Local Baha’is worry about safety

A story of prisons and persecution

By JERRY BEAULIEU
Oelly Repubiic Statt Writer

FAIRFIELD —~ Victorfa and
Mike don't hear much from their
relatives in Iran ‘anymore. This
worries them.

The Fairfield mother and son
are from Iran and both are Ba-
ha'is, members of a religlous sect
that has been the subject of perse-
cution, arrest.and even death in

“All the mail leaving the coun-
tryIscensored,” sald Mike, .

“We got one letter trom my hus-
band's -cousin,” Victoria said,
“and &ll it sald was ‘Hello, How
are you? We are fine.” That's all. I
even got one letter that they even _
opened and didn't bother to re- .
close.”

“They make no attempt lo even
hide the fact that all the mall is
opened,” Mike sald.

But censored mall Is one 6f the
minor problems facing Victorla
and Mike. Many of their friends
and relatives in Iran are, hidden
away Io prisons or even dead be-
cause they wouldn’t deny their re-
ligion.

Mike and Vh:torh are in this

. country but wouldn't allow their

real names to be used for fear of

" what would hxppen to their loved

ones stillin Iran,

Persecution of Baha'ls in Iran is
not new. It's been going on for
years. Accarding to Mike, it's

caused by & difference in rellghn

- betweenthe Baha’is and Islam. -

“Islam doesn't belive in che val-
idity of other prophets,”” Mike
safd. “They believe that Moham-
med was the last prophet.”

Babal's, on the other hand, be-
lieve that Mohammed was one ina
line of prophets.

“We belleve that this progres-
sion of truths doesn’t stop. We be-
lieve that Baha'u'llah (founder of

the religion) wasn’t the last - -

Pprophet. Another prophet will u.ke

" hisplace one day.”

Because of their religion, ‘the

Bahaf's bave been persecuted by

the ruling Muslims in Iran.

. -“Before the revolutlon there

was only 5o much the Shah could
do because he had fo answer to
other countries like the Unlted
States,” Mike said. “But today the
clergy have absolute power. They

bave to answer to no one bn! them-

selves.”

many. The only difference Is the
Jews had no choice. They were
killed just because they were
Jews.

“The Babal’s have a cho(c:
They have the chance to s2y ‘T'm
not a Baha'l’ and get out fror un-
der it. But to deny Baha'{ {s break-
ing a covenant with God,” he said.

“It's not a matter of convenlence.
- +Youcan'tchangeitlikeashirt”

According to local Baha't
spokesman Sandra Jack, word has

-been received recently that 17
more Baha’is were arrested by au--

thorities in Iran, bringing to 3¢ the
number of Baha'is imprisoned in
the last three weeks of July. On

July 28, two Baba'ls in Tehran and -

15 more in the suburb of Karaj
were taken into custody. -
Jack seid the July arrests came

: In the wake of 17 hangings In Shl-

mea Baha'ls recenlly held a
memorial service for the 17 Ba-
ha'is executed in Shiraz.

Furthier, sald Jack, there is still
1o news of the fate of two promi-
neat Baha'ls who were abducted

. at the end of June in Tehran, or of
i the 130 Baha’l ‘men, women and
; children who were attacked by -

‘mobs on July 1 and forced to flee

- : ther village of Ival.
Of the bundreds of Baha'is who ..
have beeg executed in Iran, Mike .
" callsit “genocide.

“It's just Hke the early Chris-
. tians or the Jews in pre-war Ger-

These same villagers were re-
portedly confined for three days

~ and denied food and drink in an ef-

fort to force them to convert to Is-
1am, then attacked the night of
their relase. -

“We are :hocked by Iran’s

- continulng brutal persecution of -

the Baha'ls despite International
protests and appeals,” Jack said.

- “It s a nightmare to imagine

what would happen without the
volce of worid opinion.

“Baha'i appeals to the Iranfan

= -

The Dafly Republic,

balu Callt,, Sua., Aug. 14, 1983—Page 3

of Kin in Iran

- DR Photo by Mike Jory.

Two local Baha'ls, Victoria and Mike — lﬂhouened here to nblme their idenities — tell of the penec'nﬂon of

fellow Baha’ls fn Fran.

guthoritles about the kldnappmgs
of Jahangir Hidayti and Ahman
Bashiri in Tehran have so far gone
unheeded,” Jack sald.

“The government is' denying
any knowledge of the abductton or
the whereabouts of the two."

Since their beginning in Iran in.

1844, the Baha'ls have been the

- target of

arrest and
execution.

Founded in Shiraz by a mer-
chant who was later known as the
Bab, Baha'ls rejected the literal
interpretation of the Koran and
believed that the Bab’s religion
was a fulfillment of prophecy and
that a new messenger of God
would appear on earth.

In 18thcentury Iran, the idea of
freedom of religion didn't exist,
and the teachings of the Bab
sparked violent reaction. Accused

" of beresy, the Bab was imprisoned

for several years, and finally exe-
cuted n 1850,

But his_death did not end the
spread of his teachings nor dim
the faith of his followers, who

. 'were now forced to defend them-

selves from attacks by both the
church and the government,

Thirteen years years aiter the
death of the Bab, one of his follow-
ers, who had been exiled to Bagh-
dag, proclaimed himself to be the
new messenger. He bacame
known as Baha'u'llah. Most of the
followers of the Bab accepted his
claim and became known &s Ba-
ba'ls. .

Religlous and secular authori-
tles kept Baha'w'llah in confine-
ment and exile untll his death in
1892. During the 40 years he was in.
prison be wrote a number of works
which today are the scriptures of
the religlon. .

As the number of Baha'is grew,

.the Muslm clergy felt increas-

ingly threatened by the spreading
religion and demanded the exter-
mination of its members, who they
branded as heretics. The tolerant,
non-violent nature of the Baha'ls
made it possible to attack them
without fear of retaliation,

Baha'ls were blamed for fam-

Ines, -revolutions, Invastons and -

other turmoil. If you didn’t want to

pay a debt, ynn could accuse the
créditor of being a Baha'l. If an
epidemic swept’ the country, it
could be blained on the Baha'is. °
‘The Baha'l fdea of world unity
was seen as a lack of patriotism.
‘Their acceptance of all the world's
religions was seenas & betnynl of

ISlam,
'A'he persecution of the 300,000-

member Baha'l community in -

Iran has drawn a flood of protests

from President Reagan, the US. -+
Congress, the United Nations Hu- .
man Rights Commission, the Par- :
liamentary Assembly of the
Council of Europe, and the pariia- -
ments of Great Britian, West Ger- .

many, Canada and Australia.
Since the 1973 revolution, 142 Ba-
ba'ls have been executed or assas-

sinated. More than 200 are

“tmprisoned without charges In ¢it-

{es throughout Iran, Jack said:

The Islamic regime has alse im-
prisoned bhundreds of Baha'ls, de-
stroyed most of the religion’s holy
places and cemeteries and de-
prived Baha'ls of their pensions,
jobs and trade licenses.
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