
AMNESTY INTERNATIONAL 
FEATURE 

AI index: MDE 13/034/2013
EMBARGO: Thursday 29 August 2013, 00:01Hs GMT 

Iran still seeks to erase the ‘1988 prison massacre’ from memories, 25 years on 

The last time Jafar Behkish saw his brothers, Mahmud and Mohammad Ali, both political activists 
imprisoned in Iran, they only had 10 minutes to talk through a glass window. 

None of them imagined that it would be their last interaction or the horror that would unfold over the 
following months. 

A few weeks after that meeting in August 1988, without any warning, Iran’s prison authorities 
suspended all family visits. Televisions and radios were removed from the wards, delivery of newspapers 
was cancelled and prisoners were suddenly not allowed to exercise or visit the prison’s clinic. 

Shortly afterwards, hundreds of political prisoners were taken, one by one, to a special room, where they 
were interrogated in special summary “re-trials”. 

Many thought they were going to be pardoned and released – as most were about to complete their 
sentences. Instead, they were executed. 

Human rights organizations estimate that between 4,500 and 5,000 men, women and children were 
killed in the summer of 1988 in prisons across Iran. The pattern of political executions changed 
dramatically from piecemeal reports of executions to a massive wave of killings that took place over 
several months. 

The true number of dead, however, is still unknown as the executions were carried out in secret. In fact, 
many relatives were never told about the killings or where their loved ones had been buried. 

A quarter of a century after the mass killing, the Iranian authorities do not want to talk about what 
happened. In fact, they seek to erase any trace of the “prison massacre”. The mass killing was never 
investigated and none of those in charge at the time has faced trial – in fact, some senior officials of the 
time are still in high-ranking positions today. 

The authorities have also persecuted and harassed the families of the victims, including by dispersing 
gatherings and arresting them on the commemoration day held annually on the last Friday before 1 
September in Khavaran Cemetery in southern Tehran. 

On the 25th anniversary of the “prison massacre”, Amnesty International is once again calling on the 
Iranian authorities to bring to justice those responsible for these gross human rights violations – 
regardless of their former or current official position. 

Premeditated killings 
The killings took place as the bloody Iran/Iraq war was in its final stages. The UN Security Council was 
pressing for a ceasefire and, in July 1988, the National Liberation Army, a military force formed by the 
Iraq-based opposition group, the People's Mojahedin Organization of Iran (PMOI) staged an armed 
incursion into western Iran that was repulsed by the Iranian army. 

Shortly after, Iran’s political prisoners were executed in two waves. 

In the “re-trials” they faced, the first group was asked about their political affiliation – those who 
answered “Mojahedin” were sent to their death. Some were asked if they were willing to clear the 
minefields for the army of the Islamic Republic. The second group was questioned about their religious 



faith – again, a wrong answer resulted in a death sentence. 

In 1990, Amnesty International published a report concluding that “the massacre of political prisoners 
was a premeditated and coordinated policy which must have been authorized at the highest level of 
government”. 
  
“These summary trials bore hardly any resemblance to judicial proceedings. Committees decided on a 
whim whether thousands of prisoners would live or die, based on their political or religious beliefs,” said 
Hassiba Hadj Sahraoui, Amnesty International’s Deputy Director for the Middle East and North Africa 
Programme. 

After the killings, authorities would take months to inform relatives of what had happened. 

“My brother was killed on 28 August. In late November the authorities called us…and when my father 
went to the Revolutionary Committee office they said that both my brothers had been executed but they 
didn't give any documents. They didn’t say why they killed them, where they had been buried, why there 
had been a re-trial, their last words, nothing,” Jafar told Amnesty International. 

Fighting for justice 
Between 1981 and 1988, seven of Jafar’s siblings were killed in prison. 

After they discovered what had happened to their loved ones, Jafar’s family and many others started a 
campaign to demand answers from the authorities. 

“People in Iran were shocked. I was in Tehran and went to the houses of several people who had been 
executed. We knew the families, we were like a big family,” he said. 

As time passed, without answers or justice, many relatives began visiting the Khavaran Cemetery, where 
unmarked mass graves believed to hold many of those killed were found. Mourning mothers started to 
visit the site regularly. 

But the Iranian authorities have done everything in their power to block such commemorations. 

“The harassment against the families has been continuous these past 25 years. My sister [Mansoureh 
Behkish] was one of the targets. Over this summer [like many previous summers] the intelligence 
services asked her to stop going to Khavaran or to talk to media, to write articles or letters. She has been 
arrested several times to stop her from going to the commemorations. I worry for her safety,” Jafar said. 

Mansoureh Behkish was arrested in Tehran on 12 June 2011 and held in Evin Prison until she was 
released on bail on 9 July 2011. On 25 December that year she was tried by Branch 15 of the 
Revolutionary Court of Tehran on charges of “spreading propaganda against the system” and “gathering 
and colluding with intent to harm national security”. 

She is currently facing a six-month prison sentence after the appeal court suspended part of her original 
sentence. Although she is at liberty, she could be summoned to serve her sentence at any time. 

Jafar, who now lives in Canada, is worried about what might happen to Mansoureh with the 25th 

anniversary of the massacre approaching. 

“I’m very worried about my sister and other families. I don't really know what will happen. They paid a 
very high price to make this day a historical day. It’s a very important day in the history of human rights 
work in Iran,” he said. 

Amnesty International urges the Iranian authorities to uphold the right to truth, justice and reparation of 
the families of those killed in what will remain known to Iranians as the “Prison Massacre”. 
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