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As the Iranian elections near, western media coverage of Iran tends to focus on two things. Firstly, the
vote scheduled for Monday 18  June. Secondly, the stalled nuclear agreement between Tehran and the
world’s powers. An early priority of the Biden administration is the reconstitution of the nuclear deal
Barack Obama signed with Iran, that Donald Trump withdrew the United States from in 2018. Behind the
headlines surrounding Iran’s Presidential candidates or the intricacies of reconstituting the Joint
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), what are Iran’s intentions towards the UK? How does it
conduct itself in Britain, and what influence does it possess?

Iran is fortunate that its religious structures in this country have not been interfered with by the British
authorities.  Supreme Leader Ayatollah Khamenei’s current representative in the UK is Seyed Moosavi, based
at one of London’s most prominent Shia religious sites, the Islamic Centre of England, in Maida Vale. Mr
Moosavi’s predecessor,  Mohammad Ali Shomali, has said of his time in post “Regarding the role of the
representatives, it is religious in nature and not political.” Iranian clerics in the UK are enthusiastic participants
in inter-faith initiatives and outreach work with local elites, and Mr Shomali was considered important enough to
meet with senior Scottish officials and politicians at the annual Peace and Unity conference in Glasgow.

Separating the political and the religious, when it comes to a country like Iran, appears impossible. And the
merging of the two impacts upon this country. Last year Tehran condemned a film, The Lady of Heaven, written
by an exiled Kuwaiti Shia cleric now living in Buckinghamshire, Sheikh Yasser al-Habib. He is denounced by
Tehran for allegedly criticising Aisha, one of Muhammad’s wives. After the Secretary of Iran’s Supreme National
Security Council, Ali Shamkhan, called on Britain to ban The Lady of Heaven, Ambassador Baeidinejad
weighed in. Pointing out the film had been made here in Britain, Baeidinejad described it as an attempt to divide
Muslims. Writing to Sunni and Shia Islamic centres across Britain, he called on Muslims in the UK to condemn
the picture, and push, within the law, for its proscription. Where, in this dispute, is there a demarcation line
between the political and the religious? Such actions also make Britain nervous. Those with long memories will
recall the damage to social cohesion on the streets of England when the Ayatollah Khomeini sentenced the
British author Salman Rushdie to death for blasphemy, following the publication of The Satanic Verses.
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As well as demanding the laws of Islam be upheld in Britain, Iran has developed a second approach to gaining
and maintaining influence in this country. Since at least 2013 the Islamic republic has been behind a series of
fake Facebook pages designed to support the Scottish nationalist cause. Here, the intention is to weaken the
United Kingdom by encouraging the break-away of  one of its constituent parts. Whilst Russian online
disinformation often seeks to accelerate division in liberal democracies, stressing opposing viewpoints
simultaneously, Iran prefers to establish camouflaged sites which support its politico-religious aims, or at the
very least damage an opponent. Sites uncovered in a 2020 US investigation clearly reflected regional Iranian
ambitions – Syria-victory.com or Yemenpress.org  – but also a surprisingly reflective approach. Who would
have associated the domain name criticalstudies.org with the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps?

Despite this history, Iran possesses a surprising degree of soft power in the United Kingdom. For some in
political traditions on the left, the 1979 Islamic revolution remains a beacon for potential change. Iran is typically
viewed as more sinned against than sinner. Those in the anti-war movement who have vigorously critiqued
America’s conduct in the Middle East, and Britain’s support for it, have struggled to grasp Iran’s ambitions in
Lebanon, Yemen and especially Syria.

We need to understand Iran, and its hostile intentions, far better. Re-establishing the nuclear agreement is not
the way to start that challenging test.
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