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Blasphemy laws, dissent and human rights abuses: The plight 
of prisoners accused of insulting Islam in the Islamic 
Republic of Iran 
 

“Today (23rd September 2017) is the third year that my daughter goes to school and I am not with her. I have gone on 

dry and liquid hunger strike since I do not want her to see me behind bars, anymore […] Farewell life, bury me right 

here in my cell in Evin.” 

       -  Extract from the “Taped Will” of Soheil Arabi, from Evin Prison 

   

 

This year has seen a wave of pro-democracy and human rights protests across Iran, with thousands taking to the streets 

against the clerical hold on power, calling for a more open society, and demanding an end to compulsory veiling for 

women. The authorities have cracked down on activists, intimidating and detaining peaceful protesters, with widespread 

reports of abuse and torture in custody. 

 

Since the start of the democratic protests in Iran, over 8,000 people have been arrested.1 At least 50 have been shot dead 

or died apparently from torture whilst in detention.2 By January 2018, over 20 civilians had been killed and several 

thousand arrested. The head of Tehran’s Revolutionary Court stated that detained protestors may face ‘moharebeh’ 

charges, which carry the death penalty and can be broadly understood as “enmity against God,” vaguely defined and 

often used for political purposes. 

 

Iranian authorities regularly detain and harass journalists, bloggers, political and non-religious dissenters and human 

rights defenders who criticize the Islamic revolution or the Iranian government. Over the past few years, a number of 

human rights lawyers who defended non-Muslims in court were imprisoned or fled the country for fear of arrest or 

prosecution.3 

 

As a Shi’a Islamic theocracy, where all laws and regulations are based on unique Jaafari Shi’a Islamic criteria, Iran 

holds expressions of unsanctioned religious views and expressions of political dissent to be acts of blasphemy. Those 

arrested for blasphemy are generally charged with ‘mofsed-e-filarz’ (“spreading corruption on earth”), a broadly 

defined crime capable of encompassing anything deemed undesirable by the state. There is no set penalty for such a 

wide-ranging crime, and punishments can run the gamut from a few months in jail to execution, with any prison 

sentence often supplemented by torture. In addition to suppressing political dissent and calls for reform within the 

established tradition of Shi’a Islam, blasphemy charges are also used to persecute religious minorities, including 

Atheists, Bahá’ís, Sunnis, Sufis, and Christians. 

 

The penal code of Iran was formally changed in 2012. In addition to numerous other human rights issues that remain 

under the new penal code, the crimes of “apostasy” and “blasphemy” are still in force and are punishable by death. 

The UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights in the Islamic Republic of Iran and the UN Secretary-

General have noted that these crimes are vague and broadly defined, leading to arbitrary interpretation and application. 

Over the past few years, Iranian authorities have charged many reformers within the Shi’a community with “insulting 

Islam,” criticizing the Islamic Republic, and publishing materials that allegedly deviate from Islamic standards. 4 For 

example: 

 

• In 2016, authour and human rights activist Golrokh Ebrahimi Iraee was convicted of “insulting the sacred” 

based on her unpublished story in which a protagonist - who was angered by stonings - burns a Qur’an. In 

  

1 https://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2018/jan/16/iran-tortures-kills-protesters-8000-citizens-arres/ 
2 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jan/09/iran-protests-deaths-custody-human-rights 
3 http://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/Tier1_IRAN.pdf 
4 http://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/Tier1_IRAN.pdf 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2018/jan/09/iran-protests-deaths-custody-human-rights
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February 2017, Ebrahimi Iraee was released on a short leave but arrested soon afterward for failing to return to 

prison on time. She remains imprisoned in Evin Prison.5    

 

• In October 2007, poet and human rights activist Reza Akvanian was sentenced to three years in prison and 40 

lashes for allegedly insulting the Twelfth Imam in his poetry. 

The Iranian government exercises strict control over expression of religious ideas and dissent online as part of its 

broader censorship and targeted use of technology. In June last year, Iranian officials announced that they had reached 

an agreement with Telegram to block “anti-religious” content. This came shortly after a prominent cleric stated that 

unrestricted internet would be “a tool for the toppling of Islam.” Throughout 2017, several young people were convicted 

of “apostasy” or “insulting the sacred” online. Two examples: 

 

• In February 2017, Iranian courts sentenced Sina Dehghan and Mohammad Nouri to death for posting “anti-

Islamic materials” on social media. 

 

• In April 2017, three young men were each sentenced to 12 years in prison based on their political and 

religious commentary on the popular messaging application Telegram.  

This phenomenon is not new. Iranian authorities have been arresting and sentencing to death many activists, journalists 

and dissenters after activity online and via social media, variously on the grounds of alleged insulting of Islam or the 

prophet, for years. Some examples: 

 

• In August 2013, an engineer named Rouhollah Tavana was sentenced to death on a charge of "insulting the 

Prophet of Islam" (‘Sabbo al-Nabbi’), after allegedly insulting the prophet in a video clip. The Court also 

sentenced him to imprisonment and flogging on charges of “alcohol consumption,” “making alcoholic 

beverages,” and “illicit sexual relations.” A Revolutionary Court then sentenced him to a further three years' 

imprisonment after convicting him of “insulting the founder of the Revolution” and “insulting the Supreme 

Leader.” In February 2014, the Supreme court upheld the death sentence of Ruhollah Tavana for insulting 

the Prophet Mohammad.6 

 

• In 2012, Iran’s Supreme Court confirmed the previously handed down death sentence for 35-year-old web 

designer and Canadian resident Saeed Malekpour. He had returned to Iran in 2008 to visit his dying father 

and was arrested for “insulting and desecrating Islam” after allegedly creating a computer program used by 

others to download pornography. 

 

• In November 2013, Soheil Arabi was arrested at his home in Tehran. During interrogation, he was pressured 

into confessing his alleged crimes. He was then transferred to Section 350 of Evin, which is under control of 

the Iranian judiciary. On 30 August 2014, a five-judge panel of Branch 76 of the Criminal Court of Tehran 

sentenced Arabi to death for "insulting the Prophet of Islam" in eight Facebook accounts allegedly 

belonging to Arabi. On 4 September 2014, Branch 15 of the Tehran Revolutionary Court also sentenced 

Arabi to three years in prison on charges of "insulting the Supreme Leader" and "propaganda against the 

state" in his postings on Facebook. In late September 2015, his sentence was commuted to "reading 13 

religious books and studying theology for two years". In January this year, Arabi’s mother, Farangis 

Mazloom, confirmed that he was on hunger strike in an interview with Radio Farda.7 Agents of the Greater 

Tehran Prison severely beat Soehil Arabi to force him to end his hunger strike and dealt severe blows to his 

head.8 

The torture and hunger strike in Arabi’s case is not unique; an increasing number of Iranian prisoners are risking their 

lives by going on hunger strike in protest against prison conditions or mistreatment, or simply to demand proper 

  

5 http://www.freedom-now.org/campaign/golrokh-ebrahimi-iraee/ 
6 https://www.amnesty.org/download/Documents/8000/mde130122014en.pdf 
7 https://www.radiofarda.com/a/b3-prisoner-of-conscience-soheil-arabi-on-hunger-strike-again/29000833.html 
8 https://zandaniran.blogspot.com/2018/03/blog-post_17.html, http://iran-hrm.com/index.php/2018/03/19/hunger-

striking-soheil-arabi-taken-to-hospital-after-being-beaten-by-prison-authorities/  

https://zandaniran.blogspot.com/2018/03/blog-post_17.html
http://iran-hrm.com/index.php/2018/03/19/hunger-striking-soheil-arabi-taken-to-hospital-after-being-beaten-by-prison-authorities/
http://iran-hrm.com/index.php/2018/03/19/hunger-striking-soheil-arabi-taken-to-hospital-after-being-beaten-by-prison-authorities/
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medical care. In August last year, the previous Special Rapporteur on the human rights situation in Iran, Asma Jahangir, 

expressed her deep concern about the situation of a number of prisoners who have been on prolonged hunger strike to 

protest against their transfer to a high-security section of Rajai-Shahr prison in Karaj, West of Tehran, and about their 

treatment while in detention. In September, Reporters Without Borders (RSF) said that it is “extremely concerned about 

the prison conditions of detained journalists and citizen-journalists in Iran, especially those who are ill or on hunger 

strike. The plight of Soheil Arabi and Ehssan Mazndarani is particularly alarming.” 

 

The cases and issues noted in this written statement bring to light a multitude of violations currently being committed 

within the justice and legal system of Iran against the human rights of its citizens. Including, for example: banning in 

law so called “blasphemous” expression; the use of torture and inhumane and degrading treatment and punishment; the 

use of the death penalty; and complete lack of freedom of religion or belief for those who do not identify within the 

school of Shi’a Islam.  

 

We therefore call on the Human Rights Council to urge Iran to: 

 

• Release immediately and unconditionally all persons detained for peacefully exercising the rights to freedom 

of expression, association and peaceful assembly. This includes all those individuals mentioned in in this 

statement.  

• Repeal all legal provisions that infringe upon the freedoms of expression, assembly and association, as 

guaranteed by the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights. This includes the repeal of its anti-

blasphemy laws. 

• Ensure genuine freedom of expression and information, including on the Internet, by putting an end to the 

harassment against journalists, bloggers and human rights defenders 

• Cease censorship of the media, as well as the harassment and arbitrary detention of journalists and political and 

religious dissenters. 

• Amend national legislation that discriminates on the basis of religion or belief, or political thought, and ensure 

that non- Shi’a citizens have access to a secular justice system. 

• Strengthen measures aimed at the protection of religious and non-religious minorities, in accordance with 

articles 13 and 14 of its Constitution. 

• Abolish the death penalty. (Failing that in the short-term: revise the Islamic Penal Code to ensure consistency 

with its international obligations, including article 6 of ICCPR, so that the death penalty is reserved for most 

serious crimes.) 

• Ratify the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women, the Convention 

against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment and its Optional Protocol. 

• Commute all death sentences, in particular executions of political prisoners and those dissenting from the 

mainstream religious view. 

• Cease the torture and other cruel, inhuman or degrading treatment or punishment against prisoners in the 

country; and ensure full respect for their dignity and autonomy. Investigate with urgency reported cases, 

including those mentioned in this statement. 

    


