight- to nine-year-olds), who in response handed in white sheets and
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walked out of the examination session. The education authorities retali-
ated by failing all of the students.26

Subsequently, a formal directive was issued from the MET in
November 1983 to the principals of schools belonging to all religious
minorities. It reiterated in clear terms points that had been raised since
1981: religious education must be in Persian; a single religious text
written by the authorities for all recognized religious minorities must be
taught in all their schools; schools must seek special permission for con-
ducting any ceremonies, including religious ones; female teachers and
students must observe the Islamic dress codes; and the teaching of the
Armenian language must be reduced to only two hours per week.27

Despite this clear directive, diversity persisted in the educational
sphere. Some schools continued as before, some removed Armenian from
their curriculum, some had two hours of language instruction, some con-
tinued to teach religion, and others did not teach it at all. During 1984,
pressure increased as the Interior Ministry canceled scheduled elections
for the Diocesan Council.28 By spring 1984, the conflict over the teaching
of religion in Armenian climaxed in the abrupt closing of more than a
dozen Armenian schools in Tehran.29 The government orders for closure
seem to have come the same day that Archbishop Manukian was meeting
in Qom with Ayatollah Hossein-Ali Montazeri, then the named successor
to Ayatollah Khomeini and a reputed sympathizer with minorities.

This action increased tensions between the authorities and the
Armenian community, but this time the government did not back down.
In the Friday prayer sermon, the Majlis speaker at the time, Hashemi
Rafsanjani, pointed to the conflict: “Armenian students want their relig-
ious books to be taught in the Armenian language, not in Persian, but this
is against the constitution of the Islamic Republic . . . The Armenians can
read their religious books in Armenian outside the state schools.”30 The
statement misrepresented both the wording and the intent of Articles 13
and 15 of the Islamic constitution, which were unambiguous on the lin-
guistic and religious freedom of recognized religious minorities.

Later, in a letter to Ayatollah Montazeri, Archbishop Manukian wrote
with uncharacteristic bluntness:

Despite your comforting words, not only did the problems raised in connection
with the schools remain unresolved, but recent orders have actually exacerbated
the situation: the unwarranted replacement of school principals, the dismissal of
several teachers of the Armenian language and religion, and the closure of a
number of schools.31

By the summer of 1984, the international media had picked up on the
conflict, and it was being reported all over the world. In response, a cau-
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tious statement from the Armenian Archdiocese of Tehran criticized and
condemned outside interference and called the conflict an internal
matter to be resolved quickly. The statement stressed the Armenian
people’s solidarity with the Muslims in the Revolution and the war with
Iraq.32 The community was uneasy and suspicious about any interna-
tional voice raised in defense of Armenian rights and against the Iranian
state, viewing it as potentially part of a larger conspiracy designed to
either capitalize on Armenian problems in order to undermine the
Islamic Republic, or simply as a plot to worsen Armenian relations with
the state. Armenians believed that they could solve their problems ami-
cably through direct talks with government authorities. In other words,
their negative reaction to the international community was not coerced
by the government. Iran was engaged in a war with Iraq, which had the
help and support of the West and particularly the United States.
Judgments as to a community’s concerns should be placed in their
proper political context. It was in fact reasonable to be suspicious of a
world community that suddenly became so interested in the linguistic
and religious rights of Iran’s Armenians.

The resistance of the community was nurtured by the post-revolution-
ary political environment of divided authority and a decentralized system
of governance. Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, in his typical style,
remained aloof; he never made a public statement on this issue. Ayatollah
Montazeri (whose eventual public opposition to the blatant violations of
human rights resulted in his resignation from the position of successor-
ship) was sympathetic to the plight of the Armenians. Despite being
involved, he could not or did not play a decisive role in the final result.
Characters in a secondary position of leadership were the most active
players reimposing their own views. The views of the extremist faction,
therefore, were brought to bear on this issue.

Yet, an additional element, independent of religious ideology, may have
prompted the regime’s uncompromising stand on this issue. In some
meetings between the authorities and community representatives the
comment was made that, if Armenians were granted linguistic freedom,
other ethnic groups, particularly Arabic- and Turkish-speaking citizens of
Iran, would demand the same.33 If this was indeed a concern, it signifies a
meeting of two ideological interests: the religious extremists’ program of
Islamization or “Shiization” and the remnants of ardent Persianization,
the views of which, at least on linguistic policy, echoed the ultranationalist
ideology of Reza Shah Pahlavi.

Ultimately, the government directives prevailed, but instead of elimi-
nating the Armenian language classes, they reduced them to only two
hours per week, too little time for instruction in any language. Often, by
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the time the academic calendar drew to an end, the students had covered
barely half of the text.

Much diversity existed not only among the schools, but also across
cities. In Isfahan, for example, the hours spent in Armenian language
class were much longer, ranging from six to eight hours a week. Similarly
in other cities, such as Rasht and Tabriz, the local authorities were more
flexible. Tehran stood out as the harshest and the strictest enforcer of
government decrees. An active observer of these events attributed the
variation to the type of government organ dealing with such issues. In
Tehran, applications and requests had to be made to the MET, while in
the provinces requests were submitted to the local city’s Education
Department; in the first case the community was dealing with politicians,
in the latter with technocrats.34 Others have attributed it to the close rela-
tionship between the Armenian religious leadership in Isfahan (and other
cities) and the local Islamic clerics.35 In 1995, the times allocated to the
Armenian language classes increased from two to five hours per week in
Tehran, as in other areas.

These conflicts over education demonstrate several factors about the
theocratic regime vis-à-vis its RRMs: (1) inconsistencies are part of the
Iranian scene, reflected in matters involving Muslims as well; (2) the theo-
cratic state never acquired the structural and institutional rigidity of the
shah’s regime, and the clerics’ diverse views on issues, as well as the local
“coloring,” were not suppressed; (3) state–minority relations have been
localized, perhaps out of necessity, so that variations can occur where local
permission is required on an ad hoc basis or at the level of policy imple-
mentation. These are, in turn, affected by the history of the Muslim com-
munity’s contact with the minorities, the nature of the personal
relationship between the high-ranking clerics and the religious leadership
of the community, and the local authorities’ overall attitude and willing-
ness to adhere to the center (Tehran). Tehran, however, represented the
national center of the theocratic state and required a show of rigidity and
closer supervision.

Direct interference in the religious teaching of RRMs was the third
major change in the RRMs’ education, with likely profound future impact
on the next generation. Numerous exchanges and meetings between the
religious and political leadership of the RRMs and the authorities were
unsuccessful. The MET wrote and printed a textbook on religion for
minority students. The book, Talimat-e Mazhabi Vizheh-ye Aqaliathaye
Mazhabi (Kalimi, Zarthoshti, Masihi) (Religious Studies Specifically for
Religious Minorities: Jews, Zoroastrians, Christians), written anony-
mously, is used in the only course of religion allowed in RRM schools.
The course is taught by Muslim teachers for at least three hours a week.
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The contents are partly Islam and partly some form of New Age spiritual-
ity. Chapter titles include: “Life is not pointless,” “Human evolution,”
“Apple tree,” “Green leaves of plants,” and “The beautiful books of
knowledge of God.”36

The religious leadership of all recognized minority groups sent letters
of protest to the MET on several occasions but to no avail. Their objec-
tions were: (1) that the textbook was a violation of Article 13 of the
Islamic constitution guaranteeing freedom in religious teaching; (2) that
there were overt and covert passages from the Quran, which had the effect
of evangelizing Islam to minority students; and (3) the issue of who wrote
the book and what their qualifications were. It was stressed that only Jews,
Zoroastrians, and Christians could write religious texts for their own
communities. These letters were sent individually as well as collectively
(one letter was written and signed by all Christian denominations in the
country). The height of the letter-writing period on this issue was 1982.
All letters and requests by the RRM religious leadership were completely
ignored; they never received a response.37

In addition to the special religious studies text, as in the pre-revolution-
ary era, non-Muslim students read the same texts used by Muslim stu-
dents throughout the nation. A major overhaul of school textbooks, which
began only nine days after Ayatollah Khomeini stepped on Iranian soil,
was completed by 1981. Textbooks were agents of socialization for the
new generation, with the goal of forming a “new Islamic person” in Iran.
Western nationalism, Eastern socialism, Zionism, and secularism were
attacked, and role models were not scientists or writers but “Islamic
scholars and religious leaders.”38 Consequently, the RRM children ended
up with a double dose of the Islamic version of Iranian theocracy. They
were targets of socialization and indirectly, it was hoped, of Islamic prose-
lytizing. The religious text, about the contents of which no RRM religious
figure was ever consulted, was written to fulfill what many Shii Muslim
clergy believed to be the ultimate faith of all People of the Book, namely
their acceptance of the last Prophet of God. The RRMs were viewed as
evolutionary transients on their way to becoming Muslims and the role of
a theocracy was to facilitate this change, gradually, while maintaining
their rights as the respected and protected People of the Book.

The university curriculum was identical for all students. For the RRMs
in the early years the main problems began in high school. Two important
factors for the RRM students were passing the examination on religion
basically requiring knowledge of Islam, and obtaining approval from the
ministry on their moral conduct or qualifications. The examination was
extremely difficult to succeed in, especially in competition with Muslim
students. The second was affected by malicious Muslim principals who
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purposefully graded down students on their enzebat (basically a reference
to appropriate conduct) in school. According to a MET directive, stu-
dents who received below a minimum score could not take the entrance
examination to the university.39 Therefore, on the one hand, the RRM
students were at the mercy of their Muslim government-appointed teach-
ers and principals, and, on the other hand, they had to pass a test on
Islamic theology. While minority students continued to attend univer-
sities and major in various fields, their numbers compared to the pre-rev-
olutionary era went down considerably. As in other areas, regulations
pertaining to religious exams for RRMs have evolved into a new form.
Application forms that the individual student who wishes to take the uni-
versity entrance examination must submit ask for their religious
affiliation. If the student identifies herself/himself as an RRM, s/he will be
exempt from the exam on Islamic religion. In exceptional cases, minority
students do not identify themselves as an RRM for fear of discrimination,
preferring to take the exam on Islam.

It is important to add that character investigation was part and parcel of
the new regime, and involved Muslim Shii students as well. From 1981 to
1984 the investigation of the moral character of those intending to enter
university became more systematic and organized. It involved not only
the principals and teachers but also “neighbors, members of the Islamic
Association of Students, and representatives of local mosques.” Intense
public criticism and increased need for better-educated citizens lessened
the practice considerably in the following years.40

On a related educational matter, the number of Muslim Iranians taking
Armenian language courses at university level increased significantly.
Ershad and other government agencies, including the intelligence units,
provide a unique employment opportunity for such graduates.41

Communal life

All aspects of the RRMs’ communal lives were affected by theocratic rule.
Some of the changes were due to long-range official policy; others were
short-range policies or actions which were revised due to impracticality or
protests from the minority groups. In addition, day-to-day operations of
an overzealous security force, combined with revolutionary paranoia and,
as usual, unauthorized individual initiatives, caused a multitude of
actions against the RRMs, especially during the first half of the 1980s.

At the beginning of the Islamic regime, sweeping changes were directed
at big industrialists (including Muslims) and those sectors of the
economy involved in food consumption. In the case of the Coca-Cola
plant, for example, the owner (an Armenian) fled the country, the factory
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was confiscated, and Armenian workers were fired. Several years later, the
family members were allowed to oversee the daily operations of the plant,
and Armenians were allowed to work at the clerical level; however, the
production workers remained Muslim. Armenian workers were never
rehired on the grounds that non-Muslims should not touch the bottles or
their contents, which may be consumed by Muslims.42

For other minority-owned and -operated factories a combination of
Muslim workers and mechanization was used in order not to expose
Muslims to the najess (impure) non-Muslims. Concerns with purity were
reflected in trade as well, especially on food items such as meat, which was
imported from Muslim countries, including significant amounts from
Indonesia.

The infiltration of nejasat-consciousness into the policy sphere was a
natural byproduct of the theological discussions by religious leaders.
Ayatollah Hossein-Ali Montazeri saw nejasat in twelve items including
blood, dogs, pigs, wine, and kafirs.43 A kafir is defined as a person who
denies God or does not accept the prophethood of Mohammad.
Montazeri’s definition of kafir was broad enough to include those
Muslims who doubted and did not pray or fast.44 A kafir’s body, including
hair, nails, and body fluids, was to be avoided.45 The purchase, sale, or
receiving of meat and fat from either non-Muslim countries or a kafir
were forbidden.46

To Montazeri the philosophy behind a kafir’s nejasat was different from
the other eleven items. A kafir’s impurity was “a political order from Islam
and must be adhered to by the followers of Islam, and the goal [was] to
promote general hatred toward those who are outside Muslim circles” in
order to prevent Muslims from succumbing to corrupt thoughts. Of
course, if a Muslim had hostility toward or cursed one of the twelve Shii
Imams, he, too, became polluted. Yet, Montazeri also included an
unusual clause: if People of the Book avoided impurities such as pigs and
wine, their purity was not impossible.47 Only a small minority of ulama
have made any exceptions for Ahl al-Ketab; one scholar attributes
Montazeri’s flexibility to early differences between Shii and Sunni and
amongst the Shii ulama.48

Ayatollah Khomeini addressed the nejasat issue in some detail. When
asked what the status of Ahl al-Ketab was in relation to purity, he
responded: “Non-Muslims of any religion or creed are najess.”49

Khomeini was asked a multitude of questions about contact with non-
Muslims. In his view, a handshake with a non-Muslim was not najess
unless there was contact with the body fluids of the non-Muslim (e.g., the
hand of the non-Muslim was sweaty). Dry cleaning of Muslim and non-
Muslim clothes together was also not a problem as long as the clothes
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were clean (though why already clean clothes would be dry cleaned was
not mentioned); but if there was exposure to fluids or humidity, then the
clothes were najess.50 Khomeini was asked whether eating in a restaurant
frequented by non-Muslims but owned and operated by Muslims was a
problem. He responded that, if the food and the utensils were not najess,
there was no problem.51 He was asked about a Christian supervisor of a
cooking oil factory. The Christian had to touch the oil occasionally to
measure the flow. What was the religious implication? This was najess, in
Khomeini’s view, but if there was doubt as to whether or not the Christian
had touched the oil, then it was pure.52 If a dress washed by a non-Muslim
had dried in the sun, was it pure? If the dress had come into contact with
the sweat of the non-Muslim without the purification ritual being per-
formed, then it was najess.53

The questions asked were reflective of the state of mind of Khomeini’s
followers. Their inquiries were specific: non-Muslims such as Christians
and Zoroastrians took telephones and similar items to repair shops; were
these objects pure? Should these shops accept or reject repairs?54 A flower
pot made of clean clay was sold by a Hindu. It was not known whether the
maker was a Muslim or not; was the pot pure? Would leaving it in water
for a few days purify the pot? According to Khomeini, having knowledge
of the nejasat of these items made the items impure.55

Many of Khomeini’s fervent religious supporters, including the
Hezbollah (Party of God – an amalgamation of the most radical ele-
ments) and the Pasdaran (Revolutionary Guards), believed in ritual
purity and impurity, and the nejasat issue continued to be addressed by
many lower-rank clerics.

While the nejasat issue directly and dramatically singled out the non-
Muslims in the policy arena, codes of purity and impurity were numer-
ous, covering various aspects of a Muslim’s daily life in contact with
impure items. Many practicing Muslims remained uninterested in
nejasat, and strict adherence by some members caused discord within the
same family.56

Shops that sold foodstuffs associated with minorities (such as sand-
wiches or bakery goods) had to display signs which read “makhsus-e
aqaliat” or “vizheh-ye aqaliat” (especially for minorities). If the food was
baked by Muslims and those who served the customers were Muslims,
then no signs were necessary even though the owners were from the
RRMs.57

In practice, a policy sphere based on segmentation between the impure
non-Muslims and the pure Muslims did not mean that all clerics believed
in it or adhered to it, including those at the top official levels of leadership
and high-ranking clerics.58 Noncompliance was evident in practice. In
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one case, a clergyman would regularly frequent a food store owned and
operated by non-Muslims. In order to evade recognition, he would visit
through the back door dressed in civilian clothes.

As with most policies in Iran, considerable variations were visible at the
implementation level. Many Shii Muslims remained uninterested in such
distinctions in their daily contacts with minorities. Stores owned and
operated by minorities were still frequented by Muslims who cared more
about the product than obeying a state decree. Cities and towns through-
out the country varied as well, depending upon the local authorities’ will
to implement the rules, and the general public’s desire to adhere to them.
And, as usual, laws, public policies, and government directives could go
only so far. By 1997 government officials, concerned with the country’s
international image, ordered signs removed from the windows of minor-
ity-owned and -operated stores. Nevertheless, the law remained
unchanged.

Putting into practice the nejasat regulations from the early months of
the Revolution had an ideological basis but had pragmatic results in the
policy sphere. Economically, the Islamic regime used every avenue to
provide more employment for the Muslim loyalists during the 1980s.

Job discrimination became rampant throughout the 1980s. During the
early years discrimination was blatant. For example, an advertisement for
training in the academy and subsequent hiring in the police department
listed several conditions,one of which was being Muslim.Zoroastrians pro-
tested by asserting that, if dying for Iran in the war with Iraq was acceptable,
then so should the employment of minorities in the police force be accept-
able. They obtained a letter from Ayatollah Kashani which stated that
Zoroastrians were not foreigners, that they were authentic Iranians and
loyal subjects and therefore should face no barriers. Shortly afterwards, the
advertisement changed, replacing the reference to the Muslim religion with
the language of being a follower of “one of the recognized religions of the
country: Islam, Christianity, Zoroastrianism, Judaism.”59

Not all problems were resolved by a letter from a high-ranking ayatol-
lah or a change in job description. RRM representatives in the Majlis
complained often, and letters to the editorial sections of minority publi-
cations indicated discrimination in government agencies, particularly the
MET. Some of the employment advertisements blatantly stated that they
were not hiring religious minorities and that they need not bother to
apply.60

One of the most conspicuous policy spheres of discrimination was the
military. The Iran–Iraq War prompted a situation in which RRMs served
as soldiers and support personnel at the front, and significant numbers of
Armenians, Assyrians and Chaldeans, and Zoroastrians were killed in
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proportion to their population. Yet in ensuing discussions in the Majlis on
the laws and regulations of the Islamic Republic’s military in 1987, one of
the conditions of employment was adherence to Islam. The religious
minority representatives objected to the article and suggested its replace-
ment with “adherence to one of the recognized religions of the country.”
The Zoroastrian representative, Malekpoor, served as the group repre-
sentative. He told other deputies that the Majlis Defense Committee
(working on the draft) had expressed concern that inclusion of non-
Muslims would raise objections of the Shoraye Negahban (the Council of
Guardians) which oversaw legislation passed by the Majlis. As far as
Malekpoor was concerned, the council was working in accordance with
the constitution and Islam; neither was being violated with the inclusion
of the RRMs. If they could serve as soldiers, they could also be hired in
the professional military. Not hiring any RRMs meant that they would be
denied employment in all those industries connected to the Ministry of
Defense. A Muslim delegate objecting to the hiring of minorities argued
that the problem was one of Islam and the constitution. If an RRM
reached a high rank in the military, he would be in a position of
command. This meant a non-Muslim would be issuing orders to a believ-
ing Muslim of lower rank, and this was against the Quran. The inclusion
of minorities would also violate the constitution, which stated in clear
terms that the army had to be Islamic. Discussions in support of
Malekpoor’s proposal by another Muslim deputy raised the point that the
whole country operated under Islamic rule and the Quran, including
minorities. If they had served in other capacities, if they had already been
martyred for Iran, and if the religion issue was not raised then, why
should it be raised at all? The secretary of the Majlis Defense Committee
praised the minorities and explained that the only reason the committee
placed a religious requirement on employment was out of concern for
nonapproval of the Council. Undersecretary of Defense Malekzadeh
stressed the contribution of minorities and announced that the govern-
ment had no opinion one way or the other. (The tone of the discussion
leaves a different impression.) When the votes were cast, the RRMs’ pro-
posal was defeated.61

Two main employers – namely, the nationalized oil industry and the
government – continued discriminatory practices against minorities. The
oil industry in particular had significant number of RRMs; they were
either demoted or persuaded to resign or retire, and their hiring came to a
halt. Religious minorities were often replaced by incompetent religious
ideologues. From the early to mid-1980s, RRMs raised objections to
every discrimination case, but by the end of the decade the practice was so
firmly institutionalized that no one bothered to raise the issue again. As a
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result, an overwhelming majority of the RRMs sought employment in the
private sector.

The social life of the RRMs as a group came under scrutiny in the early
1980s. After a series of ad hoc actions, RRM representatives were sum-
moned to a meeting with Morteza Hosseini, the prosecutor of courts in
charge of combating vice (dadsetan-e dadgahaye mobarezeh ba monke-
rat) in 1982. They were told to observe Islamic laws in all walks of public
life. Special emphasis was placed on the women’s hejab (Islamic head-
cover). Hosseini singled out the Armenian Ararat club and sports
stadium in Tehran, indicating that women and men frequent the place
together. The Islamic regime had left minorities alone in their households
but Ararat was a public arena and as such was subjected to Islamic rules.
“On the other hand, some refer to us and ask that we pursue a harsher line
in such cases,” Hosseini emphasized.62

In this meeting, each RRM representative responded differently. The
Jewish representative affirmed that his community had no problem with
restricting the use of alcohol and requiring the hejab; he only asked for
more cooperation from the authorities. The Zoroastrian representative
asserted that hejab was part of an ancient Zoroastrian gown and was being
observed. He asked the authorities not to view them as Protected People
but as fellow countrymen. The Armenian representative, whose commu-
nity was singled out in the meeting, was more candid. On the issue of
mixed company (men and women attending places together), he said it
was a common cultural practice. The Ararat stadium, schools, and places
where weddings were held were like homes to the Armenians. An attempt
would be made not to allow the presence of Muslims in such places. He
went on to state that those in charge of implementing Islamic rules were
imposing their personal preferences and making “unnecessary problems”
for the Armenians. “We hope that, just as we respect all Islamic laws,
brothers would have mutual respect for ours.” The representative of the
Presbyterian Church stated that general guidelines on Islamic rules were
necessary and these guidelines should be mindful of Christian faith. “If we
are a minority in Iran, it is because we love Iran and respect Islamic laws.
Otherwise, we could have left Iran but we did not and are not going to. We
are trying to live side by side with our Muslim brothers in harmony.”63

The first official announcement on a possible policy directive on recog-
nized religious minorities surfaced later in the same year. Musavi Tabrizi,
the prosecutor general of the Islamic Republic, published an article in
which he outlined the conditions that must be observed in order for
minorities to live safely in Iran. They had to refrain from fighting the
Islamic government, harming Muslims, drinking alcoholic beverages or
eating pork in public, building new religious centers, adultery with or
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marriage to Muslim women, and diverting Muslims from Islam with
fraud, deceit, and propaganda. Non-Muslims had to pay jazieh and
accept the social, legal, penal, and economic rules of Islam.64 The
payment of a religious tax, however, never materialized. The religious jus-
tification may have been that, since the state was already Islamic and the
RRMs were serving in the Iran–Iraq War, jazieh was unnecessary.65

The forced Islamic headcover imposed on religious minorities faced
objections from Christian and Zoroastrian women. In meetings with their
own community leaders, these women were adamant that the govern-
ment’s order requiring non-Muslim RRMs to wear Islamic dress went
against the constitution, which permitted every community to adhere to
its own traditions. A small group of Armenian women in defiance wore
the traditional Armenian head band and lace in public but were ordered
by Islamic authorities to stop. The women’s objection was also directed at
the children’s and young schoolgirls’ Islamic dress codes. In 1985–86 all
Christian school girls, who were already wearing headscarves, were
ordered to wear the Islamic headcover. Muslim teachers instructed
mothers to cover the head of the female children while testing them on
spelling and dictation at home. In this way, children would become accus-
tomed to hearing muffled words through the headcover. The Armenian
women’s objections continued for several years.66

It was not by accident that Rafsanjani, then head of the Majlis, while
providing detailed instructions on women’s dress codes, behavior, and
even manner of speech and voice, mentioned the RRM women: “You are
not obligated by God [to cover yourselves] but you live in a society which
has laws and rules. We have laws for our streets, offices, and environment,
and you must obey these laws. To observe the laws of a society where a
person lives is everyone’s responsibility.”67

Harassment of minority gatherings continued intermittently. At some
times in the Ararat Club and sports stadium males and females were sep-
arated. At one point, the Pasdaran broke into an Armenian social and cul-
tural organizational meeting and arrested the president of the group.
They declared that women should not be present in such meetings
without the hejab; if they must attend, then their seating should be segre-
gated and the women’s section should be separated from the men’s by a
curtain. The organization was closed down for three days and then was
left alone. The obsession with headcovers and mixed-sex gatherings con-
tinued. In April 1990, guards entered an Armenian community center
unannounced. They closed it and detained the office clerk and three
members of the board. The charge was allowing girls to be present
without wearing headcovers. The detainees were sentenced to seventy-
four lashes; they were then allowed to “purchase” the lashes.68
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Various RRM social gatherings, especially weddings, were interrupted
by the Revolutionary Guards. Although an official permit was required
for weddings, it rarely made any difference to the security personnel, who
would break into the gathering unannounced.69 In 1987, it was reported
that the Pasdaran broke into a Jewish wedding celebration; finding alco-
holic beverages, they arrested some 120 guests and gave each 75 lashes as
punishment.70

Similar random actions continued well into the 1990s and, although
some Muslim weddings were also broken into, the non-Muslim minor-
ities were a particular target. Non-Muslim gatherings provided opportu-
nities for finding women without the hejab, and alcohol (which
non-Muslims were permitted to consume). Muslim victims of such
actions believe that the main motive by the late 1980s was bribery rather
than the safeguarding of public morale.

It is a mistake to assume that the RRMs passively accepted the restric-
tions. In 1985, in an eloquent letter to the head of Publications and
Advertisement of the Ministry of Islamic Guidance (Ershad), Priest
Rostam Shahzadi responded to each restrictive inquiry on the
Zoroastrian minority. In Zoroastrianism, he wrote, there were no restric-
tions on the use of alcohol and music. The doors and windows of the
community centers were of double thickness so that sound could not be
heard outside. Dancing and chanting were joyful expressions and were
not prohibited, and socializing with followers of every religion and
denomination was an essential part of peaceful coexistence in the
Zoroastrian religion.71 Yet, on some points the Zoroastrians were made to
adhere to the new rules. For example, an invitation from the Zoroastrian
Assembly of Tehran to a Zoroastrian celebration in the mid-1980s
requested Zoroastrian guests to observe the following rules: they could
neither consume alcoholic drinks nor have them in their possession,
women must observe the proper attire inside and Islamic attire outside,
Muslims would not be allowed to attend (as required by government
orders), and Zoroastrians were warned not to gather outside the
Zoroastrian center after the celebrations were over, and not to honk auto-
mobile horns.72

Armenians, Assyrians, Chaldeans, and Jews followed similar restric-
tions. Each socialized within its own clubs and community centers; some
prohibited only Muslims, others went further and forbade the entrance of
anyone other than members of their own community. If an Iranian
Muslim was caught in a minority setting, the place would be closed down
for good. No one wanted to take the risk. This insulation of RRMs from
the rest of the population, and partially from each other, was a policy with
serious repercussions for cross-socialization of the next generation. The

Policy sphere of recognized religious minorities 91



practice led to the compartmentalization of people into religious group-
ings. As government restrictions were relaxed, the RRMs were allowed to
play music, but the records and tapes had to be reviewed and approved by
Ershad in advance.

The RRMs were allowed to hold their religious/cultural feasts and holi-
days with prior permission of the government. Although a list of set occa-
sions was provided, RRMs had to ask and receive formal approval every
year. In addition, religious minority members were allowed to form soci-
eties, groups, and organizations, such as their own women’s organiza-
tions, student groups, professional and benevolent associations, and
cultural groups with branches in different cities, with the permission of
local and national government officials. Also, in contrast to some of the
rigid decrees and announcements, some schools and community build-
ings were renovated or built anew on an ad hoc basis.73 Colored by local-
ism and personalism, “policy” meant one thing in one period and a
different thing in another, and exceptions were made so frequently that
flexibility became the norm in state–minority relations on communal
affairs.

Throughout the 1980s, the Iranian state exhibited varying degrees of
simultaneous rigidity and flexibility as well as contradictions. For
instance, as the Armenian school problems were heating up around the
issue of language and religious teaching, in 1982 the Ministry of Post and
Telegraphs, along with Ershad, printed a stamp commemorating the
birth of Jesus Christ.74 In another case, in late 1984 it was announced that
a person’s religion would appear on their passport. At first this appeared
to be one of those pronouncements that would never materialize, but by
the end of the decade it had come into effect. However, instead of having
the religion stamped on the passport, the religious affiliation was included
in the questionnaire filled out by applicants for passports.75

Some rules and restrictions varied in their impact on different commu-
nities. Restrictions on employment in the military had more of an effect
on Zoroastrians than Armenians or Jews since traditionally more
Zoroastrians were hired in the military establishment. Restrictions on
language had a more dramatic impact on the Armenians and they, along
with Assyrians and Chaldeans, were more affected by the restrictions
placed on the importation and publication of the Bible compared to the
Jews, for example, who were still allowed to print the Torah unrestricted.
(Christian evangelism was a threat to the Islamic authorities but not
Jewish evangelism – they could not conceive of Muslims converting to
Judaism.) Considering the large exodus of Jews from Iran and the dis-
interest of the Jewish leftists in religion, the need for Torah dissipated.

The relationship between the RRMs and the Muslim community
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varied based on the individuals involved, the nature of the situation, and
the encounter. Overall, there were significantly fewer problems among
the people compared to the number of problems in state–minority rela-
tions. In the 1990s, along with changes in all spheres of society and state,
fewer problems have materialized and there has been a rejuvenation at the
intellectual and cultural level. For example, an Iranian photography
student set up an exhibit on Armenian life in Isfahan. Similarly, on the
third anniversary of the death of Isayee Shajanian, an Isfahani Armenian
painter and miniaturist, people gathered for an exhibit to commemorate
his work.76

A brief look at the first and second parliaments helps to pinpoint
further the structural and institutional operations of state–minority rela-
tions. Most of the decisions and practices were institutionalized by the
end of the second parliament.

The first and the second Majlis: 1980–88

The nature of the two parliaments was very different. Between 1980 and
1984, the pro-Khomeini elements were in the process of consolidating
their power. This era is marked by the start of the Iran–Iraq War, ethnic
conflict, the rise and fall of President Bani Sadr and his supporters, armed
struggle against the opposition (especially the Mojahedin-e Khalq), the
bombs which killed Ayatollah Beheshti and many important pro-
Khomeini supporters, the elimination of various leftist groups including
the Tudeh Party, and deep factionalism. The mix of diverse voices, war,
internal conflict, and attempts to purge perceived opponents and rebuild
a new state and society make up the environmental context of the first
Majlis.

The first Majlis was headed by Hashemi Rafsanjani, and it reflected
inexperience as well as an unusually open forum of debate and discussion
on a wide range of topics. Rafsanjani often advised the extremists, and
several times called on Hezbollah to refrain from excesses. He acknowl-
edged problems with the behavior of Hezbollah in their contacts with
several deputies. The Majlis was also wrestling with procedural matters
and the role of the Council of Guardians was debated openly.77 Every
issue was discussed at great length with varied pro and con arguments. For
example, in a discussion about the election laws, even the issue of display-
ing posters of candidates was discussed, as well as whether it should be a
crime if they were removed by unauthorized persons.78 A range of small
and large problems plaguing the country was debated candidly, such as
shortage of paper, foreign sailors’ entry visa problems, and the shortage of
water for drinking and agriculture.79 For instance, a discussion ensued
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over taxing cigarettes: those taking a pro-tax stand focused on the health
hazards of smoking while those opposed to cigarette taxes viewed them as
a punishment for farmers and workers of the country.80

The second Majlis began in 1984 at a time when the power of the pro-
Khomeini faction was already thoroughly consolidated and the opposi-
tion had fled, been imprisoned, or eliminated. Here as with the first
Majlis, certain slogans were frequently expressed; the most common
recited by all deputies in unison was: “God is great, God is great,
Khomeini is leader, death to those opposed to velayat-e faqih, salutations
to the combatants of Islam, greetings to martyrs, death to the United
States.”81 As with the first Majlis, deputies voiced acute problems
afflicting the nation; some were unresolved old issues (such as water
shortages), and others were new concerns (such as shortages of doctors,
medical practitioners, and pharmaceuticals). In contrast to the first
Majlis, there were no procedural debates. Although legislation was still
seriously discussed, the nature of exchanges and debates was more
restrained, controlled, and even calculated. There were fewer outbursts or
flamboyant comments.82 While harsh exchanges and accusations still
took place, compared to the first Majlis the parliamentary debates were
more restrained.83 Rafsanjani, who was still the speaker of the Majlis,
warned the deputies several times to pay attention to what they said
because it was being heard in Iran and throughout the world. At one
point, he remarked that “these problems are best left to private ses-
sions.”84

The speeches of the Majlis deputies were characterized by two distinct
features. Ayatollah Khomeini’s statements and speeches were often uti-
lized to justify and/or rationalize a position for or against something or
someone. On anything and everything he was quoted or paraphrased as
rendering support. The two main factions on economic issues, those
favoring privatization and those supporting state ownership, generously
invoked the authority of the faqih.85 The second feature was delivering
lengthy speeches, more than two-thirds being rhetorical, and then making
the point near the end.86 Deputies of the RRMs followed the same
pattern without exception throughout both Majlis sessions.

The RRM representatives’ oath of office before assuming their duties
was the same as the Muslims’, replacing the Quran with their own relig-
ious text at the appropriate point. They swore to “protect the sanctuary of
Islam” and to guard the gains of the Revolution and the foundations of
the Islamic Republic.87 The RRM deputies could serve on most house
committees except those dealing with Islamic legislation such as the
Judicial Committee; they were also forbidden from serving on the
Foreign Affairs Committee.88
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Tables 3 and 4 identify the elected deputies for recognized religious
minorities by their birthplace, age, education, committee membership in
the Majlis, total votes cast, and the percentage of votes received. The
information is obtained from official sources of the Islamic Republic of
Iran. These sources do not give any information on Sergen Bait Ushana,
the Assyrian and Chaldean deputy in the first Majlis. The Zoroastrian
deputy, Malekpoor, was reelected to the second Majlis but all the other
minority representatives were replaced. In the elections for the third
Majlis in 1988, all the incumbents of the second Majlis won, the only
exception being Malekpoor who was replaced by Aflatoon Ziafat.89

As with the Muslim deputies, it is impossible to discern the precise
political perspective and beliefs held by each RRM representative. One
can only identify patterns based on a cumulative analysis of speeches and
the messages they contain. RRM deputies in the first Majlis exhibited the
same versatility as the Muslim deputies.

Some RRM members of the first Majlis were rumored to have been left
sympathizers, left meaning a range of political and social views, many of
which had become part of revolutionary slogans and clerical terminology.
It is unclear whether these allegations, some advanced by members of
their own community, were correct. What is clear is that their speeches
and interviews reflected a worldview very similar to that of other deputies.

Sergen Bait Ushana, the Assyrian and Chaldean representative, did not
serve his full term. He left for Britain and died there in 1988. Some
suspect him to have been pro-Tudeh, since his departure coincided with
the arrest of the party leadership and the subsequent dissolution of the
Tudeh Party of Iran in early 1983.90 Hratch Khachatourian, the southern
Armenian deputy, was reelected to the second Majlis but the Council of
Guardians (in charge of approving or disapproving the credentials of
elected deputies) unexpectedly declared his seat void.91 In the elections
held a few months later, Artavaz Baghoomian was elected.

Again, it is unclear what sets of circumstances were at work, especially
during the first Majlis. A strong left/revolutionary rhetoric was prevalent
at all times. For instance, Parviz Malekpoor, the two-time Zoroastrian
deputy who was also a member of the Budget Committee, strongly
favored nationalizing foreign trade and “eliminating the profiteers,”
thereby guaranteeing economic independence for Iran. He argued that
otherwise a group of profiteers would dominate through connections
with the international capitalist network. He favored stronger state
control over the economy and dismissed the need for merchants. He
stated the commonly held view, often voiced in the Majlis, that counter-
revolutionaries (zed-e enqelab) were active in the country and that one
should be on the alert for conspirators in order to prevent Satanic forces
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moving against the Revolution.92 Malekpoor also raised important issues
and suggested solutions to other national problems, such as the high rate
of influx of rural migrants to the cities, especially Tehran. Despite housing
shortages and high prices, the rural migrants were not willing to return to
their villages. Even if they had land, water, roads, tractors, and other such
necessities, as long as they were without seeds, they could not function.
He urged the government to provide for the rural population.93

Focusing on the left rhetoric alone should not overshadow the continu-
ous presence and the crosscutting impact of personalism in high politics.
Not all particulars of personal contacts are known; however, it is known
that Parviz Malekpoor and Hashemi Rafsanjani (house speaker in both
Majlis sessions) were close friends. This might explain Malekpoor’s
reelection for a second term, the RRM deputies’ propensity to select him
as their speaker on many occasions, and his open and daring commentar-
ies on the floor.

An overall review of most of the daily proceedings of the Majlis shows
that the active and vocal participation of RRM deputies on the floor of the
house was minimal.94 Minority representatives rarely made comments on
national issues but were almost always called upon to comment on sub-
jects that concerned their own group or the RRMs in general. This was
not a rule but one of those practices that became customary after frequent
repetition.

RRMs did not always vote the same way. For example, during the first
Majlis, after a long debate on the pros and cons of the confirmation vote
for Mir-Hossein Musavi as minister of foreign affairs (no RRM spoke
out), votes were cast. All the RRM deputies voted for him and with the
majority.95 In October 1985, President Seyyed Ali Khamenei appointed
Musavi as prime minister. The RRM vote on Musavi’s proposed new
cabinet varied greatly; minority members voted differently from each
other and they did not all necessarily side with the majority on each can-
didate. The overall voting pattern here shows much individualized prefer-
ence and reasoning for each candidate.96

Several pieces of legislation, parts of which involved the minorities, were
passed by the first Majlis. Yet, there were serious concerns for groups other
than the recognized religious minorities. In the long discussions over a bill
on activities of parties, political and professional societies and associa-
tions, and Islamic or officially recognized religious minority associations
during the first Majlis, on almost every single article the major concern
expressed by the majority of deputies was not over the RRMs but, rather,
over leftist organizations, the Communists, and the Mojahedin. This
reflects what the regime’s supporters viewed as a more serious threat to the
new system.97
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Only Articles 4 and 5 of the bill dealt with the RRMs. Article 4 spec-
ified that religious minorities could form their own collectivities to
address religious, cultural, social, and welfare issues specific to (vizheh-
ye) their minority. Bait Ushana opposed the use of the word “specific”
arguing that it limited the range of the RRM activities. He argued that
RRMs could form their own groups already based on the constitution.
These groups were entitled to express their views on all issues facing the
nation. The use of the word “specific” meant that RRM assemblies
should express their views only on matters of concern to the minorities.
Bait Ushana asked for the elimination of the word “specific” from
Article 4.

While some supported his interpretation, others disagreed. Opposition
to the elimination was adamant on the use of “specific” because it deter-
mined the boundaries of organizational activity. Zavarehi, undersecretary
of the Interior Ministry, argued that, if a Christian group was formed,
their activities would be limited to the Christian faith. They would not set
out to turn Muslims and/or Jews into Christians. Ushana’s motion on
elimination was put to a vote. Of 181 present, only 56 voted in favor of the
motion to strike the word. Yet it set into motion other concerns. Deputy
Imami Kashani suggested the elimination of “social and welfare” empha-
sizing the “religious” aspect of minority status. Deputy Mahalati opposed
this, arguing that “social and welfare” was an extension of religious
customs of a minority. Its inclusion allowed the RRMs to form benevo-
lent societies and this was their right. Another deputy, Moadikhah,
pointed out that the RRMs faced social problems of their own and
needed their own societies to address them. Ushana also opposed
Kashani’s motion in strong terms and asked the Majlis not to vote on the
motion, as it was a violation of the constitution and the basic rights of the
RRMs. Of 180 present, only 14 sided with Kashani and the motion was
defeated.98

These proceedings reveal the perpetual preoccupation of some depu-
ties with the issue of conversion and religious proselytizing. In discussions
on reform of another piece of legislation, the RRM issue was raised again
in a bill on elections in the section on qualifications for running for elec-
tive office. It revolved around a sentence in the addendum which was pre-
sented by the Majlis committee responsible for drafting the legal language
of the bill. The committee’s version added the phrase “if the candidates
[representing the religious minorities] were members of the religious
minorities,” implying that a Muslim candidate may run for office and be
elected representing one of the RRMs. Malekpoor, speaking on behalf of
all RRM deputies, opposed this addition and called it unconstitutional.
The language of the Islamic constitution, he said, was clear on the point
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that members from minority communities would serve as deputies repre-
senting their minorities’ interests. Deputy Khalkhali, in his usual outra-
geous manner of speech, saw no problem with Muslims representing
Christians, Jews, or Zoroastrians. In a country where the RRMs’ presi-
dent, prime minister, and most deputies to the Majlis were Muslim, RRM
deputies could also be Muslim. “It is certain that a Muslim can better
represent the rights of a Christian than a Christian . . . a Muslim might be
better in knowing the ins and outs of political events . . . this is up to them
[the RRMs]. Why should we take this right away from them [the
RRMs]?”99

Deputy Majid Ansari spoke in opposition to Khalkhali’s position. He
put forth several reasons why the RRM deputies should come from the
RRMs’ communities: (1) the spirit of the constitution strongly implied
this by designating five seats to the RRMs; (2) a deputy should keep
abreast of the conditions of her/his constituency, be involved in its relig-
ious and cultural affairs, and listen to the problems of its members – a
Muslim could not do this within a Zoroastrian, Jewish, or Christian com-
munity; (3) the Majlis text on rules governing the oath of office clearly
articulated that the RRM deputies should swear by their own religious
book – therefore, a Muslim who represented them should swear on a
religious book other than the Quran in violation of the constitution; and
(4) it would reflect negatively abroad, since no one would believe that
selecting a Muslim deputy was the RRMs’ choice.100

Moezzi, undersecretary of the Interior Ministry, reiterated that the
government had not made the addition; this was done by the Majlis com-
mittee. Therefore, the government did not object to its elimination. At
this point, Mohediye Savaji, the committee spokesman, interjected that,
even though the RRMs might not ever want to elect a Muslim to repre-
sent them, this clause gave them the option to do so in the future and the
presence of the clause did no harm. Eventually, however, the phrase “if
the candidates were from the minorities” was eliminated by a majority
vote of the Majlis deputies.101

Two distinguishing features

Under the Islamic Republic, there were two radical departures that dis-
tinguished state–minority relations from those under the shah’s regime.
These were the inter-minority discourse and the localized nature of
state–society relations in post-revolutionary Iran.

Since the inception of the Revolution, as was the case with majority
Shii population and ethnic groups, the recognized religious minorities
had revealed their diversity. The RRM communities were divided on
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social, political, and economic issues from the first day of the Revolution.
Some of these divisions lingered from the shah’s era; some were the result
of a new consciousness on possible alternatives as citizens, and others
were prompted by opportunism and personal desire for power. For
example, the Association of Iranian Jewish Intellectuals, commonly
known as Roshanfekran, a new group formed in 1979, held a different
view from what can be termed as that representing Jewish mainstream
businessmen and merchants. They were one of the first groups to support
the Revolution. The Jewish deputy who had sat in the Assembly of
Experts, Aziz Daneshrad, was affiliated with this group.102 The associa-
tion believed that the Jewish community could develop good relations
with the new regime. Its activities were quite unorthodox by Iranian
Jewish standards; for instance, it arranged a meeting with Hani al-
Hassan, a representative of the Palestinian Liberation Organization in
Tehran. Another group, the Jewish Council for Cultural and Social
Advancement, began a series of seminars on diverse political groups to
help develop a better understanding among all factions.103 The Jewish
leftist minority liberally condemned Israel and Zionism, yet in the early
years did not have a major impact on the overall state–Jewish minority
relations of the Islamic Republic.104 Amnon Netzer, a scholar of Iranian
Jewish affairs, has used the designations “radical intellectual” and “leftist
and non-Zionist” to describe the post-revolutionary Jewish elements who
replaced the “old Jewish oligarchy.”105 Elements from the left continued
to endorse the regime in the post-Khomeini era and, with the departure
of chief rabbis, major industrialists, and businessmen, they became the
main spokesmen for the Jewish community.

Armenians were also divided along similar lines with one major excep-
tion. Compared to other RRMs their groups were much more cohesive.
Under the shah’s regime the pro-Dashnak elements had come to domi-
nate much of the cultural life of the community.106 This had been the tra-
ditional role of the Dashnak Party, which challenged pro-Communist,
pro-leftist, or anti-Dashnak individuals and groups at every turn in all
Armenian diasporas throughout the world. Its goal had always been to
preserve and protect the Armenian cultural heritage in different cultural
settings. The fall of the shah’s regime bolstered its opposition and set off

an intercommunity conflict. In 1979, reportedly, the Armenian
Archbishop of Tehran, Artak Manukian, was held hostage for several
hours, and an active member of Dashnak was almost stabbed to death.107

The opposition to the Dashnak Party was an amalgam of diverse individ-
uals who were not always unified. While politically they may be classified
as left of center, they were motivated by ideological or personal dislike of
Dashnak’s past (or present) manipulation of political and social avenues
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occasion of the Israeli
air raids in Lebanon,
Tehran, 1980 (Rahmat
Rahimian).



of expression in the diaspora. In contrast to the Jewish case, however, the
Armenian religious institution solidified the support of the community
and never relinquished control and authority.

Founders of new minority groups were generally young professionals.
Some saw themselves as intellectuals; some were actively involved in
political causes; some had sympathy with various progressive and leftist
forces; others were pro-Tudeh; and then there were always those whose
motivations were personal. There were similar divisions and personal
motivations among the Assyrians and the Zoroastrians. In fact, one of the
most exciting features of the first Majlis was diversity of views within its
RRM factions. Ideological diversity was played out on the floor of the
Majlis where, for example, on some national issues the two Armenian
deputies would vote on opposite sides of issues.108

All inter-RRM factions claimed strong loyalty to the Islamic Republic
of Iran. In 1990 when the United Nations Human Rights envoy, Galindo
Pohl, released its report on the status of religious minorities, one of these
new associations, the National and Cultural Association of Armenians,
was among the first groups to protest the report. In a letter to the UN
bureau in Tehran, the group said that it owed its founding in 1979 to the
Islamic regime and before the Revolution it could not operate freely. The
association called the Pohl report “false” and asked that the UN respect
the rights of Iranian citizens.109

The intensity of factionalism among the RRMs has subsided consider-
ably since the early years. The competitive nature of politics, however, has
been kept alive in the election of candidates to the Majlis. The latitude
allowed to religious minorities in running for seats has been more liberal
compared to the country’s general elections for Muslims. Part of the
reason is the open process in registering a candidate. Individuals who
wish to challenge the status quo candidates can do so simply by placing
their name in nomination. They do this through the government rather
than their religious or community centers. Therefore, there is no commu-
nal control over the initial process of the elections. This allows an array of
candidates at this stage. For example, in the nomination stage of the elec-
tions for the fourth Majlis in 1992, the Zoroastrians had some twelve can-
didates for one seat. As the date of the vote approached, the numbers
dwindled to three.110 A total of twenty-five candidates from religious
minorities registered to run for parliamentary seats.111 This picture is rad-
ically different from the highly controlled process of the Pahlavi era, and it
makes the elections, at the very least, interesting. The process facilitates
campaigning; pamphlets are distributed throughout the main cities with a
significant minority population and candidates must lecture to various
community associations in order to win their vote.
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Why have the minorities been given such freedom while in other
matters they have been restrained? As with other spheres of regime policy,
it is difficult to assess whether something begins as a planned policy or
simply evolves, with habitual repetition establishing a policy. Overall, the
regime has shown an unusual mixture of restraint and flexibility. Also, the
presence of factionalism and of a multitude of covert and overt groupings
has been the rule rather than the exception in post-revolutionary Iran.
The low numbers of the recognized religious minorities do not pose a
serious threat to the regime. In other words, the theocratic regime has
nothing to lose but may have everything to gain by allowing open elec-
tions. Open elections among the RRMs can be a useful barometer for the
regime. Although it is not a traditional divide-and-rule tactic (since
minority factionalism has been present for decades), it appears to be a
tactical device nevertheless. By allowing free elections, the community
reveals itself to the regime, exposing its power centers as well as its vulner-
abilities. The process takes away the mystery and secretiveness of the
minority communities and, ultimately, informs the authorities. And it
does not hurt to have some level of suspicion and a bit of paranoia present
among RRM circles. There have been bullies and informers who have
manipulated the process, taking advantage of the fear and vulnerability of
their community.

The second distinguishing feature of the new republic has been the
localized nature of state–minority relations. The local element was
obvious from the beginning. For example, in the city of Shiraz the minis-
ter of education and training issued a declaration barring religious minor-
ities from teaching in schools.112 But this sort of localized arbitrary
practice affected the Shiis and Sunnis as well. In 1982, in the same city,
for instance, a clergyman changed the prison sentences of several prison-
ers to the death penalty and had them executed. He had no jurisdiction
and had not even read the records of the prisoners. The judge who had
originally and legally made the ruling on behalf of the Shiraz court took
the case to Khomeini, but to no avail. He eventually resigned his posi-
tion.113

On some policies Tehran’s wishes were implemented. For example, the
insulation of the RRMs from Muslims (e.g., no Muslims were allowed in
community gatherings or religious centers) was applied nationally.
Variations appeared predominantly in those areas where local permission
on an ad hoc basis was required. Variations also have appeared at the
policy implementation level in part due to individual initiative and in part
because policy was not being uniformly applied across the country.
Several factors came to impinge upon local minority relations: the long
history of communal contact with the RRMs (e.g., Zoroastrians in Yazd,
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Armenians in Isfahan, Jews in Shiraz, Assyrians in Rezaiyeh, or
Chaldeans in Ahvaz), the nature of the relationship between the high-
ranking clerics and the religious leadership of the community in question,
the character and clout of the RRM representative acting on behalf of his
community, and the local authorities’ overall attitude and willingness to
adhere to Tehran’s views.

The state offered the recognized religious minorities some rights (e.g.,
their own political representation, some freedom in their communal life
and practice of religion, etc.), but rules, restrictions, and blatant discrimi-
nation (legal details and variations to be discussed in chapter 4) made
them into inferior subordinates. Chapter 4 explores not only this subordi-
nation but also the dynamics of exclusion (aimed in particular at the
Bahais and the Iranian Christian converts). State ideology provides the
link between the subordinated and excluded communities and defines
the parameters of political action.
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4 Distinctions and designations as policy
output

General policy in regard to recognized religious minorities (RRMs) can
tell us only so much about the dynamics behind thought and action in a
revolutionary regime. The behavior of state actors vis-à-vis the RRMs
was characterized by factors that are relevant to other questions and
issues. These can be answered only by delving into the larger picture of
the meaning of the role of non-Muslim minorities. The widening of the
analytical realm allows us to focus on the uniqueness of each group. As a
result, it becomes possible to see why the Jews were treated more harshly
than were other recognized religious minorities, and why the Bahais and
Iranian Christian converts (especially the Protestants) were persecuted.
What did each of the these three minorities mean to the revolutionaries
and religious extremists (be they clerical or not), and what can such
meaning tell us about the underlying components of the policy sphere?
The purpose is not to blame, condemn, or sit in judgment but simply to
understand the movement of one set of negatives (e.g., stereotyping) into
the arena of policy or action.

From a psychological point of view, ethnic conflict has three major
components: perception, motivation, and action.1 The three combine to
lead ultimately to full-blown conflict by the final breakdown of relations.
Perception of the other is the first stage, involving stereotyping and preju-
dice that tend to cultivate group hostility. Stereotyping of the other has
been prevalent in all cultures and nations and even in various localities
among the same people. As long as it is harmless, focusing on a predomi-
nant characteristic of the people (e.g., the simplicity of the Rashtis or the
notable mothering of boys among Sicilians), it can even be humorous and
reflect some of the common characteristics of a community of people.
Yet, it is the negative intensity of hostile stereotyping which becomes
demeaning to the victim and in the long run demeaning to the victimizer.

Perception in and of itself cannot lead to action; it tends to stay
dormant until there is a motivation. Motives “supply the energy necessary
for action” and “the degree of violence in conflict situations is a function
of intensity of motivation.”2 It is with the help of motivation (for power,
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economic gain, security, etc.) that perception leads to action. Action
driven by stereotyping in its ultimate form is institutionalized violence.
Perceptions come to guide the prejudicial actions of individuals, groups,
and states but they need the force of motivation to be activated into a full-
blown conflict.

Walter Zenner argues that the perception of the minority by the major-
ity is extremely important in discussions of ethnic identity and its compo-
nents.3 An important component of this perception is prejudice. Benard
and Khalilzad’s thoughtful work on this topic in regard to Iran views prej-
udice as “the social and political employment of certain patterns of sim-
plified, overgeneralized, nonrational thinking. It can operate, as such, on
different levels: to maintain the cohesiveness of the group, to maintain a
certain order, to defend a power relationship or to challenge it.”4

Prejudicial behavior directed at the minorities has been prevalent in
Iran for a very long time. During the first few decades of the century many
Armenians recall being called “Armani sag Armani, jarukesh-e jahanami
[Armenian dog Armenian, the sweeper of the floor of Hell]”; Jews were
labeled thieves, liars, cheats, and in some places openly harassed;
Zoroastrians were referred to as “atash parast [fire-worshippers],” and in
Yazd public accommodations were segregated between Muslims and
Zoroastrians. At different periods of Iranian history the state dealt with
such cases differently. For example, during the Reza Shah era the segrega-
tion of accommodations in Yazd ceased, but it returned during his son’s
rule.5 However, public references and name calling of religious minorities
were considered impolite during the reign of Mohammad Reza Shah. It
was unbecoming to a modernizing (nation-)state to have reverberations
of this sort in public. Religious minorities were employed in government
and the oil industry. Moreover, some rich minorities shared major busi-
ness ventures with the shah.

Pretended Western modernization does not exonerate upper, middle,
or lower classes of responsibility for their negative stereotyping of others.
Understanding the causes behind prejudice and ways of dealing with it is
complex. Non-Muslim minorities have always known, without vocalizing
the issue, what constituted discriminatory behavior or insulting words
addressed to them. They would choose to ignore these, or would dismiss
them as the utterances of the ignorant, the traditional, the religious
zealots, and the backward. The modernized secular nationalists, however,
ignored their own stereotyping of minorities and blamed the religious ele-
ments for prejudicial deeds against the non-Muslims.6 Perhaps there was
a difference between the prejudicial views of the various segments of the
Shii population. For the nonreligious, it was only when their personal
interest was at stake or when they were in competition with people from a
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minority group that the latter’s “non-Muslimness” and “otherness” was
raised. A cultural prejudice can acquire modern characteristics by adding
Western/secular elements to the old ones. In the final analysis, however,
prejudice remains an individual attitude and in this it knows no catego-
ries; members of all classes and sectors of society, whether religious, tradi-
tional, secular, modernized, Westernized, leftist, professional, or a
combination thereof, may be prejudiced.

Prejudice ultimately is a way of saying we are better than you, and it is
an easy way of bolstering one’s own sense of identity and pride. Prejudice
can be held by minorities as well, Armenians and Assyrians against Jews
and Muslims, or Jews against Muslims and Christians. But it becomes
threatening only when the dominant group with complete hold over polit-
ical power maintains these views about the minority and can elevate them
to become part of state ideology. It is here that the danger of moving from
perception to action exists. In other words, “the image of the polity that is
held by the ruling elite and the definition of the state that is reflected in
the constitutions, laws, and policies”7 can be menacing for minorities.

Under the Islamic theocracy prejudicial encounters between the
majority and minorities became more overt. A Christian woman return-
ing from the Republic of Armenia was searched carefully and interro-
gated as to whether she had brought pig meat with her from her visit to a
Christian country.8

This author along with two other women hailed a taxi in front of an
Assyrian church. After some typical bargaining (common practice in
Iran), the taxi driver agreed on the price. The male passenger sitting next
to the driver on the front seat turned to us: “Why did you bargain? You
Assyrians are so rich you could easily pay him whatever he asked for.” An
Assyrian female companion responded immediately, disagreeing with his
comment. The passenger persisted and then suddenly changed his tune
and began cursing Shii Muslims, being one himself. The female passen-
gers remained silent.

The author was at Harvard University searching for material on
Zoroastrians, when an Iranian middle-aged woman who worked there
unabashedly responded to the author’s inquiry: “What is there to know
about them [the Zoroastrians]? They are all rich and have no problems.”

In a letter to the Iran Times a writer elaborated on the conspiratorial
tendencies of Jews at length. The Jews, the author of the letter wrote, do
not fall asleep like normal people. For hours after going to bed they think
and plot how to deceive people the next day.9

Similar bold commentaries were also made on Iranian television and in
the print media following the Revolution. In one television program, the
commentator impudently declared: “A dog, a pig, and a non-Muslim are

108 Religious minorities in Iran



najess.” Letters of protest were sent to the television management by the
RRMs. Without recanting the commentary the management replied that
everyone is respected in Islam,10 a standard response voiced after any
complaint or protest.

In 1992, in a children’s television program, a story was told of a son
who went to Imam Reza and told him that he had abandoned his mother
because she was a non-Muslim. Imam Reza, being kind and generous,
commanded the son to return to his mother and help her at any cost even
though she was not a Muslim. The son obeyed. As he returned to help
and serve his mother, the mother was deeply moved by the devotion of his
son and the greatness of Imam Reza, saw the light, and converted to
Islam.11

In a curious letter entitled “A Word with Iranian Jews,” an individual
calling himself Dr. Rohani claiming to be the son of a cleric took upon
himself to advise the Jews. He expressed the hope that the Jews would
learn from Zoroastrians without making it clear what there was to be
learned. He emphasized that he hated no religious minority and went on
to engage in generalizations and discussions of Israel, and concluded that
anyone who raises the special status of the Jews or their miseries was pro-
moting the aims of the international Zionist movement.12 Throughout
the article, the author cited English-language sources. If his self-identifi-
cation is correct, the tone of the letter suggests an individual who was
probably educated in the West without abandoning the prejudicial views
of his father, “the Imam of the town.” His letter simply tells the reader
that, as he had come from a traditional religious family and had acquired
upward mobility to travel abroad for education, his religious prejudice
transfused into the modern Europeanized version of anti-Jewish senti-
ment with traces of Marxism. The prejudice here has three components:
(1) traditional religious anti-Jewish prejudice (based on ritualistic
uncleanliness and similar views), (2) European anti-semitism (reminis-
cent of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries), and (3) the political
impact of the creation of the state of Israel.

In post-revolutionary Iran, no lip service was paid to the idea and
concept of “a nation.” The state institutions developed and advocated a
schism along Muslim versus non-Muslim lines. As a non-Muslim woman
confessed to the author: “Watching television, I often hear the comment
‘our dear Muslim brothers and sisters’ instead of ‘our hamvatanan [fellow
countrymen/countrywomen]’; and every time I am filled with disgust.”
Elevating societal cultural prejudice into the state domain was accom-
plished by the formulation and maintenance of a fundamentalist state
ideology. Disguised under an ideological rubric, personal, political, and
economic motivations were at play, prompting sporadic or preplanned
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actions depending on the situation and the timing of the event. The sever-
ity increased or decreased depending on state and local authorities’ use of
personal or political motivations in creating a mixed policy, while main-
taining the separation of Muslim and non-Muslim was a central theme.
The end result was “the maintenance or intensification of stratification”
between the dominant and the subordinate.13

Three subordinate groups – the Jews, the Bahais, and the Iranian
Christian converts – exemplify the move from perception to motivation to
the most severe action. Each situation was different. The Jews were an
established recognized religious minority with one representative in the
Majlis. The Bahais were never recognized as a religious minority in Iran.
The Christians were recognized in Islam, and their ethnic elements (the
Armenians, the Assyrians and the Chaldeans) had representatives in the
Majlis. However, the Iranian Christian converts were the exception, and
were not recognized.

The severity of treatment of the Jews

Objective research into the treatment of the recognized religious minor-
ities leaves no doubt that the Iranian Jews have received harsher treatment
than the other RRMs. Even members of other recognized religious
minorities are in agreement on this point. Before Ayatollah Khomeini’s
return to Iran, contacts were made with his advisors regarding the situa-
tion of the Jews. Khomeini’s companions, such as Sadeq Qotbzadeh, Bani
Sadr, and Mehdi Askari, reiterated that, while relations with Israel would
come to a halt, Iranian Jewry need not fear and would come to no harm.14

Yet, in the last few months before Khomeini’s return, Jews received
threats in the form of telephone calls and notes asking them to leave the
country.15 After a robbery at a major carpet store owned by a Jew, many
Jewish merchants removed merchandise from their stores.16

Anti-Zionist and anti-Israel sentiments were central to the revolution-
aries’ thinking and were part of the routine of leftist and fundamentalist
daily slogans. In a sweeping assault against the independent and progres-
sive press, in August 1979, the popular newspaper, Ayandegan, was
ordered to shut down. Major demonstrations were held against it, and
slogans attacked Ayandegan, Zionism, and Israel; one Islamic organiza-
tion called it “the loudspeaker of Zionism.” The demonstrators marched
to the residence of Ayatollah Khomeini, who came out to greet them.17

Overall, despite a commonly held view that the ayatollah’s speeches were
focused on Zionism and Israel and not on Jews, several scholars have
found this not to be entirely correct. According to these scholars, pre-rev-
olutionary preaching made no distinctions among Israel, world Jewry,
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and Jews as a religious minority. But, in the post-revolutionary period, an
emphasis was placed on negative portrayals of Zionism and Israel.18 In
one of his messages in November 1979, Ayatollah Khomeini declared:
“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.”19

The change in tone and message may have been prompted by the
Jewish community’s direct plea for protection to the supreme jurist and
the genuine concern of some of the ayatollah’s lieutenants about a nega-
tive backlash against the Jewish minority. But Ayatollah Khomeini and his
lieutenants were also limited by the fundamental precepts of Islam, which
give clear unequivocal recognition to the Jews. It was this restriction, iron-
ically placed upon them by the religion they claimed to represent, that
prevented them from persecuting the Jews more severely. In other words,
Islam was the shield safeguarding the Jews against the fundamentalist
impulse.

The fundamentalist ideologues (clerical and lay) compensated for the
religious limitation placed upon them by making accusations of treason,
conspiracy, and intrigue to justify persecution. The stereotype of the Jew
as the facilitator of intrigue was clearly evident in reverting to mythical
religious beliefs. In a pocket calendar published during the early 1980s, at
the end where general information usually appears, there was a listing on
the Prophet and the Twelve Shii Imams. Different columns gave
summary information about their lives (name of mother or father, date of
birth, etc.). The last column was entitled “the murderer,” where the name
and identity of the murderers of the Twelve Imams were given. Under the
Prophet Mohammad’s name it identified a “Jewish woman” as the mur-
derer of the Prophet. A popular Shii religious myth (that a Jewish female
companion had poisoned the Prophet causing his eventual death)
became part of a calendar’s “factual” information and was distributed
among the public. Even worse, the subject also became one of the ques-
tions in the ideological test for entrance to the Teachers’ Training College
where the students were given a multiple-choice question in order to
identify the instigator of the martyrdom of the Prophet Mohammad, the
“correct” answer being “a Jewess.”20

In contemporary times, charges of treason, conspiracy, and intrigue
included the belief in the overwhelming influence of Israel on Iran’s
economy and politics during the shah’s reign. During the first year of the
Revolution, for example, those who advocated the outright dismissal of
Jewish university professors referred to them as Zionist professors.21 While
regime officials reassured the community leaders that the government
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differentiated between Zionism and the Jewish minority, they also warned
the latter that:

as long as Jews “behave themselves,” i.e., do not associate with Israel and conduct
their [economic] activity properly, they will not be harmed. A high-ranking relig-
ious leader who was present at that meeting used an expression which meant
“execution” in case the Jews did not conduct themselves as recommended.22

Within a few months after the return of Ayatollah Khomeini to Iran, the
event which most startled the Jewish community was the execution of
Habib Elghanian, a multimillionaire businessman in May 1979. He was a
renowned industrialist with close connections with Israel. The signifi-
cance of his execution was that, along with another Muslim businessman,
they were the first private individuals (as opposed to military and govern-
ment officials) to go in front of the firing squad. Although the government
denied that Elghanian was executed because he was a Jew, the charges
brought against him alarmed Iranian Jews. The charges were: “friendship
with the enemies of God and being an enemy of the friends of God,” “cor-
ruption on earth,” “warring with God and his emissaries,” and “eco-
nomic imperialism.”23 The news media reveled in this execution. In
jubilation they rationalized Elghanian’s killing by pointing to his meeting
in the early 1960s with Abba Eban (then Israel’s deputy prime minister)
and Moshe Dayan (the former defense minister and foreign minister of
Israel in 1979).24 A radio commentary averred:

[Elghanian] was a disgrace to the Jews in this country. He was an individual who
wished to equate Jewry with Zionism. The Iranian people will punish any xeno-
phile and spy from whatever (?sect) . . . The mass of information he kept sending
to Israel, his actions to achieve Israel’s designs, the colossal sum of foreign
exchange and funds he kept transferring to Israel; these are only samples of his
antinational actions; these were the acts used to crush our Palestinian brethren.
The Iranian Jews hate to have a spy like [Elghanian] as their symbol. Like the
Iranian Muslims, they want to have the features of Iranian religious minorities
pure and clean.25

In another radio broadcast, the commentator, referring to protests in the
Israeli Knesset (parliament) and press, said: “The more clamorous this
propaganda barrage becomes, the more it convinces the Iranian nation of
the validity of its diagnosis, for it finds out more than before that this alien
spy was of great value to his overlords.”26

An Iranian Foreign Ministry statement denied that Elghanian’s death
had any relevance to him being a Jew, because the other businessman who
was executed with him, Rahim-Ali Khorram, was a Muslim, and during
the trial the accused were never asked about their religious affiliation.27

It was noticeable, however, that many more Jews, compared to other
RRMs, were imprisoned, and by December 1980 seven known Jews were

112 Religious minorities in Iran



executed; by 1982 there were two more. Their charges were an array of
spying for Israel and the United States, supporting Zionism, corruption,
treason, and drug dealing.28 There were other events that had a dramatic
impact on Jewish fear and insecurity. In August 1980, Chief Rabbi
Yedidiya Shofet left for Europe asking the Jews to leave Iran quickly.29 In
1983, some 2,000 Jews were rounded up as they left a Tehran synagogue
where they had gathered for a Friday night prayer. The Revolutionary
Guards took them by bus to prison where they spent the night.30 Jews
were singled out, and families were prevented from traveling abroad as a
group. If, for example, a husband had to travel abroad, the passport of the
wife was detained to be picked up after his return. Also, in contrast to
other Iranians and recognized religious minorities, the Jews were often
denied multiple-exit visas and had to file a new application and pay
another fee every time they planned a trip. Typical bureaucratic delays
and bungling placed many at the mercy of the low-level bureaucrats who
could easily put their personal biases to good use by claiming loss of the
passport, postponement, and similar problems.31 Manuchehr Nikrooz,
the Jewish representative, raised this problem on the floor of the Majlis in
1986.32

The end result was a substantial drop in the number of Jews living in
Iran. On the Jewish flight from Iran, conflicting reports abound but many
are not reliable and are exaggerated. Alois Mock, foreign minister of
Austria, disclosed in late 1987 that Austria had accepted thousands of
Iranian Jews since July 1983, more than a quarter of them having arrived
during the first eight months of 1987. He credited the “quiet coopera-
tion” of the Islamic regime and the government of Pakistan for the
exodus.33 The closest accurate estimates are that, of 80,000 Iranian Jews
in 1979, more than half have left Iran, uncertain and fearful about the
future, reducing their numbers to around 30,000 by 1986.34 Beginning in
the late 1980s, a few merchants and industrialists returned to Iran, some
finding new economic opportunities, but the majority being disgusted
with the severity of treatment; and some, for fear of arrest, did not return.

David Menashri is correct in observing that “executions of members of
the religious minorities were not out of proportion to their numerical
strength in the former establishment.”35 (Bahais and Iranian Christian
converts were the exception.) Yet, prejudicial sentiments can easily be
pushed to action by a strong motivation. Sorour Soroudi saw economic
rivalries involving the bazaaris (bazaar traders) as an important motiva-
tion for severe treatment of the Jews.36 David Menashri agrees that the
Jewish communities’ economic position deteriorated significantly as a
result of the post-revolutionary environment.37

Walter Zenner has presented a theory he calls “middleman minorities.”
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He argues that middleman “or ‘trading’ minorities are ethnic groups
which are disproportionately represented in occupations related to com-
merce, especially in the small business sector.”38 Although they become
affluent, the trading minorities are not part of the ruling elite; their lack of
political power makes them vulnerable to violence. Zenner, of course, is
addressing the linkages between motivation and action, especially the
extreme action of genocide. Yet his conclusions appear very familiar not
only for the Jews but also for the Bahais:

Two elements combine in anti-middleman ideology. One is to view commerce,
especially that engaged in by stranger-middlemen, as evil and as violating the
rights of natives. In its extreme form, moneymaking is seen as diabolical. The
second is to view the minority middlemen as foreign agents who are enemies of
the nation, whether this is the Bolsheviks, the Pope, or the Japanese Empire. Both
serve to dehumanize the minority middlemen; when combined they form a potent
weapon to use against them, and this helps exacerbate the normal frictions
between businessmen, their competitors, and their clients.39

Yet there must be political mobilization for anti-middleman sentiment to
turn into systematic violence. It was this that was absent in post-revolu-
tionary Iran. Though they were under suspicion, the status of the Jews as
a recognized religious minority and their own unique form of response to
the regime (to be discussed later) prevented escalation of conflict. Bahais,
however, were not as fortunate.

The persecution of Bahais

From the beginning the clerical regime targeted the Bahai population of
Iran. The Bahais had the option, of course, of converting to Islam and
enjoying the same rights as the dominant group. The negative perception
of the Bahais in pre-revolutionary Iran has already been discussed in
chapter 1. The clergy and religious segments have always held a deep hos-
tility against the Bahais. They were the true “infidels,” in the strict appli-
cation of the term, to be dealt with harshly and to be destroyed. As noted
earlier, in pre-revolutionary Iran, some Bahais acceded to important posi-
tions and were on the average more educated and successful in business
than the population in general. But they had been manipulated by the
regime, which sacrificed them to the clerics to placate the latter in their
efforts to rid the world of what they felt to be an enemy of Islam.

In the years before 1979, the Bahais’ unceasing propagation of their
faith did not help their situation, either. Not unlike Christian missionar-
ies, despite their upper-class status and apparent secularism, the Bahais
were viewed (by Muslims and non-Muslims alike) as trying to use per-
sonal relations to attract individuals to their order. Many avid Bahais may

114 Religious minorities in Iran



disagree, but this process was deeply agitating to other Iranians, including
secularists. Yet the Iranian secularists as well as the left and the intellectu-
als entertained a negative view of the Bahais regardless of their evangeliz-
ing. Many believed that Bahaism was a fake movement founded in Iran by
the British colonialists as an instrument of indirect rule in order to
destroy Shiism and progressive movements.40

In the turmoil of the revolutionary period, the popular perception, the
leftist and particularly the Tudeh Party’s views and religious fundamental-
ist ideas on Bahaism perversely merged together. There was no introspec-
tion, no pondering of the personal and group responsibility for making
generalized accusations. In an atmosphere of anti-imperialist xenophobia
certain targets were easier to aim for, violation of the basic rights of some
groups was more tolerable, and some “indiscriminate” acts of violence
were conveniently ignored.41 Of course, the more secular and progressive
elements had little power in the government to move in any direction. Yet,
Firuz Kazemzadeh was not too far off when he suggested that in the twen-
tieth century attacking Bahaism on theological grounds lost its appeal. In
an environment where nationalism became the “surrogate religion” of
educated Iranian secularists, Bahais were viewed as “unpatriotic” and
were continuously linked to an array of foreign elements.42 Of course,
further investigation is needed to reveal how strongly, if at all, these nation-
alist, secular, and educated elements believed and emphasized the human
rights of all Iranian citizens to their life, property, security, and, more
importantly, whether they practiced what they preached.

Despite the hopes of the Bahai community for a degree of protection,
the Provisional Government of Mehdi Bazargan was of little help. It is
important to reiterate the weak, highly disorganized, and anarchic nature
of Bazargan’s government as a definite variable affecting the outcome.
None of the recognized religious minorities felt solace in this “knife
without the blade.”43

The members of the National Spiritual Assembly of the Bahais of Iran
first privately then publicly voiced their fears and addressed point by
point the allegations of the religious elements against them. They were
accused of being political friends of the shah’s regime, anti-Islamic,
agents of Zionism, and of having profited financially from the Pahlavi rule
and having engaged in a conspiracy with the United States and the British
governments.44 According to Bahai sources, not only did they receive no
response to their rebuttal, but there was every indication that the
Bazargan government approved of and collaborated with the anti-Bahai
persecutions. Of course, in assessing this view, allowance must be made
for the disjointed and anarchic nature of the environment in which the
Provisional Government of Mehdi Bazargan operated, as well as his own
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frustration with various factions. The election of President Bani Sadr in
January 1980 did not change the prevailing anti-Bahai sentiment;
Bahaism was officially described as a political movement against the
Revolution and Islam. Before the Revolution, Bani Sadr had equated the
universalist message of Bahaism with Western colonialism.45

A relevant example here which reflects on the mood of the times as well
as a deeper issue on minority–majority relations is the following event.
Mansur Farhang, who had been a professor of politics in the United
States before the Revolution, and who became the first Iranian ambassa-
dor to the United Nations after the Revolution, in an interview with the
MacNeil–Lehrer Report, a US television news magazine, on 12 February
1980, denied the mistreatment of Bahais and repeated the clerics’ charges
that the Bahais were SAVAK (the Iranian Secret Police under the shah)
torturers. Farhang broke with the regime in January 1982 and only then
began to write publicly and speak on the issue of Bahai persecution.46

From attempted justification to vehement condemnation of the regime
seems a typical path for many educated Iranians. The main problem is
not in recanting but never honestly addressing the reasons for such
extreme shifts in one’s personal opinions. And religious minorities have
witnessed such incidents often enough to be weary of the dominant
groups’ endorsement of any political ideology.

Numerous and varied sources from the United Nations, Amnesty
International, and other independent human rights organizations sub-
stantiate incidence of persecution of the Bahais. The Bahai international
community has worked actively to document every case in Iran. Here the
purpose is analysis of the significance of these persecutions rather than
citing of atrocities as discrete actions. After Khomeini came to power,
many Bahais were dismissed from their work places, and the leadership of
the Bahai community throughout Iran was targeted and many were
arrested and executed. On 21 August 1980, all nine members of the
Bahai National Spiritual Assembly (NSA) of Iran were arrested by the
Revolutionary Guards and subsequently disappeared. The authorities
denied any knowledge of their whereabouts. They are presumed dead.
Nine Bahais were elected to a new NSA; eight were arrested on 13
December 1981, and secretly executed two weeks later. As time passed
the execution rates mounted and, by the end of 1984, according to Bahai
sources, 177 had been killed. While the killings continued, the rate of exe-
cutions decreased substantially between 1985 and 1988, and there were
no reported executions from 1989 to 1991.47

The hostility against the Bahais was fueled by the energy of the
Revolution and its ideological elements. For some persecutionists it was a
quest for power and wealth and for others, those who saw themselves as
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God’s appointees, the motive was to guarantee Islam’s purity. One of the
most brutal acts occurred in Shiraz, long one of the central bastions of
hatred toward Bahais. The House of the Bab, one of the holiest Bahai
shrines, was destroyed, and in June 1983, ten Bahai women were exe-
cuted after being tortured.48 A few months earlier Qazai, an Islamic judge
and head of the Revolutionary Court of Shiraz in an interview with a
Shiraz newspaper said:

The Iranian Nation has risen in accordance with Quranic teachings and by the
Will of God has determined to establish the Government of God on earth.
Therefore, it cannot tolerate the perverted Bahais who are the instruments of
Satan and followers of the Devil and of the superpowers and their agents . . . It is
absolutely certain that in the Islamic Republic of Iran there is no place whatsoever
for Bahais and Bahaism . . . Before it is too late, the Bahais should recant Bahaism,
which is condemned by reason and logic. Otherwise, the day will soon come when
the Islamic Nation will deal with the Bahais in accordance with its religious obliga-
tions and will . . . God willing, fulfil the prayer of Noah, mentioned in the Quran,
“and Noah said, Lord, leave not one single family of infidels on the earth.”49
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the 1981 National Assembly (nine were elected and eight of them were
arrested and secretly executed on 27 December 1981), and several other
Bahais (National Spiritual Assembly of the Bahais of the United States).
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4, 5. Destruction of the House of Bab in Shiraz. One of the most
holy sites in the Bahai world, it was destroyed by Revolutionary Guards
in 1979 and razed by the government in May 1981 (National Spiritual
Assembly of the Bahais of the United States).



Kidnapping, imprisonment, disappearances, mob attacks, being
beaten and dragged into mosques in order to recant the Bahai faith, con-
fiscation of property, looting and burning of houses and buildings owned
by the Bahais, desecration of Bahai cemeteries, barring Bahai professors
from teaching and students from being admitted to the universities, and
dismissal of Bahai teachers and Bahai students from schools were some of
the severe measures leveled against the Bahai community.50 They were
widespread and systematic.

In a 1983 interview, Iran’s prosecutor general, Seyyed Hossein Musavi
Tabrizi, denied that Bahais were being persecuted because of their relig-
ious belief. The executed were spies and it was the agitation, sabotage,
and funneling of money outside the country which had placed some
Bahais in jeopardy. He reiterated that, if they practiced their religion
without inviting others to join, did not advertise, and did not form associ-
ations, then they “not only will not be persecuted but they will not be
imprisoned either.” He stated in clear terms that any organized Bahai
activity was against the law.51

In a frank letter in response, the National Spiritual Assembly of the
Bahais of Iran addressed the issues raised by Tabrizi point by point.
Copies of the letter were sent to various government agencies and elites.
The letter acknowledged the collection and transference of funds abroad,
but this was the Bahais’ contribution to shrines and holy places. The letter
emphatically denied the allegations of agitation and espionage and
demanded proof of the charges. It reiterated the Bahai doctrine of non-
interference in politics. At the end of the letter, the NSA contended that,
in compliance with government orders, it was dissolving all local spiritual
assemblies and committees in order to establish the Bahais’ “good inten-
tions” and to show their “complete obedience” to the regime. The NSA
asked, in exchange, for an end to persecutions, guarantees of personal
safety, permission for Bahais to practice their religion, return of their
property, and the overall lifting of restrictions in the social and economic
areas.52 Some in the Bahai community abroad hoped that the dissolution
would help the informal legitimization of the Bahais in Iran.

In the complex web of clerical political maneuvering, it is still difficult
to ascertain the level of active support by individual clergy for various
aspects of Bahai persecutions. Religious leaders were taking positions on
a variety of issues; publicly they were either silent or endorsed strict meas-
ures. In a June 1980 issue of the newspaper, Jomhuri-ye Islami, for
example, Ayatollahs Rabani Shirazi, Dastgheib, and Mahalati endorsed
the act of not paying pensions to Bahais. They reasoned that according to
Islamic law it was haram for Bahais to receive pensions, and those who
ignored this were themselves “khati [offenders].”53
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It has been suggested that one of the main forces behind the Bahai per-
secutions were members of the Hojjatieh Society. The date of the found-
ing of the organization is unclear; it seems to go back to 1955. The central
aim of the society has been to combat Bahaism. Its members were the
main instigators of attacks against Bahais in the 1950s. The Hojjatieh’s
operations are apparently channeled through various committees and are
very secretive. It has favored a strong private sector and an economy
based on free enterprise. Thus, the society has been known as the
adamant supporter of the bazaar. Society members have been religious
fundamentalists with a strong anti-Bahai and anti-communist stand. Its
members, reportedly well educated, had penetrated the Bahai groups
throughout the country before the Revolution. The sweeping tide of
Bahai arrests, imprisonment, and executions is often attributed to the
Hojjatieh infiltrators’ access to Bahai registration books and confidential
correspondence. (The SAVAK also possessed information on the Bahais
that fell into the regime’s hands.) After the Revolution, the Ministry of
Education and Training became known as the locus of operations of the
Hojjatieh members. The minister of education, Mohammad-Ali Rajai,
who had been appointed by the Revolutionary Council after the collapse
of the Bazargan government in November 1979, was allegedly a Hojjatieh
member. In an edict not only did he dismiss all Bahai teachers, but he also
ordered them to repay all salaries they had received; other government
agencies followed suit.54

Many Iranians blame the persecution of the Bahais on the Hojjatieh
Society. However, the society would appear to have been only the most
visible anti-Bahai force. The majority cannot avoid personal and commu-
nal responsibility for the persecution of the Bahais in this extreme
manner. To provide tacit support, to remain silent, to favor a less severe
treatment, or to prefer deportation over execution do not excuse the
majority for the actions based on prejudice and hate against an Iranian
religious minority group. The Hojjatieh Society came under attack in
1983, and its overt activities ceased. Yet, it is doubtful that its advocates
have disappeared from the clandestine political scene. Even if its
members had played key roles in the execution of Bahais, still those non-
members who went along or those elements of the secular left who chose
to ignore the incidents remain just as responsible for fashioning anti-
Bahai perceptions, harboring anti-Bahai motivations, and being an
accomplice to, if not necessarily taking charge of, anti-Bahai actions.

The religious elements used terms like “purification” and “defilement”
to describe their actions against Bahais. The charges were, as usual, quite
vague – such as “crimes against God,” “warring against God,” “corrup-
tion on earth,” and “Zionism.”55 In an official reply to the Human Rights
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Commission of the United Nations, in February 1983, the Permanent
Mission of the Islamic Republic provided the official view of the govern-
ment in a twenty-page document. It blamed the Western industrial coun-
tries for a weak United Nations and international human rights
machinery. Then, it plunged into a history of Palestine and the British
occupation and the founding of Bahaism. While the British fostered
Bahaism in Iran, the state of Israel became the implementer of colonial
goals. Bahaism was not a religion but a political entity created by “anti-
Islamic” and “colonial powers.” Bahais “formed the most powerful wing
of the [monarchical] ruling regime” and were responsible for violations of
human rights.56 The government’s response was not satisfactory and the
situation of the Bahais became a constant theme in reports on human
rights violations in Iran throughout the 1980s and into the 1990s.

By 1991, positive signs were being detected. The Bahais could bury
their dead in some cemeteries, passports were being issued to some, their
children were permitted to attend grade school and high school, and
there was a partial lifting of the ban on meetings.57 What seemed to be
emerging was a slow recognition of the Bahai presence without abandon-
ing any of the official views about their identity. However, a secret memo-
randum from the Supreme Revolutionary Cultural Council prepared at
the request of President Rafsanjani and Ayatollah Khamenei offered rec-
ommendations on the “Bahai question.” While prohibiting their incarcer-
ation without reason, it laid out the overall regime policy. “A plan must be
devised to confront and destroy their cultural roots outside the country”;
and, the government must block “their progress and development.” If
Bahais who studied at schools or universities or were in employment
admitted their religion, they would be fired or expelled. A note in the
handwriting of Ayatollah Khamenei at the bottom of the document
endorsed the policy. The Iranian government has called the document a
forgery, but international human rights organizations and the United
Nations have verified its authenticity.58

Despite some minor temporary improvements, institutionalized perse-
cution of the Bahais continued into the late 1990s. Bahai marriage,
divorce, and inheritance rights were not recognized, and they were denied
entrance to the institutions of higher education. The property of many
Bahais was confiscated or remained in the government’s hands after previ-
ous confiscation. Discrimination remained blatant in the employment of
professionals and in the private sector. Most of their administrative
centers, holy places, and cemeteries, if not destroyed, remained confis-
cated by the state.59 At least eight Bahais were in prison for their religious
beliefs in 1996 and countless numbers were harassed and suffered tempo-
rary detention.60 In July 1998, a Bahai, after ten months of imprisonment,
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was executed in Mashhad charged with having converted a Muslim
woman to Bahaism; he had denied the charges.61 In September of that
year, as the Bahais in the world protested and various governments con-
demned the act, some 500 homes and several office buildings owned or
rented by Bahais throughout Iran were raided by government security
forces and scores of people were arrested. It was then revealed that Bahais
were secretly operating an Institute of Higher Education for their youth.
Since university education was denied to Bahai children, the Institute pro-
vided training to nearly 1,000 students. Bahais say that the operation of
the university was never concealed and that the authorities had knowledge
of it since the early 1990s. Even more baffling was that most of those
arrested in the raid were later released and the university was permitted to
continue its operations.62 The timing of the raid coincided with President
Khatami’s visit to the United Nations and friendly overtures to the West,
advancing three possible theories for the attack: (1) the act was the work of
the radicals in order to embarrass the president, (2) Khatami, like previous
leaders of Iran, was using the Bahais to placate the extremists, and (3) he
was at one with the radical elements and the whole incident was pre-
planned. The truth may very well be a combination of all the above.63 The
clerical state (with all its factions) has survived by compromises, bargain-
ing, criticism, confrontation, and a host of other deals and maneuvers
never to be known.

Since 1979, the overall policy on the Bahais has been accompanied
with personal arbitrary decisions and irregular and capricious actions
similar to those the recognized religious minorities have been subjected
to. Firuz Kazemzadeh, secretary of external affairs for the Bahais in
United States, pointedly summarized the gist of the issue for the Bahais of
Iran:

Whenever political leaders have felt a need to divert public attention from some
economic, social, or political issue, they have found the Bahai community an easy
target because of the senseless hostility and prejudice inculcated in the public by
generations of ecclesiastical propaganda.64

As in the case of the Jews, middleman minority status and accusations of
profiteering and being foreign agents plagued the Bahais as well. But they
not only lacked the religious safety net of the status of People of the Book
but were much worse off for having their spiritual genesis in Islam.
According to the ideological Shii state, no religion could be born after or
even from Islam, and Bahais were therefore apostates. Therefore the
hatred and hostility generated against them far exceeded that of the Jews.
Not only the solidarity of a group but also its “assimilatory trends” can
reenforce xenophobia.65 The Bahais were viewed as a unified whole
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whose Iranian assimilationist character intensified the motivation of their
opponents. Their highly integrated status in Iranian society (unlike, for
example, the Armenians, who were distinct) fueled bigger and grander
conspiracy theories: they were the enemy within.

The troubled path of nonethnic Christian groups

In post-revolutionary Iran a number of Christian churches continued to
function, some of which were Catholic but most of which were
Protestant. The members of these churches were mostly Assyrian,
Chaldean, Armenian, Persian, and foreign nationals. The Persian
members had converted from Islam or had parents who had converted.
The operation of these churches had not been without trouble in pre-rev-
olutionary Iran; they were watched by both the SAVAK and local Islamic
groups, each for different reasons. Their activities were often curtailed by
authorities because of clerical opposition.66 Most of these churches had a
missionary purpose, and some were closely identified with a foreign
country.

Therefore, not surprisingly, the first major attack in post-revolutionary
Iran was directed at the Anglican Episcopal Church. As early as 19
February 1979, the pastor in charge of churches in the Fars Province was
murdered in his office in Shiraz. A series of incidents followed; in 1979
alone they included the confiscation of the Christian hospitals in Shiraz
and Isfahan; raids on and looting of the house of Bishop Dehqani Tafti
and the diocesan offices of the church in Isfahan; illegal confiscation of
church property, including a farm for the training of the blind; and an
attempt on the life of the bishop and his wife. In his memoirs, Bishop Tafti
asserts that the early attacks and confiscation of the hospitals were not
centrally organized or the result of a policy aimed at nationalization but
were led by local thugs and fanatics. The main culprit was the Islamic
Propagation Society (Anjoman-e Tabliqat-e Islami), whose members had
been harassing the members of the Anglican Church for years. One of
their early demands, for example, was that the hospital should not pur-
chase milk from a Jewish woman who had been the main provider for
twenty years. Tafti’s detailed account of the events in both Shiraz and
Isfahan point to the society’s preoccupation with securing the financial
holdings of the church establishment through whatever means possible.67

In 1980, Tafti’s son was murdered, and sporadic attacks on the church
and arrests of its activists continued. Eventually, in February 1981, the
Anglican Church was formally declared dysfunctional in Iran and all
foreign missionaries (clergy, church workers, laymen, etc.) were expelled.
The Italian, French, and other national missionary schools were taken
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over by the government. Yet, in the tradition of regular departures from
policy, reportedly, St. Luke’s Church in Isfahan continued to operate and
never really closed down. Consecration of a new bishop took place in June
1986 and four bishops were given visas to enter Iran for the occasion. By
the mid-1980s, the attitude of the authorities toward the Anglican
Church seemed to be softening.68

In addition to the Anglican Church, there were churches belonging to
different Protestant denominations as well as the Pentecostal Church and
the Catholic Church. The Protestant churches suffered more severe
treatment than the Catholic Church partially due to their tendency to
proselytize, and also because many of their adherents were Persians. A
long list of violations of the rights of these churches was prepared and
submitted to Islamic authorities in the mid-1980s. These included the
arrest of Mehdi Dibaj (a Muslim who had converted to Christianity in his
youth and who was involved with the Presbyterian, Anglican, and
Assembly of God Churches). In addition, the regime had issued a divorce
to his wife accusing Dibaj of adultery. Other grievances included closing
church bookstores in four cities; closing churches in Sari and Mashhad;
limiting the activities of the Ahvaz church to Sundays only; arresting the
caretaker of the Ahvaz church, incarcerating him for twenty-seven days
on weapons charges, and then releasing him on condition that he serve as
an informant. Also included in the list of violations were the arrest and the
contingent release of the caretaker of a church in Mazendaran on similar
charges; threats against and beating of church members for the purpose
of obtaining information; threats directed at and interrogation of the
president of the Council of Protestant Churches and general superinten-
dent of the Assembly of God Churches, Bishop Haik Hovsepian-Mehr;
refusal to grant permission for the formation of groups and societies; rude
and vituperative behavior toward the leadership of the church in Ershad;
threats to close down churches that admitted Muslims into their ceremo-
nies; tight control on telephone calls and monitoring of letters and corre-
spondence of priests; accusations of spying, fueled by contacts with
churches outside Iran; disallowing the establishment of new churches;
and trials of those who had been Muslims on charges of national or indi-
vidual apostasy. Similar orders were issued by the police authorities in the
province of Isfahan in the mid-1980s.69

Mehdi Dibaj, arrested in 1983, had been held in prison without trial for
ten years. In 1994 he was brought to trial on charges of apostasy and
insulting Islam, and condemned to death. Bishop Haik Hovsepian-Mehr
began a tireless campaign to bring his case to international attention,
which eventually succeeded. Protests from the United Nations, the
Vatican, and Western countries brought about an immediate release of
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Dibaj. The consequences were tragic: several days after his release Bishop
Haik disappeared and his body was discovered with multiple stab
wounds, and within months Mehdi Dibaj and Bishop Haik’s successor,
Reverend Tateos Mikaelian, disappeared and were discovered murdered.
Mehdi Dibaj had converted to Christianity, but Bishop Haik Hovsepian-
Mehr and Reverend Tateos Mikaelian had been Armenians of the
Protestant faith. Dibaj was well known for his vigorous evangelical activ-
ities and, despite the sensitivity and clear objection of the Islamists, he
could not bring himself to stop. In his written defense dated December
1993, his religious zeal was obvious: “They object to my evangelizing. But
if one finds a blind person who is about to fall in a well and keeps silent
then one has sinned. It is our religious duty, as long as the door of God’s
mercy is open, to convince evil doers to turn from their sinful ways and
find refuge in Him in order to be saved.”70

Reverend Mikaelian was senior pastor of the St. John Armenian
Evangelical Church in Tehran and had succeeded Bishop Haik as the
president of the Council of Evangelical Ministers. He was widely
respected and liked by Muslims and non-Muslims alike for his courage in
protesting the violations of human rights and for favoring open dialogue
with Islamic authorities. The government reacted to the killing first by
silence, “punctuated by suggestions that the Protestant leaders had polit-
ical agendas.”71 Then they claimed that the Mojahedin Organization was
responsible for the killings of Dibaj and Mikaelian, a charge the
Mojahedin denied. Departing from the customary practice of secrecy, the
authorities held a public trial for the accused killers of Reverend
Mikaelian, assigned them lawyers, televised the proceedings, and invited
Western observers to the trial. The sentences were also unusually lenient
and serious inconsistencies in court and police reports were overlooked.72

The picture is grimmer for the 1990s compared to the 1980s.
According to the Iranian Christian International Ministry, which is often
very critical of the regime, twelve churches were active in different Iranian
cities. Three churches closed down in 1988 and a few were closed during
the 1990s, including the Bible Society in February 1990 and the Garden
of Evangelism, a camp and training center, in July 1989.73 It is significant,
however, that the Bible Society, a training center, and many more
churches were allowed to operate throughout the 1980s, demonstrating
the convincing leadership of these operations as well as the flexibility of
the system. Throughout the 1990s, there have been reports of detention,
torture, and killing of pastors throughout Iran. By 1996 only two
Protestant churches, one in Tehran and one in Rasht, were allowed to
conduct their services in Persian; others preached in Armenian or
Assyrian.74
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6. Tateos Mikaelian, senior pastor of St. John’s Armenian Evangel-
ical Church in Tehran and president of the Council of Evangelical
Ministers, assassinated in 1994.



Closings and the proliferation of persecutions in the post-Khomeini
era may have been caused by an increase in the number of Muslims inter-
ested in a spiritual alternative to the distorted Islam of the clerical-led
regime. The widespread and systematic nature of persecutions point to
the Islamic state as the main culprit. Under the watchful eye of the world,
the best way to deal with the situation was to assassinate visible leading
pastors through “unofficial” clandestine operations. The persecutions
may also have been an effort to placate the more radical elements in a
political arena filled with intrigue and deal-making. In either case, the ful-
fillment of the regime’s ideological design had accelerated in the mid- to
late 1990s.

Particularities as the end product

As with the recognized religious minorities, there are gray areas in the
comparative analysis of the most severely treated non-Muslim minorities.
Perceptions of who they are or what they represent as a group have been
fundamental in the transition from perception and motivation to action.
No repression takes place in a vacuum. Motivated by power, monetary
gains, or ideological purity, the state authorities have been trenchant per-
secutors. Even in the mid- to late 1990s state authorities did not hesitate
to proclaim their ideological view that neither the Christian churches nor
Bahaism were religious organizations. Christian churches were “political
organizations,”75 and Bahaism was “an organized espionage ring.”76

State–minority relations involving the Jews, Bahais, and Christians
show two patterns: the sporadic nature and the localism of these actions.
Sporadic attacks were particularly evident during the first few years of the
Revolution, a period when Khomeini’s supporters were attempting to
consolidate their power base. Yet, their conduct should not be taken
lightly as far as the relationship between perception, motivation, and
action are concerned, as well as the overall policy sphere. Regime officials
can point to sporadic mob or Pasdaran attacks as being beyond their
control and hence can scapegoat them to disclaim policy responsibility.
More importantly, though, the “occasional attacks can be seen as a ritual
to restore the proper deference.”77 The overall intent is to make the
targets fearful, and to force them into obedience and servitude.

Localism has also characterized incidents against minorities since
1979, in that certain parts of the country have witnessed more “sporadic”
attacks than others. The local clerics and Revolutionary Guards have
issued a disproportionately large number of proclamations and overseen
a disproportionately large number of executions. There is, for example,
the treatment these minorities received in Shiraz. The name of the city
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appears quite regularly in reports on violations of the rights of non-
Muslim minorities; Shiraz has had a long history of reactionary and intol-
erant behavior toward non-Muslims.

During the early years of the Revolution, the religious minorities were
affected by the changing power of clerical leadership in different towns
and cities. A combination of local clerical rivalry as well as the upward
mobility of mid-level clerics to more influential positions (e.g., local revo-
lutionary courts) undermined the influence of traditionally powerful
higher-ranking local clergymen. This might have been the reason, for
example, why a high-ranking ayatollah in Isfahan, despite his belief that
St. Luke’s Church was not an espionage center, could not prevent the
attacks against the church.78 It is significant that, while St. Luke’s Church
continued to operate in Isfahan, the Anglican church in Shiraz was closed
down.

The regime’s revolutionary ideology has had all the necessary elements
for nurturing prejudicial tendencies: anti-Israeli and anti-Zionist feelings,
anti-imperialism, anti-Westernism, and xenophobia. Consequently, espi-
onage, conspiracy, sabotage, serving as agents of some perceived enemy
became convenient accusations to be used against anyone for any reason.
The revolutionaries reaffirmed that “the ideal devil is omnipotent and
omnipresent” and “a foreigner.” “To qualify as a devil,” wrote Eric
Hoffer, “a domestic enemy must be given a foreign ancestry.”79

Scapegoating as a feature of the Shii worldview80 became the cornerstone
of the ideological theocratic state.

Thugs and fanatics have acted in different capacities since the
Revolution. In some instances they have been motivated by personal
resentment, anger, or ambition; at other times they have acted as repre-
sentatives of local leaders; and at still other times they have proceeded on
the basis of the policy impulses of the new state. The multidimensional
character of the motivations for their activities should not be dismissed.

The Jewish case is significant because Jews were seen as a separate
group of people protected by Islam, whereas the existence of the state of
Israel and its good relations with the previous regime conveniently linked
them to the anti-foreign fixation of the revolutionaries. Their status as
“People of the Book” saved them, but the links between them and Israel
made their treatment, compared to other recognized minorities, much
worse. In fact, the post-1979 shadowy dealings of the Islamic Republic
with Israel have been associated on more than one occasion to the fate of
the Iranian Jews. The flow of arms and ammunition into Iran seemed to
correlate with a steady outflow of Jews.81

Separation and distinction have their pitfalls when the group in ques-
tion is linked to another state entity. Armenians in Iran may face a similar
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problem, now that an independent Armenian state has come into exis-
tence.82 Although as a community they have enjoyed a positive image and
have been more trusted than other religious minorities, their loyalty, too,
could be questioned when political situations change in inter-state rela-
tions. It is easy to question, accuse, and scapegoat a non-Muslim religious
minority. When Mohammad Reza Shah died in exile, in July 1980,
banners and graffiti appeared in the streets of Tehran proclaiming:
“Armenians, your king is gone . . .” In a country of some 35 million Shii
Muslims at the time, Mohammad Reza Shah had become king of the
Armenians overnight. This is not to be dismissed lightly: an intensely
hated deposed monarch was directly associated with a Christian minor-
ity. Scapegoating intensifies when the minority is tied to another country
directly. All diasporic communities are vulnerable to exploitation by state
entities. When loyalty is questioned, distinctiveness becomes a liability.

The Bahai and Iranian Christian convert cases have one dimension in
common with the Jewish case, namely their transnational character; the
Bahais were linked to ex-colonialists and Israel, and the nonethnic
Christians were the byproduct of foreign missionaries. But, on another
dimension, the former two and the latter have been on opposite sides.
Instead of being perceived as separate, the Bahais and Christians have
been viewed as assimilationist. Ultimately they were Iranians who aban-
doned the dominant Shii Islam in favor of another religious route. Both
were apostates proselytizing their beliefs, clashing directly with the Shii
religious forces in Iran. This has been the most powerful motivation, and
it explains why their problems remain far from being resolved.

Limitations and the legal domain

The new state has shown an intense preoccupation with conversion of
Muslims to other faiths and proselytizing among the Muslims. On any
major piece of legislation (some discussed in the previous chapters)
involving religious minorities, blunt comments on the floor of the Majlis
by deputies as well as various cabinet ministers point to an unceasing fix-
ation on the possibility of Muslim conversion. Many of the limits imposed
on recognized religious minorities, such as erecting a wall separating the
church from the school yard or forbidding the import or printing of relig-
ious books, are acts directed at preventing any possible outlet to the
Muslims.

Writings and commentaries by religious personalities on a continuous
basis throughout the 1980s point to a preoccupation with religious con-
version, stemming from the core belief of the superiority of Muslims to
others. Ayatollah Nuri, in his apparent attempt to explain the importance

Distinctions and designations as policy output 129



of fairness in Islamic justice, recounted a story about Imam Ali, the most
significant religious figure for Shii Muslims.Reportedly, Imam Ali had lost
his armor and a Christian citizen had it in his possession. Ali brought the
case to the judge, and the Christian claimed the armor belonged to him
(this element of the story, of course, implies that the Christian was lying).
The judge asked if there were any witnesses;Ali said no and the judge ruled
in favor of the Christian. The Christian, overwhelmed with the justice of
Islamic law,claimed that such law could only come from a “Divine origin,”
and converted to Islam, giving the armor back to Imam Ali.83

In 1982, for example, Ayatollah Mohammadi Gilani, the judge of the
Central Islamic Revolutionary Courts, in his writings and interviews,
pointed out that the spilling of the blood of a person who has turned away
from Islam “is permissible for anyone who hears of it.” In addition to
specifying that the criminal should lose his wife and property, Gilani
added that in such cases repentance was not acceptable.84 Gilani was vio-
lating an unambiguous textual stipulation in Islam.85 Perhaps because of
that, in practice, however, repentance sometimes could save Bahais and
Christian converts.

Various publications warned Muslims to avoid close contact with
adherents of other religions for fear of being seduced by them to convert.
In 1986, a youth magazine’s religious advisor, while answering questions,
wrote: “For common people it is unlawful to go to church because going
to church and having fellowship with Christians gradually puts the people
under their influence.”86

Not every commentary, interview, and statement made by clerics can
be used as evidence of clear-cut policy commitments by the regime
because, in the Islamic Republic of Iran, making irresponsible comments
has become the norm. Yet, along with evidence presented in this chapter
and the previous one, the findings reported above demonstrate the under-
lying obsession with conversion.

There is evidence that the system has looked on with pleasure and pro-
vided rewards to encourage conversion from other religions to Islam. The
text on religion for non-Muslims forced on RRM children (discussed pp.
82–83) has many passages evangelizing Islam and is one of the earliest
attempts by the clerical regime. Others were less systematic. Customarily,
announcements would appear in newspapers announcing such conver-
sions, including Zoroastrians, Armenians, and Assyrians. The following is
one example:

In the Name of the Almighty, I, Khodadad Zartoshti Bakhtiari, the son of
Rostam, the holder of identification card No. 405 issued in Kermanshah, who was
born into a Zoroastrian family, after the victory of the Islamic Revolution of Iran,
discovered that Islam is God’s true Religion. And because of the guidance and
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enlightenment by Hazrat Ayatollah Allameh Noori, I, full of honour and glory,
embraced Islam as the God’s last and most complete religion and chose the name
of Khodadad Mohammadi Bakhtiary.87

Some cases of conversion were complicated and the motivation was any-
thing but spiritual. In one widely publicized case, for instance, two broth-
ers were in conflict over their inheritance from their father. One converted
to Islam and married a Muslim woman, thereby winning for himself the
entire inheritance. After a long court battle, realizing that the Muslim
brother would inherit everything, the other brother also converted,
ending up with his half of the inheritance.88

The law of inheritance states that, if there is a Muslim in the family, he
inherits the entire estate. This has the effect of indirectly encouraging con-
version to Islam out of greed, if nothing else. The reverse is also true; non-
Muslim relatives may not inherit from a Muslim.89 No distinction is made
between recognized and nonrecognized religious minorities. Ayatollah
Khomeini in his pre-revolutionary work had written that a Muslim could
inherit from a non-Muslim, but a non-Muslim, even if he was the son or
the father of the dead Muslim, could not inherit from him.90 Ayatollah
Montazeri made the same point in his work.91 Not only did this become
the law of the land, but it was also a repeat of the “Law of Apostasy” which
was in effect under the Safavid Dynasty four centuries ago.92

Gender bias is evident even in matters of conversion. When an ethnic
Christian female marries an Iranian Muslim, for example, one could
expect announcements stating how happy she is to have become a
Muslim. But, there are rarely any announcements when Christian ethnic
males marry Muslim women despite converting. Ethnic Christians per-
ceived that the Islamic authorities did not like conversions by Christian
males for the purpose of marrying Muslim women but tolerated it
begrudgingly. The Civil Code of the Islamic Republic of Iran states that a
Muslim man can marry a non-Muslim woman, but a Muslim woman
cannot marry a non-Muslim man. It does not make any exception for the
People of the Book.93

In discussing Islamic criminal laws, one writer explained that, in
certain circumstances, it is licit to shed the blood of a wrongdoer. One
such circumstance is that of a non-Muslim who is “officially at war with
the Islamic state and the Muslims.” Elsewhere, he added that the main
issue is religious equality, and non-Muslims are simply not equal to
Muslims. Therefore, if a non-Muslim kills a Muslim, he will be killed, but
if a Muslim kills a non-Muslim he will not be killed but simply pay the
non-Muslim’s blood money.94

The writer was not presenting these arguments in a vacuum; the adher-
ents of his views presented an Islamic penal code, the Layeheye Qesas
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(Bill of Retribution), to the Majlis in 1981, and despite protests by the
RRMs and various Iranian groups, the bill was approved in 1982.95 Qesas
means that punishment for murder and bodily harm should equal the
crime committed. Therefore, crime becomes a violation of personal
rights requiring retaliation of the same kind. (Certain kinds of sexual
contact are also subject to qesas.) Its passage resulted in a spate of publi-
cations that attempted to justify the condition of the RRMs under
Islam.96

Punishment depends on the type of crime committed and qesas is one
of four types. Others include “hodud,” the quantity/amount and the
quality of which is determined in shariah (religious law); “diyat,” financial
compensation for the crime based on shariah; and “tazirat,” those punish-
ments not clearly stated in shariah which can be assessed by an Islamic
judge (such as the duration of imprisonment or the number of lashes
administered for a certain crime). Punishment in these cases cannot
exceed whatever appears in “hodud.”97 All four types of punishments are
solidly rooted in and based on religious law.

The Iranian penal code treats Muslims and non-Muslims differently.
Laws reiterate the inequality between the two segments of the population.
For instance, if a non-Muslim male engages in a sexual relationship with a
Muslim woman, his penalty is death; for a Muslim man it is one hundred
lashes.98 This is directly derived from fiqh (Islamic jurisprudence), exten-
sively discussed and written about by high-ranking Shii clerics. Ayatollah
Montazeri reiterated the above provision in his writings. (The penalty for
a Muslim man was only fifty lashes if he had intercourse with an
animal.)99 There is a hierarchical ranking in the punishment: the non-
Muslim male is killed; the Muslim male receives one hundred lashes but
only fifty lashes if the sexual partner is an animal instead of a Muslim
woman. In a related instance, if a Muslim falsely accuses another Muslim
of fornication, his penalty is eighty lashes, but, if he falsely accuses a non-
Muslim of fornication, the Muslim accuser will receive anywhere from
one to seventy-four lashes.100

Differentiation between Muslim and non-Muslim extends to punish-
ment in homosexual contact as well. The law distinguishes between active
(fael) and passive (maful) partners. In the case of sexual intercourse, if
both are Muslim, their penalty is death. If intercourse has not taken place,
both shall receive one hundred lashes. But, if the active partner is a non-
Muslim and the passive partner is a Muslim, the non-Muslim is subject to
death (instead of lashes).101 Several points are significant in this distinc-
tion: (1) the hierarchical placing of the value of life between a Muslim and
a non-Muslim, (2) the harsher treatment of the non-Muslim, and (3) the
designation of active or passive partner, which has two implications – the
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non-Muslim can easily be identified as active either by the Muslim
partner or the Islamic judge and put to death, and the connotation that
even in the realm of homosexual intercourse the non-Muslim will not be
allowed to act as the active (which implied aggressive) partner in contact
with the Muslim. Religious superiority and inferiority are thus reflected
in the most intimate private relations of human beings.

In another place, the law is clear that, when a Muslim is killed, the killer
will be subject to qesas (which includes a non-Muslim killer), and if a
non-Muslim kills another non-Muslim the penalty is death. Yet, the law is
silent on the killing of a non-Muslim by a Muslim. Ayatollah Khomeini,
however, had a specific penalty in such cases. If the Muslim was a habitual
killer of non-Muslims, then he had to be killed. If he was not a habitual
killer, then he had to pay financial compensation (blood money) to the
non-Muslim’s family.102 In other words, a Muslim killer (as long as he was
not a serial killer of non-Muslims) could not be put to death for killing a
non-Muslim, but a non-Muslim would be put to death for killing a
Muslim. In addition, the amount of the diyah (financial compensation) to
be paid to the murdered non-Muslim’s family does not appear in the
law.103 This raises two questions: (1) why does the blood price not appear
in any of the articles of the penal code? And, (2) how is the blood price of
the non-Muslim victim determined?

The Islamic Republic’s civil and criminal laws are based on fiqh as
defined, explained, and interpreted by Shii religious leaders. Certain seg-
ments were deemed embarrassing to be openly displayed in the written
law. Also, variations in circumstances may have required a specific ruling.
On any ambiguous issue, the courts refer to the books in Islamic jurispru-
dence. In fiqh an RRM (and therefore non-Muslim) male is worth half of
that of a Muslim male and an RRM (non-Muslim) female is worth half of
the male of her religion. Therefore, the value of the life of a woman
belonging to the Christian, Jewish, or Zoroastrian faith is half of that of a
male from the same faith. Her blood price is determined, accordingly; she
is worth one-fourth of a Muslim male. This religiously determined equa-
tion is unchangeable; in other words, the diyah can never increase since it
is always measured against the value of a Muslim man.

In practice this leads to absurdity. When a car or anything with some
monetary value is damaged, experts are brought in to set a value on the
damaged good. The price may end up being much higher than the value
of a non-Muslim woman determined by fiqh. In one case a non-Muslim
woman was killed in a car accident; the driver was a Muslim. He was not
killed but was required to pay blood money (worth one-fourth of a
Muslim man) to the family of the deceased. Shortly after the incident, in a
different city, several cows were hit by a Muslim driver. The price of the
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cows was determined by specialists, the end result of which was that the
driver paid more money for the cows he killed than the first driver paid for
killing a non-Muslim woman.104

Under the penal code the lives of Iranian Christian converts and the
Bahais have no value whatsoever. Many cases have been reported. In a
case similar to the above a Bahai was killed in a car accident; although the
driver was found guilty, the relatives of the victim were not entitled to
financial compensation. The driver paid some financial retribution to the
government.105 In case after case involving the Bahais, the government
has taken over their financial holdings.106

Another crucial point is that the penal code (based on Islamic law)
takes precedence over the penal laws of the recognized non-Muslim
minorities. If, for example, males and females are treated equally in
Christian, Jewish, or Zoroastrian traditions and penal codes, they still
abide by the rules of the Iranian penal code which assigns to their females
half of the value of their males. They are subjects of Dar al-Islam, and
Islamic laws take precedence over their own.

Up to the end of 1998, there had been no changes in the penal code or
other discriminatory laws against non-Muslims. To circumvent the rigid-
ity of legal distinctions, proponents of change argue that Islamic civil and
criminal laws contradict the Iranian constitution and international
human rights covenants. They recommend either bringing national laws
closer to international laws, or withdrawing altogether from the United
Nations.107 There is also a movement to try to seek a softer and reformist
approach to the interpretation of Islamic law. Yet as long as Islam is
viewed by the Islamic jurists as the last revealed religion and the final sal-
vation for adherents of other religions (including People of the Book), the
self-perceived superiority of the Muslim faith makes it only logical to
devise unequal laws in an Islamic state. In other words, the legal inequal-
ity of the non-Muslim is directly tied to the interpretation of Islam. Is
Islam one of the major religions of the world? Or is Islam the final calling
of God to all humanity?

Making a change in the practice of the law wherever convenient is
deemed a more feasible option for some. The following quote shows how
flexibility in the policy sphere can be repeated in the practice of law as well:

Under Islamic law one of the qualifications of a witness in a law suit or wherever
the evidence of a witness is required by law is his belief in Islam. This rule is
reflected in the procedural laws and [it] could, therefore, be concluded that the
evidence of a non-Muslim should not be accepted. Although this is the logical
conclusion of the word of the law, this is not the case in practice, as the evidence of
non-Muslims is frequently accepted in courts and in connection with most law
suits or legal documents.108
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According to this view one should seek solace when laws remain in the
books but are not fully implemented. The proponents of this view still feel
that some laws must change; they base their selection on the rules of
probability. It is less likely for a non-Muslim man to have sex with a
Muslim woman than it is for a non-Muslim to die and have his kin lose his
inheritance to a Muslim in the family. Therefore, the inheritance rules
affect the minority communities more often and are in more dire need of
change.109 By any standard this remains a conservative argument,
perhaps even somewhat self-serving. “Is money that much more impor-
tant than life itself that inheritance should be addressed first?,” asked
another person familiar with the issue. “As long as the life of a Muslim
and a non-Muslim are not treated as equally worthy, no other shortcut
will do. Addressing inheritance (money and property value) before
raising the preciousness of the breath of life itself is shortchanging the
basic value of humanity.”

The above quote captures the essence of the problem. Recognized
religious minorities may point to the contradictions between civil and
criminal laws and the Islamic constitution to argue for improvement and
balance. Reformists may pick and choose which laws to make inoperable
first or last. The subordinated minorities can cautiously maneuver when
allowed, but the excluded Bahais and Iranian Christian converts have no
recourse. How far can the advocates of change take the rights of all the
citizens of the country?
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5 Prevalent responses of recognized religious
minorities

Various disciplines, in different time periods, have addressed the issue of
minority response. At whom or what the response is directed has varied as
widely as the techniques and the content of the responses. Minority
responses have been discussed in relation to a dominant group, prejudice
and discrimination, state power and coercion, and restrictive legal struc-
tures. The responses have often been categorized by scholars using
similar specifications such as mobilization on ethnic or class terms, revolt
or rebellion, aggression, avoidance, withdrawal, adjustment, conformity,
submission, assimilation, and integration.

A number of responses by religious minorities have been discussed
throughout the book. This section focuses solely on the form, style, and
meaning of the RRMs’ behavior in responding to and dealing with a wide
range of commentaries, acts, decrees, and national policies of a theo-
cratic state. The first part focuses on similar responses of all the groups.
The second section analyzes the unique features of the response of each
recognized religious minority in order to demonstrate that in changing
circumstances marginal groups continue to act in a learned cultural tra-
dition.

Similar responses

Official acknowledgment of the rights of recognized religious minorities
in the Islamic constitution has provided a protective shield within the
confines of state ideology. Conformity and acceptance have been the
overall responses from the recognized groups. Five factors are believed to
be responsible for conformity: perception of benefits, the process of coop-
tation, development of a fatalistic attitude, traditional segregation of com-
munities, and fear of coercion.1 It is clear, based on the previous chapters,
that the last three factors, namely fatalism, segregation, and fear of coer-
cion were part of the RRM response to the Islamic Republican regime.
The first, perception of benefits, has motivated the minorities to secure
their survival and even prosperity. Advantages such as earning a living

136



and engaging in profitable business ventures make submission less of a
negative and more of a practical response.

Yet the above sociological typology, while coming close to describing
the general minority responses, is enriched by two intertwined elements
in the Iranian case: (1) the historical natural resiliency of the religious
minorities, and (2) their vocal defiance of overarching intrusions, the
latter prompted by their legal protected status in Islam. Just as the state
has enjoyed flexibility in its policies toward the minorities, their responses
have been an imaginative and interesting mix of adaptability and riposte.

Unified acts of conformity

Halim Barakat once wrote: “Victims often learn the language of their
oppressors and conduct their discourse within its strictly defined parame-
ters.”2 While the word “victim” might be inappropriate and too strong for
the recognized religious minorities, the rest of the statement accurately
reflects their situation in Iran.

Reminiscent of the spirit of the old millet system, expressions of loyalty
to and respect for Islamic authorities became a dominant feature of the
post-revolutionary RRM–state relationship. Throughout the 1980s fre-
quent meetings were arranged, some very public, between the authorities
and the minority community leaders. Single group meetings were used to
convey respect and adherence to the new regime and also to raise the con-
cerns of the community. This pattern went into effect naturally and
immediately. In May 1979, for example, less than a week after the execu-
tion of Habib Elghanian, the Iranian Jews met with Ayatollah Khomeini
in Qom, congratulating him and expressing solidarity with the
Revolution. They also reiterated that freedom and respect were bestowed
upon Jews in Islam, asking him to emphasize this point to reduce discord.
Ayatollah Khomeini reportedly had emphasized Islam’s respect for the
minorities and, directly addressing the Jews, had said: “We distinguish
between the Jewish community and the Zionists. Zionism has nothing to
do with religion. The Zionists do not follow religion, since their anti-
people method is contrary to the revolutionary course laid down by
Moses – peace be upon him.”3 Shortly after the meeting a decree was
made public stating that there would be no more executions except in
cases of murder.4 While in practice the decree was not followed, at the
time it was interpreted as an assurance to the Iranian Jews.

Throughout the 1980s meetings between representatives of the RRMs
and the Islamic authorities were commonplace. At times it was necessary
for the religious leadership of the minorities (as opposed to the Majlis
deputies) to have private or public meetings with Ayatollah Khomeini,
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other religious leaders, or government authorities. For instance, in the
midst of language and religious instruction problems, in 1983, the
Armenian Archbishop Artak Manukian met with Prime Minister Mir-
Hossein Musavi. As reported in the Iranian press, the archbishop
expressed appreciation to Islamic authorities stating that the community
had no religious, cultural, or social problems. In return, the prime minis-
ter conveyed the sincerity of the Iranian people toward the Armenians.5

Similarly, religious occasions were used to convey moralistic and, at
times, politicized commentaries on the state of the nation, the war with
Iraq, and the role of the United States. For example, Jesus Christ’s
message of peace and love and unity of all living creatures was reported as
a struggle against the enemies, United States, and Zionism.6 The distor-
tion is so profound that love is literally lost in hate. But this politicization
of the minorities’ religious discourse, their prophets, and moral codes of
conduct were expected and more easily understood by the regime. “Being
against” was the fundamental motto of the state ideology and so pro-
foundly ingrained that any positivistic message was at risk of casting
doubts on group allegiance.

The language of the minority press was very similar to that of its
Muslim counterparts in seeing enemies and intruders everywhere. As a
Zoroastrian magazine put it: “evil powers of the world with all their might
are determined to destroy our revolutionary republic,” and “intrigues and
satanic conspiracies” are present everywhere.7 The same magazine
blamed economic problems during the monarchy and in the period of the
Islamic Republic on the United States, “anti-revolutionaries and imperi-
alists,” “landowning and capitalist” classes, and the “imposed war.”8

Again, like the national press, the penetration of leftist terminology (par-
ticularly with its Tudeh twist) was notable.

As stated earlier, the language of the RRM deputies was also in congru-
ence with that of the rest of the Majlis. Comments were made individually
or collectively, for instance, on the occasion of the 1982 Israeli invasion of
Lebanon. The Armenian representative from the south made a speech on
behalf of all the RRMs condemning the invasion in strongest terms. At
the conclusion of his talk, the Muslim deputies chanted “Well done. Well
done.”9

Group meetings were arranged and coordinated by the Islamic author-
ities. The meeting with Ayatollah Khomeini in 1982, for example, drew
more than 800 delegates representing RRMs from all over the country.
The gathering was so extensive that it included not only the usual Majlis
deputies and religious leadership but also minority organizations and
councils and representatives from all the towns and cities with an RRM
population. Bait Ushana, the Assyrian and Chaldean deputy in the
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Majlis, made a statement on behalf of all those present. The eloquent
speech is an example of conformity in all aspects of the existence of
minorities; it is reminiscent of the speeches delivered on similar occasions
to Mohammad Reza Shah:

We, the officially recognized religious minorities, have sincerely tried and will
honestly and selflessly continue to walk on the path of Your wise leadership
toward the realization of the goals of the Revolution and the Islamic Republic of
Iran side by side and in step with our Moslem brothers. We are happy that the
results of our efforts and hardships have been noticed by the Honorable Imam
and the leaders of the country and that the Imam has turned his attention to us as
a brother.

The officially recognized minorities have been living on this holy land for thou-
sands of years; living together with Moslem brothers for 1,400 years has familiar-
ized them with all the correct revolutionary and human laws of Islam.
Consequently, the minorities have great confidence in the decisive leadership of
the struggling spiritual authorities of Islam to realize their popular anticolonialist
and anti-imperialist goals and to protect the rights of the oppressed, poor and
deprived masses of the beloved country and the world as well.

After being subjected to 2,500 years of royal deprivation and tasting the bitter
yoke of the oppressors and despotism, we realize the true value of the freedom,
independence and justice bestowed upon us by the Islamic Republic.

Only the wounded truly realize the goodness of the medicine. Therefore, we
consider it our religious and national duty to make any effort, bar none, toward
the complete independence of Iran, the elimination of any form of dependence on
others and the further development and better defense of the Islamic Republic.
To that end, no amount of sacrifice and selflessness can be too great. The friends
of the Islamic Republic of Iran and its people are our friends, and their enemies
are our enemies.10

Despite the compliant content and spirit of the message, the protection
of the rights and intercommunity freedom was stressed emphatically. The
RRMs hoped that they would “be accorded all kinds of cultural, educa-
tional, social, financial and political facilities by the officials.” Since there
were clear guarantees in the Islamic constitution, “the minorities [did]
not have any significant problem in their everyday life, and, if certain
small difficulties [arose] as a result of incorrect actions by certain unin-
formed individuals, they [could] easily be [anticipated] and prevented.”11

The exchange of obedience and service for communal rights and pro-
tection in these messages is direct, clearly understood by all sides, and in
the Iranian context very normal. It is a process of humbling one’s group
with a thorough acceptance of marginality and in return receiving guar-
antees of life, communal liberty, and security. The text of Bait Ushana’s
speech could have been written hundreds of years ago without significant
revisions. People of the Book were humble subjects, well aware of their
marginal status and in need of the protection of the Islamic state. But they
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also knew that, despite the clarity of their rights under Islam, they were
always at the mercy of the benevolent rulers.

The RRMs acted in unison on special occasions. Anniversaries of the
Revolution provided for such opportunities. On the fourth anniversary of
the Revolution in 1983, a formal committee was put together by the
minority deputies in the Majlis for the purpose of overseeing an elaborate
celebration. This seems to have been in response to the third anniversary
celebrations, which had amounted to festivities for two days in Roodaki
Auditorium, when crowds of people had reportedly turned up and there
was not enough room for them all. This time the celebrations were
extended for a week and the program comprised three parts: celebrations,
advertising, and sports. The Assyrian and Armenian teams played volley-
ball, a youth chorus of Zoroastrians, Jews, and Armenians sang, and
formal lectures were delivered by the Zoroastrian priest, Rostam
Shahzadi, on behalf of the religious leadership of the RRMs, and the
Jewish deputy to the Majlis, Khosrow Naqi, on behalf of the RRM depu-
ties. Posters and notices were displayed and congratulatory cards were
printed and mailed to religious minorities and all government agencies
and organs as part of the advertising portion of the program.12

In February 1989, to mark the occasion of the tenth anniversary of the
Revolution, a two-day Congress on Minorities was convened in Tehran.
The participants included academics, minority representatives, and
government officials. All the lecturers spoke with one voice about the
rights and special privileges accorded the RRMs in the Islamic Republic.
At the end of the Congress, an eleven-point resolution was issued con-
demning Zionism and declaring that Zionists had “trampled upon all
monotheistic and human values and [had] violated the sanctity of the
holy places of Muslims, Jews, and Christians.” Religious minorities, the
resolution declared, were “an inseparable part of the great nation of Iran,”
having the same interests as their Muslim countrymen. The resolution
expressed common “hatred of and repulsion for” the way in which minor-
ity rights in the Islamic Republic were questioned by imperialists and
Zionists. Ayatollah Khomeini was praised and his words quoted. The res-
olution was signed by the religious leadership of the recognized religious
communities. The signatories were Archbishop Artak Manukian,
Archbishop Yohannan Issayi, Rabbi Uriel Davoudi, and Priest Rostam
Shahzadi.13

Interviews were conducted and printed widely in the Iranian press. In
general, the commentaries were congruent with the contents of the reso-
lution, but some views were particularly revealing. Rabbi Davoudi was
quoted as saying: “Iranian Jews are solely Jews and only Iranians, and
have no solidarity [hambastegi] with foreigners.” Both Archbishop
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7, 8. Religious leadership of recognized religious minorities, their
Majlis deputies, and community members in celebrations marking the
establishment of the Islamic Republic, Roodaki Auditorium, Tehran,
1981 and 1982 (Rahmat Rahimian).



Manukian and Issayi reflected on the advantages of the post-revolution-
ary era for their Christian communities. They saw less emphasis on mate-
rialism and more interest in spirituality and religious activities. They
claimed that Assyrian youth had more interest in their community and
religion, and that the Armenians were awakened to their overall religious
precepts.14

These expressed views should be placed into two contexts. The first
context is clearly and obviously one of conformity and adaptability in the
extreme. The extent of conformity is evident especially if the RRM cleri-
cal comments are compared to the comments made by Ayatollah
Montazeri to mark the tenth anniversary of the Revolution around the
same time period. Reflecting on the nature of Iranian government, he saw
it characterized by “unprofessionalism, extremism, selfishness, monopo-
lism, group inclinations, injustices, ignoring the people and the genuine
values of the Revolution, and the lack of real power in the hands of the
people.”15 No member of the RRM would dare to speak in such terms
about the consequences of the Revolution, at least not in public. This is
one of the many dimensions of marginality in Iran; it is a behavior that
separates the marginal from the dominant group. The latter, even in the
most oppressive circumstances, can be critical of the system, though often
not without some cost. The dominant Shii Muslim group feels more
righteous in expressing pro or con views; they might be marginal in terms
of their hold on political power but not in terms of their own perceived
rights to judge their own harshly. Religious minorities shy away from
overt critical expressions against the authorities.

The second context of the expressed views of the RRMs’ religious lead-
ership has an additional, more authentic dimension: that of the faithful
wanting to keep their flock together. The mixture might be puzzling to
those with a secularist view of the world; yet there are unique ideas and
beliefs shared by the clerical segments of religious minorities. Therefore,
both dynamics are simultaneously at work here: a cultural and traditional
adjustment to regime views, and the preferences of the religious segments
of the minority communities to see their own people unified in their faith.
Unlike the situation under the previous regime, the Islamic theocracy had
bestowed a special, privileged status upon its clerical counterparts among
the recognized religious communities; their attention was focused and
their legitimacy unquestioned. Regardless of differences in doctrinal
beliefs, the clerical class of the religious minorities spoke a separate lan-
guage and had its own rhythm and preferences; theirs was the discourse
of believers deeply committed to the maintenance of the moral fabric of
their communities. Therefore, in some ways, as men of the cloth, they
were genuine in condemning the Western world; in their view, as with
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many preachers in the West, there had been a major collapse of spiritual-
ity and morality in the world. The two contexts were not contradictory
but culturally complementary.

Underlying the united response and the “anti-other” sentiment were
the debilitating eight years of war with Iraq. The revolutionary paranoia
about enemies and conspirators was reenforced by the brutal war that
had begun in 1980 and ended in 1988. Many RRM families, as was the
case with the Muslims, decided to leave the country for fear of war and
particularly of military service of their sons. Some only sent their sons
abroad. For those who remained, much of the RRM response should be
placed in the context of the impact of the double crisis on their daily lives.
All donated money and material supplies to the war effort; the donations
came not only from Tehran but all those cities with an RRM population.
The provincial contributions were highlighted and instead of Tehran
RRMs becoming the central donors, it was common to read about
Zoroastrians of Kerman or Assyrians and Armenians of Urmieh making
their own bid to help.16

All the recognized religious minorities with the exception of the Jews
served at the battlefront. The Jews did fundraising and contributed trac-
tors and heavy equipment. Only in 1986 did a directive from the author-
ities reportedly ask Jewish men to enlist in the army. The recruitment
laws, binding on the Iranian population, were not binding on the Jews.17

However, they did end up serving, but at a later date and in much smaller
numbers than the Zoroastrians and Armenians.

After the flow of volunteers was reduced, soldiers were called up based
on their date of birth, to serve for two years. Technicians were sent to
serve for a fixed period of time at the battlefront. They served either as
medical practitioners or experts in repairing machinery or heavy and light
vehicles. The RRMs did seize the occasion to reiterate their loyalty and
support for the regime and the defense of the territorial integrity of Iran.
They spoke of their own martyrs fighting side by side next to their
Muslim brethren. The Zoroastrians, Armenians, and Assyrians were sac-
rificing their youth to defend the Islamic regime, and this message was
repeated over and over again, in the national press and television, in inter-
views, and in minority publications. “Martyrdom,” a term so often used
by Muslims, especially the Shii, was adopted by the RRMs for their own
who were killed in the war. Pictures of minority martyrs were printed and
eulogies and poems were written for their passing.18 Not a moment was
wasted in highlighting the sacrifices made for the Islamic government.
Among these sacrifices were calls (by the RRM religious leadership) to
downplay religious and cultural celebrations, not to be extravagant, and
to donate as much as possible.19
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Religious leaders often gave sermons on the subject, visited the areas
affected by the war, and held religious services with Muslim authorities.
And, as one Islamic official put it, “There was absolutely no discrimina-
tion on the battlefield, especially in the respect shown to martyrs.”20

Differences seemed insignificant in death.

Reactions to discrimination and negative portrayals

Words and acts of conformity should not be interpreted as meekness on
the part of the recognized religious minorities. Rarely did a negative com-
mentary on television, an article in magazines or newspapers, or an inter-
viewee’s unabashed views go unanswered. Responding was within the
domain of their rights as protected People of the Book. Religious recogni-
tion and the theocratic nature of the regime had given minorities much
room to maneuver. Their behavior, while encompassing many aspects of
conformity, was in no way passive or withdrawn. Previous chapters clearly
showed the interconnections among arbitrary actions, policy, and the
RRM response in several cases. This interactive dynamic remains one of
the most fascinating aspects of state–minority relations in the post-1979
period. The minorities’ responses did not always change things in their
favor, but it demonstrated that they were not mere victims on the receiv-
ing end of things.

The reactions took different forms. In major cases involving a routine
practice or policy, formal communication was made with the authorities
either orally by the leadership of the community or by writing official
letters. This was the case, for example, when in a formal letter to Prime
Minister Musavi the Council of Tehran Zoroastrians requested an end to
job discrimination against the RRMs in government organs and the mili-
tary. To make their point, they attached to their letter photocopies of
employment advertisements appearing in newspapers indicating adher-
ence to Islam as the prime criterion for employment. The letter argued
that these actions were infringements upon the rights of the RRMs as
stated in Articles 13 and 28 of the constitution.21

Reactions to negative comments about minorities in the Iranian press
commonly appeared either in letters to the editor or in minority publica-
tions. As early as 1980, the newspaper Kayhan printed an interview with
Fakhroldin Hejazi, a Majlis deputy from Tehran. In his interview the
deputy praised himself, highlighting his revolutionary credentials; he
boasted of turning down invitations from jewelers but lecturing to shoe-
makers’ apprentices. He also commented that, with the exception of a few
high-ranking prophets, he considered “Imam Khomeini to be superior to
other prophets, and his accomplishment bigger than his excellency
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[jenab] Moses’ defeat of Pharaoh [surname of Walid bin Mus’ab, the
tyrant king of Egypt].” The Society of Iranian Jews wrote a letter to the
newspaper protesting some of his comments on the status of the Prophet
Moses in history as well as his reference to the Prophet as “excellency.”
Their letter argued that (1) religious references have been simply “Moshe
[Moses]” and people called him a prophet, (2) Hejazi himself was sarcas-
tically referred to as “jenab,” and the complaint was made that his mis-
leading comments on the Jews might attract followers and sympathizers,
and (3) Ayatollah Khomeini was too humble to be fooled by such “com-
parisons and poetic exaggerations” and the misconstrued attempt to
build a personality cult. Hejazi was given permission to write an article in
response to the Jewish group’s statement. He vehemently denied person-
ality worship; unlike some religions whose followers consider “their
prophet to be the son of God [a snide reference to Christianity],” Islam
worshiped God alone. He praised Moses as a great man in history for
saving the children of Israel from imperialism and corruption and went
on to elaborate on the meaning of the word “excellency.” Then he com-
pared the struggles of Moses and Khomeini, trying to explain why one
did miracles and the other did not. As he neared the end of his long
article, he urged Jews to condemn Zionism and take care that it did not
infiltrate their ranks. He warned them to watch for some Bahai spies who
had been bred by Zionists to create divisiveness. He again referred to
Moses as “excellency” and could not resist making a derogatory remark
directed at the Jews: “I am a teacher and perhaps earn less than the
apprentices in your antique stores.”22

Drawing on quotations and commentaries by the high-ranking clerical
elite on behalf of RRMs was an effective tactic in responding to negative
imaging, biases, and misrepresentations. On the fourth anniversary of the
Revolution, the Zoroastrian deputy to the Majlis, Parviz Malekpoor,
devoted some 90 percent of his commentary on the meaning of “Imam”
Khomeini’s message, praising him and his vision. Then in the last para-
graph he mentioned that a poem had been printed in the newspaper
Jomhuri-ye Islami by an “opportunist poet” who ridiculed the
Zoroastrians’ sacred beliefs. Did the responsible authorities of the paper
expect to receive an order from Ayatollah Khomeini instructing them
how to respect the beliefs of others? In conclusion, he wished the ayatol-
lah a long life so that no one would fear for the future of the Revolution.23

This was a very common practice and an effective one. It was used to cri-
tique writings which did not treat minorities favorably, as well as to chal-
lenge national and local newspapers for their negative portrayals. In
addition to utilizing statements by the Shii religious leadership on the rights
of minorities, RRM writers used the war with Iraq to remind everyone that
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the minorities were not fighting and dying to defend Islam in order to be
offended by some at home. As the editor of Cheesta, Parviz Shahriari, once
wrote in attacking a book written by a Muslim about Zoroastrians:“Do you
obey the order of the Imam in this fashion? Have you aimed your pen at the
United States or toward those who are fighting side by side with their
Muslim brothers against America and its servants?”24

Armenians and Assyrians had less difficulty with the media. If articles
were written attacking Christianity or the Christian world, neither group
felt compelled to challenge certain notions on Christianity. The Christian
world was so vast and diverse that anything was possible; both were more
concerned about their own national Christianity within the borders of
Iran than the outside world. In addition, the treatment of Armenians in
the media was generally favorable,25 and the Assyrians were too few to be
addressed separately and frequently. But any reference to the Jews meant
the Iranian Jews, and any mention of Zoroastrians directly entangled the
Zoroastrian minority. None of the RRMs, however, refrained from the
use of quotations and comments of high-ranking clergy or influential cler-
ical elites to demonstrate their rights and legitimate status in Iran. These
comments often addressed all the RRMs in general and asked for respect,
recognition, and peaceful symbiotic relations.26 In addition, minority
publications were used to transmit messages; the Armenian and the
Zoroastrian yearly calendars were ideal examples. They highlighted those
articles in the Islamic constitution which directly addressed minority
rights and published pictures and names (and at times biographies) of
those martyred in the war.

The recognized religious minorities, having lived in a dominantly
Muslim society, had learned not only to respond as a group but also how
to react individually. These individualized reactions, often on the spur of
the moment, were instinctive among the RRMs. Resiliency, amiability,
and subterfuge were the norm in practical daily interactions. John
Simpson gives the account of a Jewish carpet dealer who was driving
home with alcoholic beverages in his car. He was stopped by a
Revolutionary Guard who asked to see the drinks. The man responded
that he was celebrating Ayatollah Khomeini’s victory and was released.27

In addition, some from amongst the RRMs came to truly believe that
the theocratic system was better for them. What some might call self-
delusion or deception was often based on their personal/individualized
experiences and familiarity with Iran. It was in this same spirit that one
interviewee for this book, an elderly Armenian woman who had known
the author since her teenage years in Iran, strongly defended the regime
and was incessant in her support and allegiance. When asked what she
saw to be so admirable, the woman responded that she saw it in her daily
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dealings with Muslim Iranians. During the war, Muslim neighbors would
inform her if any fresh food items had shown up in the market. She
enjoyed the company of Muslims in various recreational classes she
shared with them, and she truly believed that the predominance of a relig-
ious discourse had made them more authentic. Similar views were
expressed by Jewish businessmen, some of whom had returned from the
West.

The elements of personalism and individualism were conversely uti-
lized in dealing with specific problems arising from the violation of state
laws in the country. When individual members of the RRMs committed
acts unacceptable to the Islamic theocracy such as adultery with a
Muslim or drinking in public, the community leaders simply argued that
the individual person was at fault, not the community. The culprit was an
unfortunate isolated case whose actions should not reflect on others.
Communities were preciously guarded and preserved.

Discrimination and institutionalized segmentation, however, have a
direct impact on minorities: “One cannot long discriminate against
people without generating in them a sense of isolation and of persecution
and without giving them a conception of themselves as more different
from others than in fact they are.”28

The official segmentation and public stereotyping of the RRMs rein-
forced their own sense of solidarity and religious identity. The sense of
“we” (Muslims) versus “them” (non-Muslims) intensified the minority
sense of cohesion and self-pride. The Zoroastrian youth showed an
increased interest in priesthood as a profession and the moral values and
teachings of their religion.29 Christian truck drivers carved a cross on
their vehicles to exhibit their religious affiliation with pride.30

Responses unique to each group

The recognized religious minorities had a great deal in common not only
with each other but also with the larger Muslim community. Some of the
traits held in common have already been discussed in the previous chap-
ters in the context of a sense of nationhood, ideological divisions, and
various cultural, moral, ethical, and behavioral characteristics. There is,
however, no doubt that each saw its relationship to the state differently.
Relying on their own words, this section explores differing responses and
self-representations of each group, one of the most revealing and fascinat-
ing features of minority response.

While the theocratic system insisted on treating them as one unified
whole, as the protected People of the Book, each group attempted to
stand out. Self-identification was an immediate feature of all the RRMs
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from the first day of the Revolution. Every effort was made to introduce
one’s own community, its past, its present, and its adherence to the new
system. Yet each self-identification had close relations to the unique
responses of each group.

Realizing that most of the provincial clergy and religious laymen who
had acquired upward mobility (because of the Revolution) were unfamil-
iar with the Armenians, Armenian community leaders first attempted to
introduce themselves. On the floor of the Majlis or in comments by relig-
ious leaders, every effort was made to emphasize their separation from
other Christians, especially Christian missionaries. This was evident in a
lengthy lecture delivered by Hratch Khachatourian, the Armenian deputy
from the south in the first Majlis. He introduced the community by
explaining who they were and what their religious denomination was. He
especially emphasized the differences between Armenians and Christian
missionaries, explaining that the missionaries had also tried to convert the
Armenians, along with the Muslims, but to no avail. The Armenian
national character shaped by the Gregorian Church had the intertwined
features of religion and language.31 The links between the Armenian
Apostolic Church and the Catholic and Protestant Churches were repeat-
edly and emphatically denied by the prelacy, despite the fact that a minor-
ity of Armenians belonged to these denominations.32 Even as late as
1989, this separation was emphasized in the strongest terms possible.33

This conscious religious and linguistic separation was based on facts; it
was not manufactured by the prelacy. The need to emphasize the separa-
tion over and over again was motivated as much by religious preference as
a desire to stay out of the conflict between authorities and other Christian
groups in the country. Yet this sensitivity was historical. The Armenian
Apostolic Church always had, if not an antagonistic, a distant relationship
with other denominations, and it had always guarded the language–relig-
ion connection avidly.34

Another part of this strong separatist Armenian identity was its anti-
Turkish stand. Armenians have been allowed to commemorate 24 April,
the recognized beginning day of the Armenian genocide of 1915. The
commemoration has been extensive, taking place in those cities with a sig-
nificant Armenian population.35 Of course, Ayatollah Khomeini had a
deep dislike for the modern Turkish state. The “evil Ataturk” was respon-
sible for the banning of Islam from politics and the state.36

The Armenians often linked the genocide to the war with Iraq and the
suffering of the Muslim people. In 1985, the Armenian deputy from the
south, Artavaz Baghoomian, assailed the United States secretary of state
for his reflection on the status of minorities in Iran. Defending minority
rights in Iran, he condemned the Reagan administration for its refusal to
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accept the Armenian genocide in order to maintain good relations with
Turkey.37 As a people subjected to massacres, the Armenians understood
the pain in letting the victimizer go unpunished, the Isfahan Archbishop
Gorun Papian said in an interview in 1988.38

Separating themselves to a point of near insulation has been a tradi-
tional mechanism of survival. Therefore, in this case, segmentation has
not only been imposed by the theocratic system, but it has been self-per-
petuated and reenforced by the community. Serving the nation but being
allowed their own cultural freedom was the behavioral motto of a com-
munity which had mastered the art of adaptability.

The Armenians, however, have not been assailed by the new regime,
and the societal prejudice against them had never reached that against the
Jews. Colored by these realities, the Jewish response has been different.
The self-introduction was religious; they were the followers of the
Prophet Moses and ethnonationally Iranian, separate and distinct from
Zionism and Israel. On the eve of Passover in 1979, the Jewish representa-
tives expressed their pleasure with the Revolution and declared solidarity
with the Iranian people.39 Since that day, they have seized every opportu-
nity to distance themselves from the Zionists. When, for example, the
Majlis was discussing the credentials of Khosrow Naqi, the Jewish repre-
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sentative declared Israel an “appendage of imperialism” and rejected its
right to exist.40 In the following year, in a lengthy speech, Naqi accused
Zionists of having lied to the world, the biggest lie being that Judaism was
the same as Zionism. From time to time “spiteful enemies and negligent
friends” were deceived by them. Therefore, the official representatives of
Iranian Jewry were declaring to the world that their Judaism was different;
under the protection of the Islamic Republic they were progressing and
favored “neither East nor West.” Israel’s Judaism was similar to Iraq’s and
Saudi Arabia’s Islamism. Throughout Naqi’s speech, every time he men-
tioned Israel, Ayatollah Khalkhali interrupted by yelling: “Felestin
[Palestine]” and once “Felestin – We have no Israel.” Naqi continued and
at the conclusion the Majlis deputies showed their pleasure by the expres-
sion: “Well done! Well done!” Again, Khalkhali would not let it go:
“Greetings to Felestin, annihilation on Israel.”41 Naqi’s successor,
Manuchehr Nikrooz, was also adamant in anti-Israel and anti-Zionist
commentaries, and Rabbi Uriel Davoudi, in various interviews and lec-
tures, condemned Israel, saying at one point: “Israel is not part of us.”42

The Jewish response historically has been shaped by a process of self-
preservation and self-maintenance, a strong tendency to convince the
majority and the authorities that the Jews were “all right” as a minority.43

This tendency has led Iranian Jews to oversell their anti-Israel public
stand. Having been under suspicion, innately being suspicious of others
(including other religious minorities), out of necessity and historical con-
ditioning, they have developed a public and a private position. Their
responses have swung between two extremes: outright denial of Israel and
quietism. This tragic duality had to be maintained if they were going to live
in Iran. Interviews by the foreign press with unidentified Iranian Jews
clearly show their dilemma. The following is an excellent example: “We
hear the ayatollah say that Israel was cooperating with the Shah and
SAVAK, and we would be fools to say we support Israel. So we just keep
quiet about it . . . Maybe it will work out. Anyway, what can we do? This is
our home.”44 Unable to practice quietism, many Iranian Jews left home for
good.

The self-identification of Zoroastrians has been distinctly different
from all other recognized religious minorities. Their connection is to the
territory of Iran; they are the true natives of the ancient land. As
Malekpoor, the two-time Zoroastrian deputy to the Majlis, put it: “I have
always emphasized that the faith of Iranian Zoroastrians is not separate
from the destiny of all Iranian people . . . Zoroastrians belong to this land,
they have not emigrated from a different place, they do not constitute a
separate nationality.”45 This message was delivered later by some
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members of the Shii clerical ruling elite in their defense and introduction
of Zoroastrians to the rest of the population.46

Zoroastrians have been bold and direct in expressing their concerns
and discontent. There are many examples in this study which point to this
unique characteristic. The following is one more example. In an interview
Parviz Malekpoor pointed to one of the school texts in which, in imitation
of an Iranian king in the Sassanian era, the Zoroastrians are accused of
marrying very close kin with whom marriage is prohibited. Assailing the
authors of the text, he said:

Do you want me to name various Muslim kings who have committed vice and
immorality [fesq va fojoor]? Do you want me to even mention Islamic caliphs
whose crimes and perversity became universal? And, then, will you accept if from
this evidence I conclude that in “Islam” vice and immorality is permitted and
crime and perversion is free? If my knowledge of Islam is deduced based on
today’s rulers of Islamic countries from King Hossein and Saddam to Zia al-Haq
. . . won’t you laugh at me? How is it then that in a textbook, which officially has
been distributed by the [Ministry of] Education and Training of our revolutionary
republic, one has to submit to such meaningless reasoning? Wasn’t the [Ministry
of] Education and Training in possession of Gathas [Zoroaster’s Hymns]?

Malekpoor added that the ministry should have sought the advice of the
Zoroastrian clergy, community representatives, and true Muslim schol-
ars, finally reflecting: “We Zoroastrians have learned to be patient.”47

Zoroastrians have emphasized oneness, not only with Muslims but
with religious minorities as well. This ability to embrace all the citizens of
Iran has made it easy for them boldly and directly to criticize the Islamic
extremists and forcefully, even righteously, to claim rights on behalf of
other minorities. In most of their correspondence and speeches (even in
those for the Zoroastrian community), they have spoken on behalf of all,
calling to the attention of the authorities problems, contradictions, and
violations of the constitution. This sentiment has been reflected even in
their own community events. During the commemoration for the
Zoroastrians killed in the war, one community leader commented:
“When the enemy’s bullet whistles and moves forward, it does not ask for
a person’s religion and denomination; it aims for the heart of an
Iranian.”48

This ability to project oneness, fearlessness, integrativeness, and
wisdom has distinguished Zoroastrians from other RRMs. They have
maintained good relations with everyone and had everyone’s respect. In
contrast to the insulated and cautious posture of the Armenians and the
oversell and quietism of the Jews, the Zoroastrians have been confident
and, more so than any other minority, they have acted like a majority.
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It is more difficult to assess the nature of the response of the Chaldeans
and Assyrians; not only has information been hard to come by, but their
small numbers have made their situation somewhat precarious. Personal
interviews by the author have revealed that Assyrians have often
responded in terms similar to the Armenians such as during the protests
on educational problems in the early 1980s. Yet, on several occasions
Armenians refused to allow Assyrians and Chaldeans to join in with
them, arguing that they should organize their own separate protests and
not hide behind the name (or clout) of the larger numbers of Armenians.
They argued that, if demonstrations bore fruit, the Assyrians would
benefit but, if there was a backlash against the demonstrations, the
Assyrians could disclaim any part in it. On this issue, of course, there was
a difference of opinion in the Armenian community. Some believed that a
solid united front in any form would have been more effective.49

The meaning of the response

The analysis of the overall responses of the recognized religious minor-
ities reveals their resilience and an instinctive activation of historically
ingrained survival techniques. The following comment captures the
meaning of the RRMs’ response to the Islamic theocracy:

Response to the dominant world is not simply a matter of individual trial and
error, for the culture of a minority group contains traditional adjustment tech-
niques that are passed on, intentionally and unintentionally, to the oncoming gen-
eration. These techniques will vary from group to group.50

Each community has unique features and differing perceptions of self
versus the Muslim majority. Even opposing forces may be present
within each group; in the case of Iran’s RRM communities, the leftists
have had a strong presence and even leadership positions. Yet even inter-
nal dissent does not deflect attention from communal protection. The
left within all religious minorities acted as avid supporters of the rights
of their own community. The “ethnic boundary” was maintained by
“complex organizational behavior”51 on the part of the ethnic group,
who knew that the nature of continuity of the ethnic unit depends on the
maintenance of this boundary and that “different circumstances obvi-
ously favour different performances.”52 RRMs as a whole have mastered
the art of accommodation so well that they often appear in sync with the
regime, any regime. They take on the coloring of the state ideology
whether the system is Islamic theocracy or autocratic monarchy, and
within its framework press for their communal autonomy. The state
ideology may change, as it has changed several times in twentieth-
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century Iran. What helps in this process of adjustment techniques is the
overall connection that the minorities feel they have with the country.
Since each in its own way has a special affinity to the land and the
culture of Persia, consciously or unconsciously, the loyalty to the
(nation-)state becomes a natural extension of that affinity, regardless of
ideological filtering.
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Conclusion: the perils of marginality

As this author sat in a telephone-dispatched taxi in Tehran, the taxi driver
turned and looked at her: “You people are much better off than we are!”
His voice was coarse. Taken aback, she asked: “Who is ‘you people’?”
Without hesitation he replied: “Shoma aqaliatin digeh [Aren’t you a
minority]?” A whole range of philosophical thoughts raced through her
head. The ease and intensity with which he used the label “aqaliat” was
new to her in Iran. This was the unique byproduct of the theocratic
system. The “aqaliat” was “the other,” “the marginal,” “the separate from
us”: it was an institutionalized “otherness” which was disturbing and
different. The taxi driver, unaware of the turmoil and shock he had
caused, continued to repeat his question but also to respond to it. “You
are a minority. Aren’t you? With that name, of course you are!” Then,
eventually, when she admitted to the classification, the driver sighed with
an energetic cheeriness: “See . . . I knew it.”

Religious minorities have been segmented in word, thought, and
action. The reference to the label “aqaliat” was expressed with the same
ease by those members of the political and economic elite of the previous
regime who had remained in the country after the Revolution. This insti-
tutionalization of segmentation, this designation and labeling was
minimal and definitely not as overt during the shah’s reign, and it remains
a unique byproduct of the new regime. Before 1979, everyone was an
“Irani” albeit in pretense; after the Revolution, Irani was replaced by
aqaliat, Bahai, and Sunni. “Hamvatan [fellow countryman/country-
woman]” was replaced by “Muslim sisters and brothers.” These theo-
cratic state designations were reflected in school textbooks, communal
and national commentaries, and debates. The strong objections of the
RRM deputies in the Assembly of Experts to the use of the word “aqaliat”
in Article 13 of the Islamic constitution was not without foresight; they
preferred the word “javame [communities]” in its place. But afterwards
they used “aqaliat” to refer to themselves as well.

Compartmentalization followed through an overall policy on recog-
nized religious minorities. The worst legal embodiments of theocratic
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rule were the provisions of the penal code of qesas and the revival of the
“Apostasy Law” where the RRMs’ dhimma status as inferiors was institu-
tionalized. Besides the laws institutionalizing inequality and separation,
the ideological state exhibited an incredible arrogance, an arrogance of
religious superiority that allowed the clergy and their followers to lecture
the non-Muslims on the precepts of their religions (including writing a
religious textbook for their children). The state ideology, as in centuries
past, was a perversion of the meaning of Islam. The intensity of persecu-
tion and discrimination was in proportion to the combined perception of
the association with the West and the intent to annihilate Islam.
Therefore, the Bahais suffered the most, followed by Iranian Christian
converts and then the Jews. Zoroastrians were ultimately the indigenous
people gone astray with “fire worship.” The Armenians’ quick disassocia-
tion from the West (they had suffered the allegation in the past) and their
active role in the war with Iraq turned them into “the indigenous
Christians.” (Assyrians and Chaldeans, very few in numbers, followed
suit.)

The response of the RRMs were very much embedded in the familiar
cultural milieu. They adjusted but also resisted, they bent but stood firm,
they educated but realigned themselves with the new circumstances.
Each group resorted to its own shrewd traditional patterns of subterfuge,
reconciliation, negotiation, and show of obedience to deal with the
regime. Despite early objections, they used their “aqaliat” position to
ensure continuity and legitimacy, and when possible they pushed through
the outer limits enlarging the spaces within which they could maneuver.
They acted in accordance with a long tradition of minority communities
in the area and remained generally skeptical and ambivalent toward
outside interference. They knew their oppressor better than anyone else
and were well adept at dealing with it carefully, patiently, and cleverly.
With passing years, the flexibility and division of the theocratic state
resulted in contradictions in practice.

Although it is beyond the scope of this work, the review of the litera-
ture, human rights reports, and eyewitness accounts reveal that the
majority Shii polity was subject to extremely harsh treatment throughout
the revolutionary regime. This was on a par with the imposition of a new
Islamic identity (rigidly defined by the state) in order to shape appropri-
ate citizenship. The nature of restrictions imposed upon the RRMs and
the intentional subjugation of the Bahais were aimed at minimizing and
destroying exposure to alternative ideas. Therefore, restrictions upon the
minorities were imposed not only to control them politically, but more
importantly for the social control (e.g., through exposure, recognition,
and knowledge) of the Shii polity.
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If, for analytical purposes, we divide the state into three levels (officials,
institutions and policies, and ideology or definition of politics), the
Iranian theocratic state has been firmly grounded in the third level.1

Variations have appeared at the first and second levels. State officials,
institutions, and state policies have been at times rigid, and at other times
contradictory, but also impressively flexible. Yet, the state definition of
Islamic ideology remained rigid for the most part (certainly until the
death of Khomeini). After 1989, affected by economic exigency, and a
louder internal voice of dissent, state ideology began a gradual decline in
intensity and rigor, setting in motion opposing poles of conflict. It became
more deceptive as it tried to appeal to the West.

Although expressions of coexistence and cooperation in the 1990s
abound, changes in the condition of recognized religious minorities have
been minimal. Pronouncements by minorities were orchestrated, and less
discord appeared on the surface. The penal code remained unchanged.
Discrimination in employment continued, sometimes even reflected in
job advertisements.2 The situation of the Bahais and Iranian Christian
converts, after an initial easing of pressure, continued as before and even
worsened.

Reports for the 1990s indicate harassment and arrest on charges of
spying and being a Zionist as well as continued problems for the Iranian
Jews with leaving the country.3 Several Jews have been executed by
government. While their numbers are very low both in terms of the pro-
portion of the Jewish population and compared to the execution of
Muslims, the charges against them are similar to the past: “associating
with Zionism”4 and “espionage and economic fraud.”5 Meanwhile, the
Jewish deputies in the Majlis continued to shower the authorities with
accolades. In March 1992, Manuchehr Nikrooz, the Jewish Majlis repre-
sentative, expressed regret for the assassination of the secretary general of
Hezbollah in Lebanon, referring to him as “the crusading scholar.” The
statement, as usual, condemned Zionism and distanced it from the Jewish
community in Iran.6 The Jewish deputy, Kuros Kaivani (elected in 1992),
speaking in the same vein, invoked Khomeini’s infamous quote “We
make a distinction between Jewish society [community] and Zionists,”
ending his speech in this way: “Iranian Jews believe and have always
believed that the banner of Islam and its exalted clergy is a safe haven for
them.”7 Manuchehr Elyasi (elected in 1996), then the Jewish Majlis
deputy, began one of his speeches with greetings to the “heavenly spirit”
of the late Ayatollah Khomeini. He said that Khomeini’s “prophet-like
statements” were instrumental in encouraging Jews to join the 1979
Revolution.8 As in the 1980s, stereotypical and derogatory comments
against Jews appeared in the Iranian media and, like before, the Jewish
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leadership criticized them to no avail.9 In a letter to President Khatami,
the society (sometimes called the Association) of Iranian Jews of Tehran
severely criticized the derision of Jews in a television serial and a weekly
program. The letter suggested that combating Zionism in the Iranian
media had become a provocation against Jews.10

The Zoroastrians also continued as in the past. They complained about
the lack of sports clubs and libraries for their youth and the need for more
community centers.11 Parviz Ravani, the Zoroastrian deputy in the
Majlis, raised the dire need for the renovation of schools and for the con-
struction of a new middle school for girls in Tehran.12 In 1993 and 1994,
the Zoroastrian festival of Chaharshanbeh Soori was interrupted by
security forces. (The celebrations, popular among Muslims and other
religious minorities for years, involve lighting fires and jumping over
them; to ancient Persians the act symbolized cleansing and preparation
for the new year.) The celebrations were allowed for the first time since
the Revolution in 1992 but, in 1993, authorities said it took place during
the period of mourning for Imam Ali; hundreds who did take part were
detained and released later. In 1994 battles broke out in certain neighbor-
hoods of Tehran between celebrating youths and the security forces due
to Ayatollah Khamenei’s orders not to allow the “atheists’ celebrations.”
Despite a media blackout, reports indicated that almost a dozen were
killed and 500 wounded.13 The Zoroastrians, while more candid about
their and the nation’s problems, also engaged in conformist showmanship
with the authorities. The sixth International Congress of Zoroastrians
was held in Tehran at the invitation of the Iranian government. It declared
that a permanent secretariat would be established in Iran, the birthplace
of the faith. The Congress emphasized the training of Zoroastrian priests
for the future. Yet it was clear that serious issues, such as discrimination
against Zoroastrians in Iran itself, were not discussed.14

Assyrians, like the Zoroastrians, also held two meetings of the World
Assyrian Summit in Tehran; in the last meeting, held in November 1998,
the newly elected President Khatami was declared Man of the Year by the
summit.15 The Assyrian leaders were also full of praise, as before. In a
speech the Assyrian Majlis deputy, Shamshun Maqsudpur (elected in
1992), gave a glorious new version of Assyrian history tracing it back to
6,750 BC. He referred to “Muslim professors” as experts on the ancient
Assyrians and reiterated that the Assyrians “are among the most loyal cit-
izens of this land.”16

Marked by the collapse of the Soviet Union, the formation of indepen-
dent Muslim republics, especially Azerbaijan and the Armenian
Republic, and the battle over the region of Nagorno-Karabakh, the
Armenian community ended up in a peculiar situation. Iran’s economic
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relations with Armenia, its political role as mediator in the Karabakh con-
flict, and its attempts to address the rage of a significant and vocal Azeri
population in Iran (a rage which was manifested through religious rheto-
ric17 and threats against the Armenians of Tabriz18) punctured the com-
fortable insular world of the community. The Armenian Embassy opened
in Tehran in December 1992, and several economic agreements were
signed initially on banking, transportation, and trade.19 There has been
substantial expansion in economic relations between Iran and Armenia.
According to official Iranian estimates, by 1996, Iran had become
Armenia’s biggest trading partner.20 Iranians opened businesses in
Armenia and many Armenian professionals were allowed to work in Iran.
Details on Iran–Armenia–Azerbaijan and Iranian Azeri and Armenian
communities remain outside the scope of this work but offer an ideal
topic for future research.

Armenian representatives have continued their praise of the govern-
ment. On the eve of the upheaval over the murder of Protestant priests,
Vartan Vartanian, the northern Armenian deputy in the Majlis, made a
statement, a literal copy of the government’s official stand, in which he
blamed the killings on the “hypocrite terrorists.”21 Artavaz Baghoomian,
the southern Armenian deputy, in a 1995 speech said: “The peaceful
coexistence of the Iranian nation and the followers of various religions in
the country should serve as a suitable model for other countries.”22 Every
time a human rights violation report on Iran is issued, all recognized relig-
ious minorities, and particularly the Armenians, hold a press conference,
resorting to the same commentary as before, and publicly recant and crit-
icize the report.

The unexpected landslide victory of Seyyed Mohammad Khatami in
May 1997 has raised hopes for change. He was the minister of Ershad
during the most critical years in RRM–state relations 1982–92, yet hardly
anyone had heard of him. His name does not appear as a main player or a
sympathizer with the religious minorities. He was very young to acquire
such a high post (in his mid- to late thirties) but his father Ayatollah
Ruhollah Khatami was “a close associate” of Ayatollah Khomeini and
was his representative in Yazd.23 During the 1980s Mohammad Khatami
was an important official emissary on several occasions, and before
assuming his ministerial post amid complaints against crackdowns on the
press, he had expressed a typical view, namely that the press should voice
the views of the people which “are identical to those of” Ayatollah
Khomeini.24 In other words, he is the byproduct of the system of clerical
rule.

In a speech delivered to the Zoroastrians in 1982 he reflected that his
affection and respect for Zoroastrians stem not only from his religious
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views but from being raised in Ardakan (a town near Yazd) where he came
to associate with Zoroastrians in the street, bazaar, and school, and even
to participate in Zoroastrian festivities. “We all want to see good
thoughts, good deeds, and good words rule the world”; this was the com-
monality among all religions. But he also attacked imperialism and urged
the Zoroastrians to fight “with more hatred and more anger.”25 The
content of his message was no different from what other clergy had to say.
His lecture differed mainly in tone and form of expression.

Reflecting on the condition of the Bahais in January 1998, Firuz
Kazemzadeh, secretary for external affairs of the Bahais in the United
States, said there had been no visible difference since Khatami’s election.
His comment was made long before the major crackdown on the Bahais
late in the same year, which coincided with Khatami’s visit to the United
Nations and was interpreted as the hardliners trying to undermine the
new president.26 Yet the Bahai issue remains the ultimate test for anyone
with liberal and reformist claims on governance in Iran.

During the 1990s, the theocratic state has responded to international
criticism of its treatment of minorities by employing two main strategies.
The first has been to extend invitations to religious leaders from outside
Iran to visit the country. A host of Assyrian, Greek, and Armenian high-
ranking clergy have paid visits, receiving extended press coverage and
claiming publicly that RRMs are doing extremely well. There are even
reports that an invitation has been extended to one rabbi from Israel.27

The second strategy has been to disavow criticism aggressively and
publicly. This strategy has been pursued by employing three tactics. The
first tactic is to reiterate that religious minorities have complete liberty,
and that they are even better off than the Muslims. A comment by the
previous foreign minister Ali-Akbar Velayati is typical. Addressing the
United Nations envoy in 1995, he said: “Where on earth do you think
religious minorities are treated with such open-mindedness? . . . religious
minorities enjoy complete freedom, and on the basis of Islamic compas-
sion, in some cases they enjoy more privileges than the Muslims.” He
singled out the Jews to elaborate that, despite their low numbers, Jews
have one deputy in the Majlis.28 When Pope John Paul II met the Iranian
ambassador to the Vatican, he called on Iran to guarantee religious
freedom and respect for international law. Reacting strongly to this simple
comment, a Mashhad paper wrote that RRMs are much better off than
Muslims because they possess social facilities and have “freedom to
indulge in their special dietary and drinking requirements,” none of
which are “provided to other citizens and the Muslims.”29

The second tactic which often follows the first is to draw on what
officials perceive to be “comparative cases” in the West. State officials
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regularly refer to Muslims in Europe and claim that they do not have the
same rights or any rights in the West. A member of the Iranian mission to
the UN expressed concern for discrimination and violence against
Muslims; his evidence was based on computer websites that disseminate
anti-Muslim propaganda. He asked international bodies to address this
issue.30 In response to condemnations of human rights abuses, Iranian
officials declared that there are more churches in Iran than the total
number of mosques in European countries.31

The third tactic has been to utilize two types of linguistic verbiage,
either separately or in combination, aimed at confusing and distorting the
main issue. Since many who work in the universities and some ministries,
particularly the Foreign Ministry, are educated in the West, especially in
the United States, they are familiar with academic lingo. Employing
words and “ideas” used in American scholarly circles, Iran is presented as
a modernist and reformed theocratic state. The borrowed phrases,
however, are an attempt to legitimize the theocratic state. The favorite
thus far have been drawn from the “civilizations” debate and the
“culture” arguments. The Iranian foreign minister in 1997 delivered a
lecture to the United Nations General Assembly which was typical of the
first type of linguistic verbiage. He talked about the “clash of civilizations”
concept, rejecting the idea that there was a clash, and replacing the clash
with cooperation and dialogue. He identified the most fundamental
rights to be “the right to life, the right to self-determination, and the right
to development.” He used terms such as “empowerment” and “civil
society.”32

The second type of linguistic verbiage comes from a more sophisticated
source, the clergy. Borrowing from the language of erfan (Islamic mysti-
cism),33 general references are made to humanity and human values. To
those unfamiliar with the sophisticated and layered character of Shii
theology, the comments would sound universal and seem to be a major
departure from the past. But they are not. In November 1998, the minis-
ter of Ershad, in his speech to the Assyrian summit, said:

Shariah of religion differs from the Truth of that religion because shariah is the
picture adherents have of their own religion where in fact human tastes [salayeq]
have been taken into account. Therefore, adherents of different religions should
converse from the angle of the Truth of the religion in order to get close . . . the
Truths of religions are not against each other and Islam more than other customs
respects and magnifies religions which came before Islam, particularly
Christianity.34

The question that needs to be asked of the minister is: “Does Islamic
shariah recognize other religions’ shariahs as equal to Islamic shariah?”
As most are unfamiliar with subtleties of deception in religious lingo, very

160 Religious minorities in Iran



few would raise this crucial question. Even as early as 1989, in an address
to religious minorities Interior Minister Ali-Akbar Mohtashemi said that
according to the Quran “no one is superior to the other because of race,
color, and tribe.” Note the purposeful omission of the word religion which
gives the impression that religion is also included.35

Islamic officials and their apologists have always repeated the statement
appearing in Article 19 of the Islamic constitution: “People of Iran from
every sect and tribe enjoy equal rights, and color, race, language, and the
like shall not be cause for advantage.” Note the absence of “religion” in
this phrase as well as the deceptive inclusion of “the like” in the article.
Uninformed readers may assume by seeing color and race that religion is
also included or conveniently presume its inclusion in “the like” since
there can really be many differentiating factors separating human beings.
But for Islamic theocracy religion is left out on purpose because all relig-
ions are not equal, and “the like” does not include religion at all. This
conscious omission is clear when Article 19 is compared to Article 38 of
the labor law where “religion” is mentioned as a factor against discrimi-
nation in salaries.36

The perils

The Iranian landscape shows that the behavior of members of the polity
may be influenced but cannot be forever coerced and controlled. Despite
official severity, during the early years some Muslims offered their homes
to safeguard the Jews.37 A Muslim village chief protected the religious
identity of a Bahai family, safeguarding them from the villagers and the
revolutionary agents. Despite threats of setting his shop on fire and even
pouring gasoline on its doorsteps, a Muslim shopkeeper refused to hand
over an unveiled Christian woman who had taken refuge in his shop after
being chased by the Revolutionary Guards. There were the truly devout
whose identity will never be known who, working in various capacities in
government offices, helped quietly. There were members of the RRM
community who hired Bahais or did errands to protect them.38 In a
system where the state and society had always been at odds and far apart,
the society took care of its own quietly and secretly. Taking individual
initiatives has a long tradition in the Iranian community. Regardless of the
nature of the political system and the presence of more than its share of
fanatics, Iran has somehow harbored a significant collectivity of people
(religious and secular) who have, albeit quietly, taken action as individu-
als of conscience. It is in their behavior and actions, and not in symbols
and references to kings such as Cyrus the Great, that Iran as a country
finds its redemption.
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To be marginal is to be at the outer or lower limits; it is to be on the
edge. The perils of marginalization take multitudinous forms. When
Assyrians and Chaldeans, despite their mutually antagonistic histories,
had to share one deputy in the Majlis; when, despite enduring the deaths
of their sons in a futile war between Iran and Iraq, Armenians were denied
the teaching of their religion in regular hours and limited in language
instruction (guaranteed under the Islamic constitution); when, despite
their Persian cultural roots, the Jews were treated with suspicion and
viewed as agents of Israel, or when the Jews adamantly and hyperbolically
had to express loyalty to the Islamic theocracy; when Bahais were dis-
placed, imprisoned, and executed by their own countrymen; when the
Zoroastrian natives were called “fire-worshippers” and denied access to
government posts because of their religion: all were perils of marginality
for non-Muslim minorities as a collectivity and as individuals.

But the Shii Muslim population was also marginalized by political
repression, corruption, competitive and opportunistic interests, double-
talk and deceit, duplicitous behavior, economic woes, gendered injustice,
a wasteful war, demoralization, and dislocation. Yet, instead of looking
within and at the historical political manipulation of the non-Muslims,
some have chosen to compare themselves to the recognized religious
minorities, echoing the familiar tune, again: “They are much better off

than we are!”
The comment that the RRMs are better off was put to several activist

members of the non-Muslim recognized religious minorities, leading to a
range of responses. One brushed off the issue and called it ridiculous.
Another interviewed for this book, agitated by the question, which he had
heard before, responded: “They say that because they are obsessed with
sex. They think we are better off because our men and women assemble
together in one room, house, or community centers. This means ‘better
off’ to them. This is all they see, all they can see! They cannot see beneath
the surface.”

It has been suggested that altrocentrism can become a substitute for
ethnocentrism. Altrocentrism is defined as the ability to see events as they
appear to others.39 Yet, this is easier said than done in an environment
where the state has become an intrusive machine.

For Iran two contradictory and forceful currents can be identified: a
repetition of past mistakes and an almost altruistic notion of existence.
The latter has fostered a deep cultural bond across the country, while the
former has repeatedly struck at its roots. To appreciate the power of altru-
istic cultural notions, it is vital to place the plight of the non-Muslim
minorities in the larger context. It is astonishing that, during the critical
years (the early to mid-1980s), considering how widespread the support
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for the Revolution was and how strong and omnipotent its force, repres-
sion of religious minorities did not become any worse. The wisdom of
flexibility, the traditional cultural unity, and the individual’s ever-endur-
ing suspicion of the state were instrumental in preventing the overescala-
tion of conflict and persecution of minorities.

On the surface, economic and political sectors may change and
undergo reform. New leaders will be cheered for their foresight. Grand
overtures will be made to those labeled as devils and enemies. And, no
doubt, as before the non-Muslim religious minorities will be asked to play
a role (e.g., Iranian Jews in relation to Israel). But all would be a shallow
venture if fundamental lessons were left unlearned.

“I have always been loath to hide . . . the weak points of the community,
or to press for its rights without having purged it of its blemishes,”40 wrote
Mahatma Gandhi of his struggle for Indian independence from British
rule. Scapegoating non-Muslim marginal groups has been a historical
blemish for Iran, its version of Islam, and state politics. If a community or
society does not admit its mistakes, it cannot address them realistically,
and it is bound to repeat them again. Blaming others is the easiest way of
denying personal responsibility. Unless mindsets are altered, no change is
deserving of praise. In the end it is essential to contemplate the perils of
marginality for those who experience them and those who cause them.
Failure to contemplate the situation and change behavior will guarantee
the mindless repetition of the patterns examined above in the not too
distant future.
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53. Proceedings, 61st session, 15 Aban 1358 [6 November 1979], pp. 1667–68.
54. Ibid., p. 1672.
55. Proceedings, 56th session, 8 Aban 1358 [30 October 1979], p. 1531.
56. Proceedings, 65th session, 20 Aban 1358 [11 November 1979], p. 1780. His

speech is on pp. 1779–80.
57. Proceedings, 39th session, 14 Mehr 1358 [6 October 1979], pp. 1043–45.
58. Bait Ushana commented on most issues that were discussed on the floor; he

also had a tendency to raise issues that had already been discussed, ignored,
or put aside in closed meetings. At one point, Beheshti directly asked him
not to raise such issues again; see Proceedings, 17th session, 24 Shahrivar
1358 [15 September 1979], pp. 427, 435. For examples of his commentaries
and questions, see 16th session, 22 Shahrivar 1358 [13 September 1979], p.
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413; 37th session, 10 Mehr 1358 [2 October 1979], p. 1011; 43rd session,
21 Mehr 1358 [13 October 1979], p. 1167.

59. There are many press reports on this point; for two examples, see Jewish
Chronicle, 18 May 1979, p. 1, and Los Angeles Times, 23 May 1979, p. 1.

60. Proceedings, 13th session, 15 Shahrivar 1358 [6 September 1979], pp.
331–32.

61. Proceedings, 67th session, 24 Aban 1358 [15 November 1979], p. 1836.
62. Proceedings, 56th session, 8 Aban 1358 [30 October 1979], pp. 1529–32,

quote on p. 1530.
63. Proceedings, 65th session, 20 Aban 1358 [11 November 1979], pp. 1779–80.

The discontent over the lack of equality with the Muslims lingered on and
was voiced in Zoroastrian press; see Cheesta, 1st year, no. 3, Aban 1360
[November 1981], pp. 252–53.

64. During discussions on the issue of Iranian military involvement in other
countries, especially in defending the rights of other Islamic ones, Priest
Shahzadi commented that the first question should be whether it was in the
interest of the nation; Iran’s interests should come first. His comment trig-
gered a long debate which eventually defeated the old version proposed by
the subcommittee; see Proceedings, 51st session, 30 Mehr 1358 [22 October
1979], pp. 1387–92.

65. Proceedings, 4th session, 29 Mordad 1358 [20 August 1979], pp. 87–88.
66. Proceedings, 22nd session, 28 Shahrivar 1358 [19 September 1979], p. 582.

Arabic was taught in schools during the shah’s regime and Eshraqi’s
comment was factually incorrect.

67. See, for example, discussions which led to Article 100 on administrative
councils: Proceedings, 15th session, 21 Shahrivar 1358 [12 September 1979],
pp. 385–95; or discussions over Article 20, 27th session, 1 Mehr 1358 [23
September 1979], pp. 691–94. Ironically, the memoirs of Keikhosrow
Shahrokh show similar trends and tendencies in the debates on minority
rights in the convening of the constitution in 1906, some seventy-three years
before; see Shahrokh and Writer, Memoirs, pp. 57–58.
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1. George Eaton Simpson and J. Milton Yinger, Racial and Cultural Minorities:
An Analysis of Prejudice and Discrimination, 3rd edn. (New York: Harper &
Row Publishers, 1965), pp. 20–25.

2. Ibid., p. 25.
3. Ibid., p. 23.
4. Ibid., p. 25.
5. The ministry was called Vezarat-e Ershad-e Islami (Ministry of Islamic

Guidance) until its name change in the Majlis to Vezarat-e Farhang va
Ershad-e Islami (Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance). Several agen-
cies came under the authority of the ministry including haj (pilgrimage),
tourism, printing and publications, and the news bureaus. Despite the
official name change, in general conversation and correspondence, the min-
istry is still referred to as Vezarat-e Ershad. See Mashruh-e Mozakerat-e
Majlis-e Shoraye Islami (Tehran: Majlis-e Shoraye Islami), 30 Azar 1365 [21
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December 1986], meeting 352, p. 27. The proceedings also appear under
the title Ruznameye Rasmi: Mozakerat-e Jalaseye Alani-ye Shoraye Islami
(hereafter both will be referred to as Mozakerat-e Majlis).

6. Bishop Haik was assassinated in 1994; more on this in ch. 4 (see Mojdeh 15,
nos. 1–2 [Spring–Summer 1994], 4).

7. Stated in the copy of a letter sent to the author. For the Armenian case, see
Mozakerat-e Majlis, 9 Ordibehesht 1361 [29 April 1982], meeting 303, p.
15.

8. Communicated to the author by relatives and friends who were eyewit-
nesses.

9. The Abadan case was conveyed to the author by Armenians who, like the
author, used to live there.

10. The author knows the individual in question.
11. The structure of the Iranian judicial system is complex. The system is

divided into five types of courts: Special Civil Courts which deal with private
cases and family law; General Courts which address civil issues; Penal
Courts with two separate divisions, referred to as Penal Courts 1 and 2;
Military Courts; and Islamic Revolutionary Courts.

Amnesty International (AI) reports the existence of several other types of
courts outside the judicial system. The two known to AI are: the Special
Judicial Committees, which were established in 1989 by the Supreme
Judicial Council, and the Special Courts for clerics, accountable to Velayat-e
Faqih. The Supreme Court in Tehran, which has a branch in Qom, is sup-
posed to play a role in adjudication process. See Amnesty International,
Iran: Violations of Human Rights 1987–1990 (New York: AI USA, December
1990), pp. 23–24. A law aimed at reorganizing the court system passed the
Majlis in August 1994; for details as well as the problems of the legal system,
see Human Rights Watch, Human Rights Watch World Report 1995 (New
York: Human Rights Watch, 1995), pp. 272–73.

12. The names of Bazargan, Beheshti, and Bahonar were often repeated by
different individuals in conversations with the author. This positive senti-
ment was also clear in comments made, in public, by representatives of rec-
ognized religious minorities in the Majlis. See the comments on Beheshti by
Parviz Malekpoor, the Zoroastrian deputy, in Soroosh, 3rd year, 17 Mordad
1360 [8 August 1981], 108, reprinted in Cheesta, 1st year, no. 10, Khordad
1361 [June 1982], p. 1163. See also the commentary in the Majlis by the
Northern Armenian deputy, Hrair Khalatian, where he stresses that
Bahonar had promised Armenians independence in their own affairs,
placing the study of language and religion under the auspices of the church:
Mozakerat-e Majlis, 12 Khordad 1362 [2 June 1983], meeting 473, p. 14.

13. Personal interviews, Tehran, 1992.
14. Personal interviews, Tehran, 1992.
15. Chashm Andaaz 57, September 1997, p. 80.
16. There was at least one reported case of the takeover of an Armenian school.

The Artak Manukian Armenian School was forcibly confiscated and trans-
formed into a Muslim school: see United Nations, E/CN.4/1991/35, p. 48.
The Iranian government responded in 22 January 1991 stating that the
school was placed at the disposal of other students because it did not have
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enough Armenian students. This was said to have been done with the
consent of the Armenian community and “they can restore it whenever it is
deemed necessary” (p. 49). The Tehran Council of the Armenian Apostolic
Church also responded to the report, calling it “high-handed,” and saying
that it treated “some persistent problems in a negative – even, on occasion,
partial and biased – manner” (p. 50).

17. In response to the UN report by Reynaldo Galindo Pohl (ibid.), which men-
tioned the appointment of principals (p. 48), the Islamic Republic of Iran
denied that the MET was forcing Muslim principals on recognized religious
minorities: “the principals of these schools are appointed by them [the
minorities] and in accordance with regulations of the Ministry of
Education” (p. 49).

18. Cheesta, 1st year, no. 9, Ordibehesht 1361 [May 1982], p. 1033.
19. Communicated in a letter from the Parents and Teachers Association of

Gohar school. A Persian copy of the letter is in Nehzat, no. 122, 14 Shahrivar
1364 [5 September 1985], p. 4. See also the comments attributed to
Reverend Tateos Mikaelian, executive secretary of the Synod Council of the
Evangelical Church of Iran, in L’Express, 6 September 1985, no. 1782, p. 12.
Reverend Mikaelian denied being interviewed by the paper but acknowl-
edged that most of the points raised in L’Express were correct.

20. See the comments of Artur Khonanshu, the Assyrian and Chaldean deputy
in Mozakerat-e Majlis, 16 Day 1365 [6 January 1987], meeting 359, p. 18.
See also the speech by Hrair Khalatian, the northern Armenian deputy,
affirming similar practices in schools throughout the country. He mentions
one (unnamed) school where, after protests, the principal was forced by the
MET to resign; yet months had gone by and the principal refused to leave
his post: Mozakerat-e Majlis, 12 Khordad 1362 [2 June 1983], meeting 473,
p. 14.

21. This was first reported by the Soviet news agency Tass from what was then
the Armenian Soviet Socialist Republic; see Iran Times, 4 December 1981,
p. 6. The information was also confirmed by interviewees. The Ararat sports
arena is an 80,000 m2 fenced complex equipped with a variety of recrea-
tional facilities including an olympic-size soccer field and banquet rooms.
For details and photographs, see Zenian, “Islamic Revolution,” 8–9. For a
case study of the Armenians, see Eliz Sanasarian, “State Dominance and
Communal Perseverance: The Armenian Diaspora in the Islamic Republic
of Iran, 1979–1989,” Diaspora 4, no. 3 (Winter 1995), 243–65.

22. Alik, 19 January 1983, p. 2.
23. The letter was printed in Alik; it was summarized in Iran Times, 15 April

1983, p. 5.
24. Mozakerat-e Majlis, 9 Ordibehesht 1361 [29 April 1982], meeting 303, p.

15; 16 Shahrivar 1361 [7 September 1982], meeting 356, pp. 17–19; 12
Khordad 1362 [2 June 1983], meeting 473, p. 14.

25. This was obviously an excuse to rationalize the reduction or elimination of
instruction in the Armenian language: no other plausible explanation exists
as to why the minister suddenly became concerned about the overload,
when the practice had existed for decades with the approval of the MET. See
also Iran Times, 15 April 1983, p. 5.
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26. Details of a long interview with Archbishop Manukian on this issue were
published in Alik. Its translation appears in Persian in Iran Times, 2
September 1983, pp. 1, 6, 14. Many of the details of student protests were
also confirmed by the participants, who recalled as children being fright-
ened but determined. The author met some of them (as students) at the
University of Southern California.

27. “Christians Protest in Iran,” Iran Liberation 103, 6 January 1984, p. 1. This is
a publication of the anti-government People’s Mojahedin Organization and
its information is often suspect. Yet the details of this particular report were
confirmed by all recognized religious minorities.

28. Archbishop Manukian’s interview in Alik, excerpts translated into English,
in Iran Times, 27 April 1984, p. 15. The information was confirmed in inter-
views.

29. On the closing of the Mariam Catholic school and Nor Ani school in
Majidieh, Tehran, see Alik, 3 May 1984, p. 1. The story of the closing of
Armenian schools was also published in Le Monde, 2 June 1984; see Iran
Times, 8 June 1984, p. 2.

30. Iran Times, 22 June 1984, p. 2.
31. Translated into English from Alik, in Iran Times, 6 July 1984, p. 16.
32. Iran Times, 6 July 1984, pp. 2, 16.
33. Communicated to the author by an individual present in these meetings.
34. Interview with Attorney Aida Avanessian, December 1996.
35. Personal interviews, Tehran and Isfahan, 1992.
36. The author has seen and read sections of the textbook.
37. Copies of letters of protest to the authorities were shown to the author. One

letter raised the issue of Islamic proselytizing by referring to passages from a
fifth-grade textbook: “In the Heavenly Book God says: we have not created
you in vain; we have created you to live in this world and to do good deeds
and to become worthy and complete”; “Then, we will take you from this
world to the last invisible world where you could see the end result of your
actions.”

In addition, see Artur Khonanshu’s comments in Mozakerat-e Majlis, 16
Day 1365 [6 January 1987], meeting 359, p. 18.

38. Golnar Mehran, “Socialization of Schoolchildren in the Islamic Republic of
Iran,” Iranian Studies 22, no. 1 (1989), 35–50.

39. These problems were communicated to the author in discussions with relig-
ious minorities in Iran in 1992. See also the letter by Reverend Tateos
Mikaelian to the northern Armenian deputy in the Majlis dated 18 Esfand
1361 [9 March 1983], where he protests the malicious act of the principal of
his daughter’s school. The principal purposefully lowered the enzebat grade
for his daughter and others in school in order to destroy their chances of
entering university. A copy of the letter is printed in Nehzat 123, 21
Shahrivar 1364 [12 September 1985], p. 9.

40. Middle East Watch, Guardians of Thought: Limits on Freedom of Expression in
Iran (New York: Human Rights Watch, 1993), Appendix B, p. 136. For
details of the experiences of several students, see pp. 136–40.

41. The author was told about this phenomenon. By accident, however, she ran
into two non-Armenian men (one in a government office) who spoke fluent
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Armenian. To her inquiry they responded that friends had taught them the
language, but their Armenian was too refined to be the work of casual
friends.

42. Information conveyed to the author in discussions and interviews in Iran
and United States.

43. Shaykh Hossein-Ali Montazeri, Resaleh-ye Towzih al-Masael (Tehran:
Tabliqat-e Islami, 1362 [1983/84]), p. 17.

44. Ibid., pp. 20–21.
45. Ibid., p. 21.
46. Ibid., p. 373.
47. Ibid., p. 21.
48. Soroudi, “Concept,” p. 144, n. 4.
49. Khomeini, Esteftaat az Mahzar-e Imam Khomeini, vol. I (Qom: Entesharat-e

Islami, 1366 [1987/88]), p. 102.
50. Ibid., pp. 104, 121.
51. Ibid., p. 109.
52. Ibid., p. 103.
53. Ibid., p. 104.
54. Ibid., p. 107.
55. Ibid., pp. 103–04.
56. The author is aware of several such cases, and this is also clear in a question

put to Khomeini by a young girl. Her efforts in practicing the rituals of
purity invited criticism from her religiously devout parents who accused her
of being too fussy and whimsical. She asked whether she was responsible for
the cleansing of the household. The answer was no: ibid., p. 112.

57. The author witnessed these during her stay in Iran in 1992. Different appli-
cations of the practice was conveyed to the author by the RRMs. Similar
points were also reported in US Department of State, Country Reports on
Human Rights Practices for 1984 (Washington, DC: Government Printing
Office, 1985), p. 1241.

58. The author has always been aware of the discrepancy between rhetoric and
practice. But this specific information on top clerics in Iran was conveyed to
the author by two individuals who had continuous close and private contacts
with them. They described a myriad of encounters, all indicating nonadher-
ence (in private behavior) to the principles of nejasat. The author was asked
not to use the stories of the encounters, the description of which would
easily facilitate the recognition of the individuals and the high-ranking
clerics in question.

59. Cheesta, 1st year, no. 2, Mehr 1360 [October 1981], pp. 160–61; no. 3, Aban
1360 [November 1981], p. 299.

60. Mozakerat-e Majlis, 9 Ordibehesht 1361 [29 April 1982], meeting 303, pp.
14–15; and Cheesta, 1st year, no. 9, Ordibehesht 1361 [May 1982], p. 1033.

61. Details of the discussion appear in Cheesta, 5th year, no. 2, Mehr 1366
[October 1987], pp. 97–100. The debate took place in 22 Ordibehesht
1366, in meeting 404, regulations of the armed forces, Tarh-e Qanuni-ye
Artesh-e Jomhuri-ye Islami.

A Zoroastrian who had reached a mid-level position in the military
during the shah’s reign told the author that those RRMs who remained in
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the military were denied promotion. The military’s excuse was that the
minorities were unable to pass a required examination on Islam. Yet, for the
very few who stayed, it became obvious that Muslims were sent out on
regular and special assignments. He also admitted that for the professional
military listening to a mullah’s lecture on military affairs was an arduous
task.

Concomitantly, in post-Khomeini Iran, an Armenian dentist was granted
the highest honorary rank ever to be bestowed on an RRM since the
Revolution. He was promoted to brigadier general (sartip). Yet, other
sources state that since the Revolution the non-Muslims have not been able
to hold positions of power. Non-Muslims who remained served mainly in a
technical capacity. The trend has been to exclude the non-Shii Muslims as
well; see Schahgaldian, Iranian Military, pp. 39–40.

62. The convening of the meeting was confirmed in interviews. For details of the
meeting, see Iran Times, 15 October 1982, pp. 5, 11. According to the US
Department of State, Country Reports on Human Rights Practices for 1982
(Washington, DC: Government Printing Office, 1983), the main issue in
1981–82 was whether minority social clubs were to be classified as private or
public (see p. 1142).

63. Iran Times, 15 October 1982, pp. 5, 11.
64. Ibid., 24 December 1982, p. 5.
65. In a speech delivered by Musavi Ardabili, head of the Supreme Court, elim-

ination of jazieh was attributed to changes in society since the times of the
Prophet Mohammad; see Iran Times, 3 July 1987, p. 5. See also the discus-
sion on the interpretation of the concept of jazieh in the Introduction, pp.
22–23.

66. See The Times (London), 11 July 1980, p. 8; US Department of State,
Country Reports on Human Rights Practices for 1983 (Washington, DC:
Government Printing Office, 1984), p. 1262; Cheesta, 2nd year, no. 3, Aban
1361 [November 1982], pp. 386–88; United Nations, E/CN.4/1991/35, p.
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67. Iran Times, 12 September 1986, p. 14.
68. United Nations, E/CN.4/1991/35, p. 49. In an official response, the Iranian

government admitted the arrest of some members “for their immoral
offences.” This was done “according to the decision of the judicial author-
ities and they were convicted by the court” (p. 50).
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during the early 1980s, a non-Muslim wedding, despite having received an
official permit, was interrupted by the Revolutionary Guards breaking and
jumping through the windows. Despite being presented with the official
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70. Iran Times, 3 July 1987, p. 1.
71. The author has read the letter.
72. The author is in possession of a copy of the invitation given to her by H. E.

Chehabi.
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year, no. 1, Shahrivar 1365 [September 1986]; Iran Times, 27 April 1984, p.
2.

74. Mozakerat-e Majlis, 9 Ordibehesht 1361 [29 April 1982], meeting 303, p.
15.
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Times, 7 December 1984, p. 1.

76. Gardoon, 1st year, no. 3, 1 Day 1362 [22 December 1990], p. 3.
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78. Mozakerat-e Majlis, 16 Bahman 1362 [5 February 1984], meeting 572; 17
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180, p. 69; 5 Khordad 1362 [26 May 1983], meeting 470, pp. 29–30.
80. Mozakerat-e Majlis, 23 Esfand 1362 [13 March 1984], meeting 598, pp.

17–19.
81. This slogan is repeated frequently; see from the first Majlis, Mozakerat-e

Majlis, 10 Tir 1360 [1 July 1981], meeting 173, pp. 3–4.
82. For a typical outburst ending up in a physical fight on the house floor during

the first Majlis, see Mozakerat-e Majlis, 10 Aban 1362 [1 November 1983],
meeting 524, p. 14. During the second Majlis such incidents were rare.

83. For one example, see Mozakerat-e Majlis, 9 Day 1365 [30 December 1986],
meeting 356, p. 24.

84. Mozakerat-e Majlis, 14 Azar 1364 [5 December 1985], meeting 202, p. 21.
85. See, for example, Haerizadeh, a deputy from Birjand, who begins his speech

by criticizing those who always use the imam’s name; he then does the same.
Haerizadeh was against privatization and favored a strong public sector. His
circular critique, however, is an exercise in perverse logic: Mozakerat-e
Majlis, 13 Mehr 1365 [5 October 1986], meeting 321, p. 19.

86. See, for example, Mozakerat-e Majlis, 19 Azar 1364 [10 December 1985],
meeting 204, pp. 17–18.

87. For an example of the RRM oath of office, see the ceremonial swearing-in to
the second Majlis of Baghoomian, the southern Armenian deputy:
Mozakerat-e Majlis, 24 Mehr 1363 [16 October 1984], meeting 41, p. 28.
For an example of the oath of Muslim deputies, see Mozakerat-e Majlis, 10
Tir 1360 [1 July 1981], meeting 173, pp. 24–25.

88. This information is from individuals who had intimate knowledge of the
workings of parliament.

89. Resalat, 26 Ordibehesht 1367 [16 May 1988], no. 680, p. 5.
90. The Tudeh Party was officially dissolved in May 1983. The information was

conveyed to the author by two individuals who were familiar with Mr.
Ushana but who did not know each other. Sergen Bait Ushana’s death was
reported in Cheesta, 6th year, nos. 3–4, Azar–Day 1367 [December–January
1989].

91. Information obtained from interviews. See also Iran Times, 29 June 1984, p.
16.

92. Interview with Kayhan, 7 Shahrivar 1360 [29 August 1981], reprinted in
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reprinted in Cheesta, 1st year, no. 9, Ordibehesht 1361 [May 1982], pp.
1029–32.

94. In a rare commentary on the floor of the Majlis, Vartan Vartanian, the north-
ern Armenian deputy, addressed the economic repercussions if oil were
allowed to dominate other exports. He was a member of the House
Committee on Industry and Mines. See Mozakerat-e Majlis, 25 Esfand 1365
[16 March 1987], meeting 386, pp. 39–40.

95. Mozakerat-e Majlis, 14 Tir 1360 [5 July 1981], meeting 174, p. 41. For
another example of the RRM representatives voting in unison and with the
majority, see 26 Mehr 1363 [18 October 1984], meeting 42.

96. The table gives some examples of how the RRM representatives voted on
Musavi’s proposed cabinet. See Mozakerat-e Majlis, 6 Aban 1364 [28
October 1985], meeting 186, pp. 41–55.
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and its revisions in the final form, see Majmueh-ye Qavanin-e, pp. 563,
568–69, 644–45.
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these parties for the diaspora, it led Armenian resistance to Ottoman
misrule, emerged as the governing party of the first Armenian Republic
(1918–20), and after Sovietization remained the dominant political force of
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intimate knowledge of the cases, Tehran, 1992.
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