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Bridging Constitution, Practice Gaps on A Global Crisis
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International Human Rights Day Symposium at University of Tehran

Redrawing Iran's relationship with

int’l organizations on human rights
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Abbas Shiri

The inauguration
of the symposium,
with an address by
Dr. Abbas Shiri, dean
of the Faculty of Law
and Political Scienc-
es of the University
of Tehran, was so
audacious and un-
varnished that it
perturbed the at-
mosphere of the hall
from the very outset.
He, by bypassing cli-
chéd preliminaries,
addressed directly

If Shiri and Mehr-
pour concentrated
predominantly upon
the domestic sphere
and legal solutions,
Dr. Mohammad
Hassan Ziaei-Far,
secretary general of
the Islamic Human
Rights Commission,
with a realistic gaze
derived from years
of practical experi-
ence in the interna-
tional arena, delin-
eated a gray portrait
of Iran’s position
devoid of romanti-
cism. His analysis
commenced with a
remembrance of the
victims of human
rights violations in
Gaza, Yemen, Su-
dan, Ukraine, and
even “within our
own country,” and
emphasized the
principle that every
day must be Human
Rights Day.

He assessed Iran’s
interaction with the
international hu-
man rights system,
which is composed
of diverse norms
and mechanisms, as
not particularly sat-

one of the most sen-
sitive nodes of ten-
sion in Iran’s human
rights discourse: the
potential contradic-
tion between the
progressive princi-
ples of the country’s
Constitution and
restrictive execu-
tive practices. Shiri,
with academic yet
clear words, spoke
of a phenomenon
that he calls “state
crime”. This weighty
designation refers to
a condition in which
the state or govern-
mental organiza-
tions, not through
explicit violation of
law, but through the
conduit of “expan-
sive and indetermi-

isfactory. Ziaei-Far
referred to Iran’s
complex dossier,
which, since the in-
ception of the Islam-
ic Revolution, has
been accompanied
by special rappor-
teurs, resolutions,
and supervisory
mechanisms. Never-
theless, he stressed
that the country’s
official current, in
contrast to domestic
hardline currents,
maintains a “serious
and expanding” en-
gagement with this
system, manifested
in responding to re-
ports, participation
in standard-setting
processes, and activ-
ism on issues such
as Palestinian rights.
Yet his final summa-
tion was bitter: “Our
situation at the glob-
al level is not partic-
ularly desirable, and
we have not suc-
ceeded in defining
an appropriate po-
sition for ourselves
within this system.”
The outlook ahead,
from Ziaei-Far’s
perspective, will
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nate interpretations”
of existing statutes,
infringe upon the
fundamental rights
of citizens.

The concrete exem-
plar upon which he
concentrated was
the process of de-
termining the qual-
ification of electoral
candidates. He cau-
tioned that if the cri-
teria for approval of
qualifications, which
under the Constitu-
tion are entrusted
to organizations
such as the Guardian
Council, are imple-
mented in a “broad,
indeterminate, and
non-transparent”
manner, they can, in
practice, “preclude

Bitter outlook of a complex dossier

continue along the
same trajectory so
long as one of the
following four key
variables does not
undergo fundamen-
tal change:

1. Domestic poli-
tics and the qual-
ity of governance:
a change here will
directly and imme-
diately be reflected
in the country’s in-
ternational image.
Improvement in
effective domestic
governance is the
most efficacious
means for altering
the external narra-
tive.

2. The mode of re-
lations with influ-
ential states within
the power-centered
international struc-
ture: this variable is
connected to mac-
ro-diplomacy and
relations with great
powers.

3. Intelligent acts
within multilateral
mechanisms: the
manner of engage-
ment and utilization
of opportunities in
organizations such
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ter for Graduate International Studies of the University of Tehran
and the Mahdad Legal Group. The event, which had been intended
merely as a formal commemorative occasion, turned into the arena
of a serious and rarefied intellectual debate; a forum in which Irani-
an jurists, diplomats, and academics, in an unprecedented manner,
subjected two fronts to simultaneous critique: domestic governing
mechanisms and ostensibly universal international structures.
What distinguished this gathering from analogous prior instances
was the frankness of expression in articulating fissures, the presen-
tation of analyses devoid of naive optimism, and the endeavor to de-
lineate solutions that emerged not from a posture of negation, but

On the threshold of the 77th
anniversary of the adoption
of the Universal Declaration
of Human Rights, a scholar-
ly symposium was convened
at the University of Tehran
through the efforts of the Cen-
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from within the legal framework and with an intention of reform.

the participation of
significant segments
of citizens in the cy-
cle of political pow-
er”. In other words,
a right that is ex-
plicitly emphasized
in Chapter Three
of the Constitution
can, at the stage of
implementation and
interpretation, be
neutralized and ren-
dered inefficacious.
Shiri characterized
this condition as a
violation of the “uni-
versal right of par-
ticipation” and as an
issue connected to
the “independence,
territorial integrity,
and fundamental
freedoms of the na-
tion.”

as the Human Rights
Council belong to
this category.

4. The general
international en-
vironment: the
world, under cur-
rent conditions
and due to various
events, such as the
wars in Ukraine and
Gaza, focuses less on
Iran’s dossier.

This four-dimen-
sional analysis did
not attribute the
crisis solely to exter-
nal ill intent or dip-
lomatic weakness
but perceived it as
the consequence of
the entanglement
of internal and ex-
ternal factors, and
deemed improve-
ment contingent
upon simultaneous
transformation in
these domains.
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Proposing a pragmatic solution

Mohammad Hassan Ziaei-Far (1), secretary general of the Islamic Human Rights
Commission, addresses the audience at the International Human Rights Day Symposium at
University of Tehran on December 10, 2025, as other esteemed panelists listen.

Hossein Mehrpour

In the continuation of
the trajectory of in-
tra-structural critique,
Dr. Hossein Mehrpour,
head of the Supervisory
Board for the Imple-
mentation of Iran’s Con-
stitution, endeavored,
instead of merely accen-
tuating the problem, to
present a concrete, di-
alogue-based solution.
He, through historical

excavation, returned to
the early days following
Iran’s Islamic Revolution,
when the question of the
relationship between
the “Universal Declara-
tion of Human Rights”
and “Islamic teachings”
was central. Mehrpour
recounted a dialogue
with Professor Antonio
Cassese, the eminent
international jurist,
which could constitute
the key to his proposed
approach.

Cassese had suggested
to him that, instead of
a generalized confron-
tation with the human
rights discourse, joint
sessions should be con-
vened with Islamic and

legal experts, and a pre-
cise, “article-by-article”
examination of Iran’s
international commit-
ments, such as the In-
ternational Covenant
on Civil and Political
Rights, should be under-
taken. The objective of
this examination would
be the transparent and
limited identification
of cases of definitive
incompatibility with
Islamic standards or
Iran’s Constitution. Sub-
sequently, the country
could, in a specific and
transparent manner,
announce to the glob-
al community that, in
these “particular cases,”
due to conflict, it is un-

able to implement that
article unconditionally
and may enter a “reser-
vation”. However; in oth-
er instances where no
incompatibility exists,
it would commit to full
implementation.

In Mehrpour’s view,
these concepts are
“profoundly conso-
nant with our religious
and ethical teachings
as well.” His proposal
was, in essence, an in-
vitation to move from
a defensive-ideologi-
cal strategy toward a
strategy of “critical yet
rule-governed engage-
ment” that emphasizes
legal transparency and
precision.

Three rights victims must attain

Dr. Mohammad-Hadi
Zakerhossein, assistant
professor of Criminal
Law at the Faculty of
Law and Political Scienc-
es of the University of
Tehran, with awareness
of temporal constraints
at the symposium, di-
rected the discussion to
the operational core of
human rights: the realm
of criminal justice. He
emphasized that human
rights do not acquire
meaning solely in docu-

ments and resolutions,
but are realized in courts,
in investigative process-
es, and in the reparation
of victims. From his per-
spective, states possess
three levels of obligation:
the obligation to respect
(or, abstention from violation);
the obligation to protect
(or, prevention of violation by
others); and the obligation
to implement (or; affirmative
measures). Criminal justice
is the key instrument for
effectuating the obliga-

tion to “protect”. Zaker-
hossein also cautioned
that criminal justice itself
must not be transformed
into an instrument for
violating human rights. A
law enacted in the name
of combating crime is le-
gitimate only when it is
compatible with human
rights standards.

His remarks clearly
demonstrated that de-
fending human rights in
the international arena,
without the establish-
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Mohammad-Hadi Zakerhossein

ment of a transparent,
accountable, and equi-
table judicial system do-
mestically, lacks the reg-
uisite moral and practical
credibility.

Diagnosing a pandemic malady

Many speakers, inde-
pendent of domestic
critiques, adopted a
critical gaze toward
the structures and per-
formance of the inter-
national human rights
system. Dr. Nasrin Mo-
saffa, professor of In-
ternational Relations at
the Faculty of Law and

Political Science of the
University of Tehran,
with a tone imbued with
sorrow and concern,
declared that the glob-
al human rights move-
ment, despite its unde-
niable achievements in
norm articulation and
institution creation, “is
not in a salutary con-
dition”. From her view-
point, initial optimism
regarding human rights
compliance has dimin-
ished, restrictions have
become accepted more
and more, and trust in
international supervi-
sory organizations is
declining.

Mosaffa regarded re-
cent catastrophes, es-
pecially the Gaza trag-
edy, as exemplars of
“manifest assault upon
human dignity at the
collective level,” which
pose fundamental
questions concerning
the efficacy of interna-
tional organizations.
She warned that human
rights are in danger
of becoming a “met-
aphor for expressing
dissatisfaction” with an
unjust order and an in-
strument for “selective
political legitimation”.
In other words, when
human rights are ap-

propriated by powers,
they become not the
language of justice, but
the language of power.

Mosaffa’s proposed
solution was not the
drafting of new char-
ters, but the “internal-
ization of human rights
values” at individual,
social, and governmen-
tal levels. She believed
that no resolution or
report, in and of itself,
is capable of realizing
human rights, and that
only through internal-
ization of these values
can the path toward re-
building trust in these
standards be smoothed.
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