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In the immediate aftermath of the 1979 Islamic revolution, large numbers of Bahá’í 
students were expelled from universities and colleges and Bahá’í youth barred from applying 
for entry.  By 1984 there were virtually no Bahá’í students in institutions of higher education 
in Iran.  This ban was achieved by the simple expedient of requiring all those applying to take 
the National University Entrance Examinations to identify their religion by marking one of 
four boxes representing the religions recognized by the government of Iran:  Islam, Christianity, 
Judaism, or Zoroastrianism.  As there was no box the Bahá’í youth could use without denying 
their Faith, they were unable to apply.  In 1991, a secret memorandum issued by Iran’s Supreme 
Revolutionary Cultural Council and signed by the Supreme Leader formally set out the 
government’s policies regarding the “Bahá’í question”, including that “they must be expelled from
universities, either in the admission process or during the course of their studies, once it becomes 
known that they are Bahá’ís”.

After several years of the international community’s calls upon Iran to honour the 
requirements of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights, to which it was 
a signatory, that government in 2003 feigned a change of policy and reframed the requirement 
for the applicants to state their religious affiliation as being instead an invitation for them to 
state on which of the four religions they wished to be examined.  This encouraged many young 
Bahá’ís to sit the National University Entrance Examinations in the summer of 2004, but their 
hopes were cruelly dashed when they discovered that, having opted to be examined on Islamic 
subjects, they had been falsely recorded as Muslims, which in effect would have forced them 
to dissimulate their faith had they accepted to be listed as such.  Efforts to change the 
documentation were fruitless, and thus the Bahá’í applicants were denied access to higher 
education through this ploy, which was used again the following year.

In 2005, the international community’s attention was drawn once again to the issue 
of the denial of higher education to the Bahá’í youth in Iran.  In the face of the international 
pressure that was exerted, Iran’s response in 2006 was to reiterate that the choosing of a religion on
the application form was merely a choice of examination topic and not a statement of religious 
belief.  The Bahá’í community chose to accept this assertion in good faith, and as a result, 
some Bahá’í students were able to take up university places.  Their hopes to be able to complete 
their education in their nation’s universities, however, soon died as they were gradually expelled 
over time, either according to a predetermined plan or as a result of their universities’ becoming 
aware of their religious identity.  Notwithstanding the fact that many Bahá’ís who sat for the 
entrance examination were able to achieve a very high ranking, it became evident very quickly 
that the authorities had no intention of allowing Bahá’ís to be admitted to Iranian universities.  This
fact was clearly affirmed by the sending of a circular by the Central Security Office of Payám-i-
Núr (Payame Noor) University to 81 universities in 2006 reminding them of the 1991 
memorandum and ordering them to deny registration to Bahá’í applicants and to expel students 
as soon as they were identified as Bahá’ís.  Therefore the government could appear to have 
responded to international pressure whilst ensuring that it had a new strategy in place to guarantee 
the continuing denial of higher education to Bahá’í youth.  In the same year, selected government 
agencies were asked to identify and monitor Bahá’ís, and trade unions were instructed to provide a 
list of their Bahá’í members.  In 2007, all head teachers were required to fill out forms for all 
children of minority groups and send them to the Security Office.  Thus the government’s efforts to
ensure that it can identify by name every Bahá’í in the country were ongoing.

In 2007, in the face of continuing expressions of concern internationally regarding the 
access of Bahá’í youth to university, the government introduced another strategy to deny to 
them access to higher education.  Over 1,000 Bahá’í students took part in the National University 
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Entrance Examinations and at least 800 of them, instead of receiving their examination results, were
told that their files were “incomplete”.  The fact that the government had been surreptitiously 
undertaking wide-ranging efforts aimed at identifying all of the Bahá’ís in the country meant that, 
in a great percentage of cases, they would easily be able to identify the Bahá’í students who had 
taken the examination.  Enquiries and complaints to the appropriate government agency proved 
entirely fruitless, and thus the students’ route into higher education remained blocked.  Of the 77 
students who were able to enrol, most were expelled during that academic year owing to their faith 
in Bahá’u’lláh.

The shameless tactic of protesting that Bahá’í youth were indeed able to sit for the 
entrance examinations without having to deny their faith and afterwards informing those known 
to the authorities to be Bahá’ís that their files were “incomplete” continued up to and including 
the 2013 examinations, as did the strategy of expelling, at some point prior the completion of their 
courses, those Bahá’í students who were successful in gaining university places.  The fact that 
some of them were permitted to remain at university until their last semester, only to be expelled 
just before their final examinations, speaks to an extreme level of cold-hearted cruelty.  On her 
departure, one of these students requested her academic transcript and was told that since the 
tuition for her eight semesters of study had been paid for by the government, she would have to 
reimburse all of those expenses before she could receive her transcript from the university.  Of 
course, having a small number of Bahá’í students attending university at any given time is simply a
pretext for the government of Iran to deny on the world stage its unrelenting efforts to deprive the 
vast majority of Bahá’í youth of higher education.  In addition, the government’s strategy of 
preventing entry to university for some whilst allowing others to enrol is clearly designed to 
promote disunity amongst the Bahá’í youth, something that it has never achieved.

By the time of the entrance examinations for the 2014 academic year, the Iranian authorities
—well aware from the pressure of the international community that the farcical claim, made year 
after year, that hundreds of Bahá’í students had submitted “incomplete files” had never held any 
credibility—once again revised their strategy towards Bahá’í students.  Now, unlike their fellow 
Iranian friends who were able to obtain their examination results on the national website as usual, 
many of the Bahá’í students who sat for the exam were simply instructed to contact a post office or 
to travel to Tehran to visit the offices of the Educational Measurement and Evaluation Organization 
(EMEO, the government agency that oversees the entrance examination process).  Any letters of 
complaint written by Bahá’í students received no reply, and those who made visits in person were 
informed that, according to the law, Bahá’ís are unqualified to enter university and were then 
refused any written confirmation of what they had just been told.

When the Bahá’í students have, in recent years, attempted to follow up the matter of 
“incomplete files”, in virtually every case university officials have refused to put anything in 
writing, often directing the students to seek redress at the Security Office or the EMEO.  Year 
after year, the government official who is responsible for the section of EMEO that deals with 
university entrance examination appeals has expressed sympathy for the position of the Bahá’ís, 
whilst telling them that it is the Supreme Council of the Cultural Revolution that has decided 
that Bahá’ís should be excluded from higher education and further asserting that he has been 
forbidden to provide anything in writing that could be used as evidence of exclusion from 
university on the basis of religious belief.  One senior official told a student that, were he to 
provide him with anything in writing, that student would, he was sure, publish it on social 
media sites, making it available to an international audience.  The anxious care that administrators 
at all levels in educational institutions take to avoid providing any written evidence to the students 
as to the reasons behind their exclusions or expulsions shows that international scrutiny has had a 
significant impact on the behaviour of the officials and agencies concerned.
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But the campaign of the Iranian government to deprive Bahá’í youth of higher education 
extends well beyond its effort to debar Bahá’í university students from Iranian post-secondary 
educational institutions, reprehensible as that is.  Alongside that unrelenting, systematic effort, 
the authorities have also launched repeated assaults against the Bahá’í community’s endeavour 
to meet some of the educational needs of Bahá’í students through the Bahá’í Institute for Higher 
Education.  The intention of the government could not be clearer:  in the words of the 1991 
memorandum of the Supreme Revolutionary Cultural Council, “the government’s dealings with 
[the Bahá’ís] must be in such a way that their progress and development are blocked”.  And so 
it is patently bent upon extinguishing any hope among Iran’s Bahá’ís for the community’s young 
people—who, after all, represent its future—to realize their educational aspirations.  Over thirty 
years have passed since Bahá’í students were excluded from institutions of higher education 
in Iran, and it is a second generation of Bahá’ís that is now being barred from university or 
cynically allowed to start university courses, only to be subsequently expelled.  In order to gain 
further education, they are clandestinely encouraged to deny their faith or to sign an undertaking 
not to identify themselves as Bahá’ís or mention the Bahá’í Faith whilst on the university 
campus.  If unwilling to take either of these actions, they are forced to study abroad (preferably 
taking their family with them).

Against this background it is known that over the years there have been a small number 
of Bahá’í students who have succeeded in being accepted by a university, and a few of those 
also managed to complete their courses without being expelled; what is not known is whether they
were simply never identified as Bahá’ís or were known to be Bahá’ís and were still permitted to 
complete their degrees—this, as a mere tactic designed to enable the authorities to deny that they 
continue, relentlessly, to exert every effort to obstruct Bahá’ís from pursuing higher education in 
Iran.

Given that there are a very small number of students who have managed, against all 
odds, to graduate from Iranian institutions of higher education, it is not, of course, possible to 
claim that no Bahá’í student has ever done so.  However, if reference has to be made to these 
few individuals, then the use of the term “a negligible few” seems quite accurate, given the 
tens of thousands of young Bahá’ís who have been systematically prevented from entering the 
universities and higher education colleges of Iran, and the thousands more that, having entered, 
were subsequently expelled before they could gain a qualification.
 


