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COI QUERY RESPONSE - Iran

Forced virginity tests

1. Existence and practice of virginity tests for women before marriage in
Iran, in particular in Kermanshah province

In Iran, the legal age for marriage is 13 for girls and 15 for boys. Any exception for marriage before
the legal age can be given ‘with permission from the guardian and a judge and if considered in the
ward’s interest’.! The legal age for consenting to sex is ‘after marriage’ for both girls and boys.?
Women in Iran are expected to ‘respect the codes of honour and to protect and maintain their
virginity before marriage’.?

In 2020, a draft law was adopted in Iran to protect women against violence, by criminalising some
forms of Sexual and Gender based Violence (SGBV), including forced marriage, sexual harassment in
public, physical and psychological abuse. However, according to Human Rights Watch, the draft law
does not criminalise several other forms of violence, such as marital rape and virginity testing.*

Various sources reported on the existence of the practice of forced virginity test in Iran between
2015° and 2021.° According to the Association of Iranian Studies, a ‘considerable number of virginity
certificates’ are issued by the Legal Medicine Organization in Iran.” However, no data could be found
to corroborate this information.

A 2016 UN report noted that forced virginity tests ‘(also referred to as “virginity examinations”)’,
were practiced in Iran among women detainees.® In 2016, both the UN and Amnesty International
(Al) denounced the use of forced virginity test on Atena Farghadan, a woman artist and human rights
activist, who had been arrested by Iranian authorities.® In 2016, another imprisoned Iranian Kurdish
woman was told that ‘she had to have a virginity test’ before the prison authorities would allow her
to receive special medical eye treatment.’® In February 2018, political activist, Parisa Rafiee, was
detained by security forces. In an open letter, she claimed that she refused a virginity test during her
detention, but she couldn’t file a complaint about this action.!* On September 2019, the Human
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Rights Activist News Agency (HRANA) reported that Rafiee was charged with “propaganda against
the state” and “disrupting public order” because of her open letter.!? A 2021 article by the
International Observatory of Human Rights (IOHR) reported that women activists continue to face
arrest for participating in peaceful protests in Iran, noting that a virginity test has been introduced as
part of their treatment in jail.3

In 2015, the Austrian Centre for Country of Origin and Asylum Research and Documentation
(ACCORD), quoting a ‘well educated woman with links to the international community’, stated that
premarital relations are very prevalent in Iran, adding:

‘This is only punished if the couple is caught in a ‘street check’ (where e.g. dress code is
controlled) or in a ‘crack-down’ on a party. Crackdowns have sometimes taken place in
connection with parties related to Western created festivities that appeal to the youth such
as New Year's or Halloween and Valentine’s. This could be instigated by neighbours
complaining over noise levels. It was mentioned that police also have a financial interest in
these crack-downs where both alcohol and drugs have sometimes been present, since the
fines given to the participants and particularly the person hosting the party can be
significant. If the girl or a couple in one of these situations are taken to the police station,
the girl is sometimes sent to a medical check to check if she is a virgin. The source expressed
uncertainty regarding the possible punishment in these kinds of cases, but mentioned a mild
jail sentence as a possible outcome. The source stated that if the couple is caught in 77
public, it is not in the involved families’ power to decide whether the case will go to court or
not. As it is regarded as a public offence that threatens the morality of society, it can go to
court regardless of the families’ stance. If the girl’s family insisted the consequence could
also be a forced marriage. It was added that the source had heard of cases where a father
had taken his daughter to a medical check to see if she was still a virgin, and added that the
consent of the daughter was not needed in this situation. Future parents-in-law are also
known to sometimes take their soon-to-be daughter-in-law to have her virginity verified.”*

Among all sources consulted within the time constrains for drafting this COl Query response, no
information could be found regarding forced virginity tests specifically in Kermanshah province.

2. Societal treatment and perception of women issued with a negative
virginity test

Women who lack a virginity certificate are said to experience anxiety,'® since losing virginity is
considered as a stigma for women in the Iranian society.'® An academic research paper on the
‘persisting social value of virginity for permanent marriages’ stated that ‘women and girls with
previous temporary or permanent marriage history are viewed as ‘damaged goods’ in many social
settings, and their future social life — in a context where marriage is still an important source of
social status — is put in serious peril’.Y’
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Under social pressure, many women are reportedly turning to hymenoplasty®® in order to conceal
the fact that are not virgin.'® In 2018, France24 reported on a growing industry of ‘hymen
reconstruction’ and virginity pills in Iran, due to the importance that many people gave to virginity
for women before marriage. The same source explained that this practice has been common in Iran
since the 1970s and that in recent years, ‘virginity pills’ are being advertised on instant messaging
service such as Telegram and Instagram.?®

Hymenoplasty, as well as virginity tests, are considered as part of the pseudoscience.?! IKWRO states
that the practice of hymenoplasty is ‘a form of “honour” based abuse’ and leaves women and girls
vulnerable to violence as they face the risk of not bleeding during the so-called ‘first time of
intercourse’. Additionally, the same source noted that hymenoplasty and virginity tests are equal
harmful as the female genital mutilation.??

The Australian DFAT, defines honour killings as ‘a murder committed or ordered by a relative as a
punishment to a family member who is seen — or suspected — to have damaged the family’s

reputation by their actions. Such actions can include extramarital sex [...]".%

Based on the social principle of ‘honour’ as a ‘value system, norm, and tradition’ violence against
women is normalised with the Iranian society and strengthen by the Islamic Penal Code (IPC).2*

‘Article 630 of the previous Penal Code expressly allowed a husband to kill his wife and her
lover, if he caught them in flagrante, (“in blazing offense” in Latin; legal term that indicates a
criminal has been caught in the act of committing an offense). However if he knows that his
wife acted under coercion, he may only kill her rapist (Article 630). While in the new Penal
Code Article 630 is unchanged, a paragraph has been added to Article 300 which again
stresses the exemption of husband from gisas (retaliation) in cases where he kills his wife
and her lover in flagrante. In fact, not only has Article 630 not been repealed, the IRl has

solidified its approval of this practice’.?

Although there are no reliable and accurate statistics on the scale of violence against women in
Iran,?® some sources reported that honour killings of women in Iran occur.?’” A source estimates that
‘every year 400-500 women are killed brutally in Iran to protect men’s ‘honor’.?® According to a 2021
article by Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, ‘hundreds of women are estimated to be the victims of
honor killings each year in Iran, a conservative and patriarchal country where violence against
women is widespread.’?®
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