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Mohammad Jafar Montazeri 
 
Mohammad Jafar Montazeri is a 75-year-old mid-ranking cleric and long�me Islamic Republic judiciary 
official. He was sanc�oned by the U.S. in December 2022 and by the U.K. in January 2023. The U.S. 
Department of the Treasury found that in his former role as prosecutor-general, he played a central role 
in prosecu�ng peaceful protesters. The U.K. sanc�oned Montazeri in response to the execu�on of Iran’s 
former deputy defense minister for foreign affairs, Alireza Akbari, a dual Bri�sh-Iranian ci�zen charged 
with spying. In August 2023, the head of Iran’s judiciary appointed Montazeri as chief judge of Iran’s 
supreme court for a five-year term. His appointment had the personal backing of Supreme Leader 
Khamenei. This profile provides an overview of Montazeri’s life and resume, with some concluding 
remarks on what to expect from him in his new role.  

Childhood and Early Career 
According to the biography published on the judiciary’s media outlet, Mizan News, Montazeri was born 
in 1948 in Qom, Iran. He received his primary educa�on in Ash�an and later pursued religious studies at 
a seminary commissioned by Ayatollah Golpayegani. Montazeri’s instructors included Ayatollah 
Meshkini, Ayatollah Sobhani, Ayatollah Fazel Lankarani, and Ayatollah Golpayegani.  
 
Early in his career, Montazeri worked under Mohammad Mohammadi Gilani, then a judge in Tehran’s 
Islamic Revolu�onary Court and later chief of Iran’s supreme court. Under Gilani’s supervision, in 1988, 
Montazeri helped found the Judicial Organiza�on of the Armed Forces out of the Islamic Revolu�onary 
Guard Corps and Army prosecutors’ offices. The Judicial Organiza�on of the Armed Forces effec�vely 
operates as a military court within the judiciary under Ar�cle 172 of the Islamic Republic’s cons�tu�on. 
Later, Montazeri became the deputy of parliamentary affairs in the Ministry of Jus�ce and, subsequently, 
the first deputy to the prosecutor-general.  
 
A�er serving as first deputy from 2001 to 2005, he assumed the role of the supreme leader’s special 
inspector within the judiciary. At the same �me, he also became an advisor to then chief of the judiciary, 
Mahmoud Hashemi Sharoudi, un�l the later was replaced by Sadegh Larijani in August 2009, two 
months a�er the Green Movement broke out in response to electoral fraud. Larijani appointed 
Montazeri to head the court of administra�ve jus�ce, which is tasked with inves�ga�ng complaints with 
respect to government officials under the head of the judiciary’s supervision. In 2012, the supreme 
leader appointed him chief judge of the influen�al Special Court for Clergy (SCC). This parallel judiciary 
operates under the supreme leader’s jurisdic�on, focusing on crimes commited by clerics. Montazeri 
replaced Ali Razini at the SCC, while at the same �me, Ebrahim Raisi, then first deputy chief of the 
judiciary, replaced Mohammad Salimi as prosecutor-general of the SCC. 
 
Not much is known about Montazeri and Raisi’s work at the SCC. According to one dissident cleric “we 
don’t exactly know” which cases the SCC prosecutes. One prominent case during Montazeri’s tenure 
came in 2016. The SCC sentenced Ahmad Montazeri, the son of Grand Ayatollah Hossein Ali Montazeri, 
for publishing an audiotape on which his father can be heard condemning the 1988 poli�cal execu�ons, 
known as the “chain murders.” Montazeri has held this posi�on on the SCC through the present.  

https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy1177
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-sanctions-iranian-prosecutor-general-following-execution-of-alireza-akbari
https://www.mizanonline.ir/fa/news/155336/%D8%B2%D9%86%D8%AF%DA%AF%DB%8C%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%85%D9%87-%D8%B3%D9%88%D8%A7%D8%A8%D9%82-%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%B5%DB%8C%D9%84%DB%8C-%D9%88-%D8%B4%D8%BA%D9%84%DB%8C-%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D8%A7%D9%86-%DA%A9%D9%84-%DA%A9%D8%B4%D9%88%D8%B1-%D8%B9%DA%A9%D8%B3
https://www.mizanonline.ir/fa/news/155336/%D8%B2%D9%86%D8%AF%DA%AF%DB%8C%D9%86%D8%A7%D9%85%D9%87-%D8%B3%D9%88%D8%A7%D8%A8%D9%82-%D8%AA%D8%AD%D8%B5%DB%8C%D9%84%DB%8C-%D9%88-%D8%B4%D8%BA%D9%84%DB%8C-%D8%AF%D8%A7%D8%AF%D8%B3%D8%AA%D8%A7%D9%86-%DA%A9%D9%84-%DA%A9%D8%B4%D9%88%D8%B1-%D8%B9%DA%A9%D8%B3
https://www.unitedagainstnucleariran.com/sadegh-amoli-larijani-chairman-of-irans-expediency-council
https://irandataportal.syr.edu/postrevolutionary-iran-a-political-handbook
https://www.unitedagainstnucleariran.com/ebrahim-raisi-president-of-iran
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2019/01/iran-instagram-cleric-special-court-clergy-aghamirri-kadivar.html
https://iranhumanrights.org/2016/11/shocking-montazeri-sentence/


 
 

Prosecutor-General 
In 2016, then judiciary chief, Sadegh Larijani, appointed Montazeri to take over from Ebrahim Raisi as 
prosecutor-general, also known as atorney general. During this �me, Montazeri le� his posi�on as the 
head of the court of administra�ve jus�ce. The Islamic Republic’s cons�tu�on states in Ar�cle 162 that 
“the prosecutor-general must be a just mujtahid [ie. An authority in Islamic law] well versed in judicial 
maters. They will be nominated by the head of the judiciary branch for a period of five years, in 
consulta�on with the judges of the Supreme Court.”  
 
However, the cons�tu�on does not provide detailed explana�ons regarding the roles and responsibili�es 
associated with this post. In its sanc�ons no�ce, the U.S. Department of the Treasury indicated in broad 
strokes that as prosecutor-general, Montazeri “oversees prosecu�ons and the enforcement of criminal 
judgments throughout Iran, including such ac�ons brought in Iran’s Revolu�onary Courts.” The U.K. 
indicated he was responsible for the “trial process and the use of the death penalty.” He also issues 
direc�ves to Iran’s courts and leads inves�ga�ons as directed by the judiciary chief. Addi�onally, as 
prosecutor-general, Montazeri chaired the 13-member Working Group to Determine Criminal Content 
on the Internet, which shares authority to block or unblock websites with the judiciary; and he was also 
a Supreme Council for Cyberspace member. He was reportedly one of the most powerful actors on the 
Council.  
 

Since assuming the role of prosecutor-general, 
Montazeri’s views on important legal issues have 
become public. His extremist views toward religious and 
ethnic minori�es, women, poli�cal dissidents, and 
criminals within Iran’s Sharia law were exposed. In 2016, 
he referred to the Bahai religion as “a deviant movement 
which was created and nurtured by England and Israel.” 
He said this in calling for punishment of those who 
“glorify” and “contact” followers of the sect, specifically 
Faezeh Hashemi Rafsanjani, who had allegedly been in 
contact with Fariba Kamalabadi, a long-imprisoned Bahai 
community leader. Montazeri’s views toward women are 
no less shocking. In his view, removing the hijab is a 
crime; and women should not be allowed to enter 
stadiums “because it leads to sin.” 
 
Montazeri adheres to a strict system of jus�ce, 
par�cularly for offenses like apostasy, extramarital sex, 

sodomy, alcohol consump�on, the�, and highway robbery. In Islam, these offenses fall under the 
category of divine punishment, also known as “hudud,” which is mandated and fixed by God. For 
instance, Montazeri said in 2019, "Based on [the] Quran, God, the passionate and merciful has 
categorically ruled that the hands of a man or a woman, if proven guilty of the�, should be amputated.”  
Women are also the target of a brutal legal campaign to enforce Sharia law. Later in 2019, in response to 
a video showing police brutality toward women for alleged “immoral” conduct, Montazeri reportedly 
quipped that the “judiciary supports a powerful police force.”  
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https://www.bbc.com/persian/iran/2016/04/160403_nm_larijani_montazeri
https://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6b56710.html
https://home.treasury.gov/news/press-releases/jy1177
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-sanctions-iranian-prosecutor-general-following-execution-of-alireza-akbari
https://justice4iran.org/11754/
https://iranpresswatch.org/post/14846/iranian-prosecutor-general-warns-those-who-contact-bahais/
https://www.rferl.org/a/iran-prosecutor-montazeri-head-scarf-law-women/32194427.html
https://amwaj.media/media-monitor/reformists-remain-skeptical-as-iran-set-to-allow-women-in-stadiums
https://en.radiofarda.com/a/iran-prosecutir-says-amputations-reduced-to-avoid-condemnation/29714019.html
https://www.ifmat.org/07/04/iran-attorney-general-reacts-police-brutality-video/


 
 

While some analysts considered Montazeri a poten�al candidate to succeed Larijani as chief of the 
judiciary in 2019, the supreme leader appointed Ebrahim Raisi, who then wanted to replace Montazeri 
as the prosecutor-general. The supreme leader stepped in to prevent Raisi from doing so and protected 
then-judiciary deputy Gholam-Hossein Mohseni-Ejei as well.   
 
The significant cases and inves�ga�ons Montazeri dismissed or obstructed provide insights into his 
priori�es and perspec�ves on Islamic jus�ce. A�er na�onwide protests shook Iran in November 2019, 
Montazeri obstructed inves�ga�ons into the murder of 1,500 peaceful protesters and the ill-treatment 
and abuse of poli�cal prisoners. Photos of detained prisoners with broken arms and injuries emerged in 
the media, and he remarked that all detainees have “declared their sa�sfac�on” with the condi�on of 
the prisons. In October 2020, 40 women and girls were allegedly raped in Zahedan, and Montazeri not 
only refused to follow up with an inves�ga�on but cri�cized the imam that was seeking jus�ce, saying 
that he “could be prosecuted under the law as a charge of disturbing the public mind." 
 
That is why it is all the more surprising that many Western media outlets bought into the ploy put 
forward by Montazeri that the “Morality Police” had been abolished. He appeared to speak for the 
interior ministry, which controls the unit, saying, “Morality Police have nothing to do with the judiciary. It 
was abolished from the same place it was launched.” This indicated that this was not a “concession” to 
the opposi�on, as some Western media outlets hailed. However, no confirma�on came from officials in 
the interior ministry, and the “Morality Police” later resumed their patrols. Later that same month, the 
U.S. Department of Treasury designated Montazeri for his involvement in the execu�on of peaceful 
protesters, including Mohsen Shekari, who was tortured, denied a lawyer, and executed three weeks 

a�er his sentence. There have 
been seven Woman, Life, 
Freedom protest-related 
execu�ons during his tenure, 
and dozens of other death 
sentences have been handed 
down in the Revolu�onary 
Courts. For instance, 
Mohammad Ghobadlou 
received two death sentences 
a�er sham trials, a�er 
Montazeri instructed 

prosecutorial authori�es to expedite the criminal proceedings against him. In January 2023, the Islamic 
Republic executed Akbari, precipita�ng U.K. sanc�ons. Ac�vists allege that an edited audio recording in 
which Akbari can be heard discussing the allega�ons resembles typical coerced confessions.  
 
In August 2023, Iran’s chief of the judiciary, Gholam-Hossein Mohseni-Ejei, appointed Montazeri to be 
chief judge of the supreme court. Simultaneously, Mohseni-Ejei appointed the then-chief of the High 
Disciplinary Court of Judges Mohammad Kazem Movahedi Azad as the new prosecutor-general. Azad has 
a clerical background, with s�nts at the Tehran Province Prosecutor’s office; head of Branch 54 of 
Tehran’s Court of Appeal; special prosecutor for the clergy; and head of the Tehran Revolu�onary Court. 
As an appeals judge, he upheld severe sentences against poli�cal prisoners convicted by Revolu�onary 
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https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2019/01/iran-judiciary-chief-amoli-larijani-raisi-expediency-council.html
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/ebrahim-raisi-iran-president-always-follows-orders
https://www.radiofarda.com/a/arrests-continue-in-iran/30289173.html
https://www.mei.edu/publications/women-iran-political-representation-without-rights
https://time.com/6238973/iran-morality-police-abolish-masha-amini-protests/
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/12/05/world/middleeast/iran-morality-police.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2023/07/17/iran-morality-police-hijab-protests/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/iran-appoints-western-sanctioned-prosecutor-general-to-head-top-court/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2022/11/iran-chilling-use-of-the-death-penalty-to-further-brutally-quell-popular-uprising/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/uk-sanctions-iran-prosecutor-general-over-british-iranians-execution-on-spy-charges/
https://english.aawsat.com/world/4474291-iran-appoints-western-sanctioned-official-head-top-court
https://www.iranintl.com/en/202308061466


 
 

Courts for their involvement in the 2009 Green Movement. He is also known for imposing lengthy 
sentences on leaders of the Bahai community.  

Chief Judge of the Supreme Court 
Unlike the role of prosecutor-general, this posi�on is more clearly defined in the cons�tu�on. According 
to Ar�cle 161 of the Islamic Republic’s cons�tu�on, the chief judge of the supreme court is responsible 
for “supervising the correct implementa�on of the laws by the courts, ensuring uniformity of judicial 
procedure, and fulfilling any other responsibili�es assigned to it by law, on the basis of regula�ons to be 
established by the head of the judicial branch.” The chief judge of the supreme court, appointed for a 
five-year term, also possesses the authority to appoint a prosecutor-general, probably in consulta�on 
with the head of the judiciary. Addi�onally, this role presides over capital offense and death penalty 
cases. Montazeri’s predecessor as chief judge was Seyyed Ahmad Mortazavi Moghaddam. 

What to Expect from Montazeri 
Montazeri’s ascension to chief judge of the supreme court comes at a par�cularly sensi�ve moment in 
the history of the Islamic Republic. The head of the judiciary, Gholam-Hossein Mohseni-Ejei, likely did 
not make this decision without input from the supreme leader. Given his direct connec�on to the 
supreme leader, it is an�cipated that Montazeri will impose harsh penal�es on individuals seen as 
adversaries of the regime, aiming to safeguard the Islamic Republic. This legal campaign, characterized 
by aggressive in�mida�on and coercion of internal regime opponents, will unfold within the context of 
broader trends. These trends include the rising u�liza�on of the death penalty for minor offenses and 
the perpetra�on of brutality against prisoners. The appointment of Montazeri and his subsequent 
replacement by Azad as prosecutor-general indicate the ascent of the hardline right within the legal 
system.  
 
 

https://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6b56710.html
https://iranprimer.usip.org/resource/islamic-judiciary
https://www.unitedagainstnucleariran.com/sanctioned-person/moghaddam-ahmad-mortazavi
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-65262012
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