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INTRODUCTION


For the imprisoned elites

For feeling at ease

For the sun after long nights

For all the nerves and insomnia pills

For Woman, Life, Freedom

For Freedom

For Freedom

For Freedom

—Shervin Hajipour, “Baraye”




NILO AND FATEMEH

ON SEPTEMBER 16, 2022, a twenty-two-year-old Kurdish woman named Mahsa Jîna Amini was killed in Tehran by the city’s morality police. She was viciously beaten after having been detained by an officer who accused her of not dressing appropriately in public, in defiance of the country’s hijab rule, which broadly governs what women should wear. As this horrible incident was unraveling, details were quickly disseminated by a handful of local journalists on social media. Sajjad Khodakarami, an independent Iranian journalist based in Istanbul, broke the news of Jîna’s assault on Twitter, sharing that on September 13 she “was treated in Tehran’s Kasra Hospital due to severe injuries, including brain damage.”* On the same day, Hamed Shafiei, a reporter who covered political and local news for Shargh, one of the largest and most prominent Iranian newspapers, posted an Instagram story. He wrote, “I went to Kasra Hospital. The atmosphere was tense there, and people were shouting, ‘They killed someone’s daughter. The police killed her. The morality police killed her.’ ” The accompanying image of Jîna lying unconscious in a hospital bed, with a swollen face, tubes coming out of her mouth, and dried blood on her ears, went viral.

As these threads of reporting began to come together, the regime tried to shut down coverage of the story. A police spokesperson told reporters at Shargh to disregard the incident with Jîna—that publishing what was happening at the hospital would only cause trouble for Shargh and for the police. But the regime couldn’t stop what was already in motion. The news continued to be shared all over various platforms, both by media outlets and by individual reporters. And when Jîna succumbed to her injuries on September 16, the Shargh reporter Niloofar Hamedi defied orders to keep quiet and told the world about her death in a tweet. Alongside a photo of Jîna’s grandmother and father wrapped in a tight, tearful embrace outside the closed door of the ICU, Niloofar wrote that “the black dress of mourning has become our national flag.”

The Islamic Republic stood firm in its claim that Jîna had died due to a health issue, denying that the morality police had beaten her to death. But Iranians knew better, and the Friday after Jîna’s death swarms of people, mostly women, congregated in front of Kasra Hospital, overflowing with rage about seeing another one of our young women disposed of by the security state with such casual cruelty.

Morality police vans, plainclothes officers of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), and riot police surrounded the hospital to try to prevent people from mourning and demonstrating. Authorities started to violently arrest people, shooting at and beating them. Elaheh Khosravi was one of the first journalists on the scene. After the commotion made it impossible to stay at the hospital, she walked down Alvand Street to Argentina Square nearby. There, she witnessed and reported on an act of protest and mourning that became a symbol of the 2022 movement that followed Jîna’s death: a young woman, scissors in hand, cutting off her ponytail while shouting, “You [the regime] are forever dishonorable!” The image was reminiscent of “Daf,” a poem by Reza Baraheni, an Iranian poet:


A woman was running on the rigid beaches

Shouted: God, God, God, why have you forgotten Tehran’s sky?



[image: ]


For those of us in Iran who have lived through destruction, war, and turmoil, poetry and literature have always been our shelter. In some cultures, poetry is for the elite. Yet in Iran, it’s for the masses. Nearly every Iranian, regardless of economic status or educational level, knows the great Persian poets. Even those who cannot read can recite, from memory, a favorite verse written by Hafez or Rumi. Poetry has seeped its way into our being; it’s part of our very Iranianness. And it isn’t only delicate or whimsical. It is now and has always been political.

It’s fitting, then, that the legacy of Jîna’s death and the movement it would inspire would unfurl in real time through revolutionary songs and poetic slogans chanted at demonstrations and recorded in protest graffiti that covered the walls and streets that the authorities took from our people. For centuries, narrative expression has shaped how we bring life to the most urgent issues for our people. One of the earliest poetic works that collectively shaped us is the Shahnameh, an epic poem by the Persian poet Ferdowsi. In AD 977, Ferdowsi began writing a story in more than fifty thousand rhyming couplets about the mythical tales of ancient Iran. He takes the reader on a journey from the creation of the world to the seventh century, when the Arabs conquered Iran and brought Islam to the Persian Empire. It took Ferdowsi more than forty-three years to complete this narrative, writing amid the Arab invasion that imposed a new language and religion on our people. Taking care to intentionally use Persian words, Ferdowsi preserved our language and history at a time when it could have been lost forever. Word by word, story by story, we have survived our oppressors by force, with narrative as our lifeline.

At the core of the slogans created and spread during the 2022 protests, the morphing of our ideas and desires into melodies and verse, is the simple human act of expression. We’ve been killed, imprisoned, and exiled when we dare ask for basic dignity. Expressing ourselves is how we resist repression; it’s how we’ve resisted since Shahnameh. In the days and weeks after Jîna’s death, Iranians logged on to Twitter by the thousands to explain why they were facing off against ruthless, violent authorities in the streets every day.

A then-twenty-five-year-old singer named Shervin Hajipour began gathering our hopes, stringing them together into a ballad called “Baraye,” meaning “For.” As the guitar comes in to form a sparse music bed, Hajipour’s powerful and graceful voice echoes Iranians’ longings. Transformed into a vessel, he runs down the endless reasons that pushed people out of their homes and into the streets in daily protest:


For dancing in the streets

For our fear when kissing loved ones

For my sister, your sister, our sisters

For the changing of rotted minds.



Perhaps accidentally, or instinctually, Hajipour joined the centuries-long tradition of verse as political commentary that is a foundational pillar of our national identity. When he posted the song to his Instagram in the early days of the movement, it was viewed more than forty million times in less than two days. In Persian we have a phrase, “khak-e pay-e mardom,” which directly translates to “the dust beneath people’s feet.” It’s a phrase used to say, “I’m with the people.” Though the phrase has been co-opted by politicians like Mahmoud Ahmadinejad, a proregime former president, to ridicule and disparage protesters, it has since been reclaimed. In writing and sharing this song, Hajipour was not only the dust beneath our feet, standing with us firmly and completely, but also our voice, our eyes, our hearts.

Two days after Hajipour shared “Baraye” online, he was summoned by the police and questioned for “encouragement to protest,” later released on bail in October 2022. He was barred from leaving Iran and lived life in limbo for two years while awaiting sentencing. In a video uploaded to Instagram on July 30, 2024, he finally informed his followers that he was ordered to turn himself in to begin serving a three-year-and-eight-month sentence for the lyrics in “Baraye.” Though his travel ban had by then been lifted, Hajipour said in the video that he would serve his sentence rather than leave Iran.

“For me it’s a question of how else was I supposed to protest? How else could I have critiqued what was going on?” he said, speaking directly to the camera, his voice lightly trembling. “Was there a more peaceful, civil way other than ‘Baraye’?”

Even the most beautiful, nonviolent means of expression are unsafe in Iran. Songs, reporting, and the strengthening of community under unlikely circumstances threaten the regime’s existence. For each Hajipour who is silenced, new words, verses, and slogans will rise, finding their ways into our bodies as we shout them into existence at a protest or write them online to live forever.

This book is, for us, our own form of self-expression. If reporters are creating the first rough draft of history by bearing witness, then it only makes sense that the story of the women-led protest movement in Iran be told by two Iranian woman journalists. Our voices and journalistic work will tell the story of Iran from the ground through Fatemeh. And like many Iranians who have left or been forced to leave, Nilo will take readers through the uncomfortable upheaval of migration and what it means to reluctantly exile oneself in order to cover an uprising. Together, we represent two perspectives combining out of necessity.

Ours are stories about Iran that will not be found in Western media, the focus of which is always tied to geopolitical issues, the extraction of our natural resources, or whisperings of a looming World War III. At times, we will write separately in our own words. Our narratives combine when we meet each other and realize that we have to stitch our perspectives together to tell the full story of Zan, Zendegi, Azadi—Woman, Life, Freedom—the rallying cry and name of the 2022 protest movement. We bring these firsthand accounts to you to be the voice of our sisters. It is our life’s mission now to tell these stories; to watch from afar and up close; to report and write. We have suffered from survivor’s guilt, but we now realize that we are not merely survivors or estranged from our land. We are messengers.

Iranian women’s fight for liberation is neither new nor completed. Women have long been rallying together to oppose oppression and injustice, and we will tell the story of those historical and recent efforts here. We have made great strides so far. We have made it impossible for the Islamic Republic to implement its desire to cover our heads and our true selves, refusing to follow its draconian laws. We have shown that the people of Iran can expand beyond the confines of the Islamic Republic and its regime. This ongoing movement represents us, our power, our solidarity and sisterhood, a people and a nation that demand everyday life, justice, peace, hope, and an existence free from honor killings, the death penalty, and executions. We, Iranian women, are not the Islamic Republic’s enemy; we are its negation. In the words of Ahmad Shamlou, the contemporary poet,


Idiot men,

I am not your enemy

I deny your existence.



This resistance has not come without consequence. Two months before the movement took hold of Iran after Jîna’s death, a pro-regime woman wearing a conservative black veil confronted a young art student and poet named Sepideh Rashnu on a public bus for not wearing a hijab. In support of Sepideh, people kicked the woman off the bus. Sepideh recorded the incident on her cell phone and sent it to the media. It went viral, and in less than twenty-four hours Sepideh was arrested by security forces. They beat her and forced her to do a televised confession on the Islamic Republic’s state broadcaster with her bruised face in full, painful view. She was imprisoned for three and a half years for the crime of not wearing a hijab. Sepideh is our Rosa Parks, rebelling against Iran’s gender-based apartheid. We begin and end our book with her words and those of other imprisoned sisters in Iran to show that the regime cannot lock up their bright minds and free souls:


A person who fights knows that revolutions will take a long time, but she does not fail. Standing for freedom is more beautiful than freedom itself. The person who fights is yesterday’s child. She knows that if she doesn’t taste freedom, today’s children will. A person who fights knows that revolutions will last, but she will not fail.





______________

* Mahsa Amini’s Kurdish name is Jîna, which means “life” in the Kurdish language. The Iranian state legally recognizes names of Persian or Islamic origin, meaning that many members of ethnic minority communities must have a name in their local language preceded by a staterecognized name. To honor her name and her heritage and to respect how her friends and family refer to her, we will do the same by calling her Jîna throughout this book. Jiyan Zandi, “Why It’s Vital to Center Kurdish Voices in the ‘Woman, Life, Freedom’ Movement,” Time, Nov. 23, 2022.



PART I


JIN / ZAN, WOMAN


In your name, which is our secret

There is no sunrise on the night of Mahsa

Sing so that the city becomes a song

So that this homeland becomes a homeland

It’s in the streets at night

It’s your turn to knock on the door.

—Lyric of Zam anthem by Mahdi Yerahi





FATEMEH

FOR WOMAN, LIFE, FREEDOM

THE EVENING AFTER Jîna’s death, on assignment for the newspaper Ham-Mihan, my friend and colleague Elaheh Mohammadi drove eight hours overnight, through winding mountains and narrow roads, to Saqqez, Jîna’s hometown in Kurdistan. She arrived there at 6:30 a.m. and drove directly to the cemetery to cover Jîna’s funeral, not wanting to miss a moment of the service. Half an hour later, men and women, young and old, began to stream into the Aichi cemetery wearing Kurdish outfits, waiting with crying eyes for Jîna’s body to arrive. Jîna’s parents, Mojgan Eftekhari and Amjad Amini, sat beside her empty grave. In Iranian culture, losing a child is considered the deepest grief, often referred to as “burning mourning.” Jîna’s mother filled her fists with dirt, cast them suddenly into the air over her head, and said, “Jîna, get up. Look, these people have come to see you. Our flower is gone.”

Close to the funeral start time at 10:00 a.m., people were still pouring in. The security officers tried to rush the family into burying Jîna before it got crowded. But her family refused and did not allow the officers to take Jîna’s body out of the ambulance. Jîna’s uncle announced in a short speech, “We will not bow down.” Her parents insisted that they had made an appointment with the people. And so, they waited. In the end, Jîna’s body was buried by the hands of thousands of people showing Kurdish solidarity.

The funeral was the beginning of our revolution for a normal life, for justice and equality. Elaheh called Elnaz, her twin sister, and shouted, “Elnaz, a revolution has started here! I will stay longer.”

On Jîna’s tombstone, her father wrote, “Dear Jîna, you will not die. Your name will become a symbol,” foreshadowing the important role her death would play in the movement. Her grandfather read the poem Tehran by the Kurdish poet Sherko Bekas, the popular contemporary Kurd poet, whose poems many of the millions of Kurdish people in Iraq, Iran, and Syria can recite by heart. The subject matter Bekas deals with is always life, love, and freedom:


Tehran imposed a mandatory hijab on the trees

Tehran sewed a robe on the water’s body

Tehran put a turban on the garden

Tehran forced singing to have a beard

Tehran made music a widow

And it made a funeral from life

Tehran does not laugh at anyone

Except for death

Tehran does not like anything

other than death

The names of all women, girls, and boys in Tehran

is death

And life is never born from a mother

in Tehran.



The guests at Jîna’s funeral chanted, “Jin, Jîyan, Azadî,” or “Woman, Life, Freedom,” during the service, a slogan that derived from the political writings of an imprisoned Kurdish leader named Abdullah Öcalan. Colloquially called Apo, which means “uncle” in Kurdish, Öcalan was the son of a poor farmer in Turkey. Like those of many revolutionary leaders, his theories originate from personal life experiences. Öcalan’s life was forever changed after seeing his sister Hawa forced into a child marriage in exchange for money and wheat. In 2010, in an article called “The Revolution Is Woman,” he wrote that calling for freedom without gender equality is futile and illusory. Öcalan presented his ideology on three axes: women’s freedom, ecology and attention to the environment, and radical democracy, which together came to form the foundation of what we now know as “Woman, Life, Freedom.”



NILO

FOR STUDENTS. FOR THE FUTURE.

ON SEPTEMBER 26, 2022, I got my first email from Fatemeh in nine months. She had just been summoned and interrogated by the Ministry of Intelligence, who had threatened her with two years of jail time for her journalism at the BBC that was critical of the regime. “I am not scared,” Fatemeh wrote. “Something like hope is rising among us, hope for changes, for woman, life, freedom, for you visiting me in Tehran soon.”

The last time I had heard from her was in 2021, when she was preparing to return to Iran after a stint in London and told me she was cutting off contact with me completely. “It’s not safe to communicate with you. You won’t hear from me. Take care, abji joon. Boos boos,” she wrote, calling me abji, her sister, and sending digital kisses my way. She knew that her return meant that intelligence and security forces would snatch her up and start interrogating her about her work as a journalist abroad, which had become common practice for the regime in our increasingly dictatorial homeland.

I got her email in the middle of my workday at The New York Times, for which I had begun to cover the protests surging in Iran. I was working on my first story: a visual analysis of the themes of the demonstrations that were yet to swell into an uprising. My days were spent meticulously researching, organizing, and archiving videos and images shared by Iranians on social media as the street protests started to take shape. In the beginning, everything felt like a fever—nonstop, urgent, and somewhat surreal. I slept poorly and woke up with a heaviness in my body each morning, stopping myself from falling into a deep sleep for fear of missing something from a handful of time zones away. When I saw Fatemeh’s name in my inbox, I couldn’t believe that it was her. If the Islamic Republic found out that she was communicating with a Western journalist, Fatemeh could have been imprisoned for years for conspiring with “the enemy.” But like other Iranians who were flooding the streets at the time, Fatemeh was evolving into a more defiant version of herself—one who was willing to accept the very real cost of risking her life and freedom.

By November 2022, social media continued to be full of footage of the protests. Iranians were ripping and torching posters of the Islamic Republic’s cultlike leaders, women were cutting their hair while weeping in the middle of crowds, and mourners held funerals for people killed by the state during protests. In Tehran, the country’s capital, elderly women marched up to the police, daring them to put them in handcuffs; members of the brave working class led historic strikes that shut down the northwestern city of Tabriz’s grand bazaar; and even in Mashhad, a religious city in the northeast that has historically supported the regime, Iranians were chanting, “Death to the Islamic Republic!” in the streets.

Led by young women and other members of Gen Z, at least two million Iranians poured into the streets in the largest and most widespread uprising that the Islamic Republic has seen in its forty-six-year history. The government responded by restricting internet access to cut Iranians off from the outside world and by killing and mass arresting their own people. Since 2009, when Iran experienced nationwide protests over claims of electoral fraud, the regime has blocked access to YouTube, Twitter, Facebook, and countless other platforms. As a result, Iranians have for decades been forced into a game of cat and mouse with regime censors, finding creative ways to be online freely by using VPNs to change their IP addresses.

From afar, I monitored the drips of videos and information that Iranians managed to get out. On Telegram, an encrypted messaging app where many Iranians communicate with each other, I was particularly shocked at videos showing the rebellion of young schoolgirls across the country. One video showed a group of girls booing a member of the Basij, the feared volunteer paramilitary unit of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), who was giving a speech about the protests at their school. The country’s most powerful security, military, and intelligence institution, the IRGC was created following the Iranian revolution in 1979 to protect the new Islamic Republic and its religious ideology. Now it’s a force loyal to Iran’s supreme leader with massive influence over economic and political affairs. As the Basiji spoke, the schoolgirls shouted over him, chanting, “Get lost, Basij!”

In Karaj, a big city half an hour from Tehran, a group of elementary school girls without hijabs threw paper and trash at a school administrator, yelling, “Bisharaf!” (without honor) at him as they forced him out of the building. In a culture immensely concerned with honor and dignity, bi-sharaf is an incendiary phrase that cuts to the very core of our being. The morality police killed Jîna because of an improperly worn hijab, a perceived act of dishonor. And now these schoolgirls denounced their oppressors as dishonorable. In real time, I saw these tiny bodies rebelling against an oppressive system known for its cruelty and suffocating repression. I felt conflicted watching this from afar—proud to share a heritage with these powerful young girls but also aggrieved and resentful that their environment forced them into resiliency so early.

Watching the protests made me think and worry about Fatemeh, who I knew was at risk by virtue of her profession in a country hellbent on suppressing the diffusion of information or any form of dissent. Fatemeh endured countless interrogations after returning to Iran, and she told me that in the last one, four days after Jîna’s death in September 2022, one of the intelligence officials told her that they would send her case to the often relatively harsher Revolutionary Court, which would likely imprison her for two to five years. The Revolutionary Court operates parallel to but separately from the regular judicial system, and its focus is on protecting Iran’s system of clerical rule. Political prisoners are often charged through the Revolutionary Court, facing vague charges such as “waging war against God” or “corruption on Earth.”

I felt helpless watching from afar. Then and now, I want to be in Iran. I don’t want to be in the diaspora, watching the cruel way that we fight with one another, blaming different factions for the current regime or being judgmental when some people don’t feel comfortable sharing protest videos on social media. I don’t want to play diaspora literature bingo with cheesy poems about my grandmothers and kebab and saffron and the idea of home. I want to finally learn Azeri, the language of the ethnic minority to which I belong. I want to trace my father’s steps in Tabriz, the place that is my namesake and the beginning of my story. I want to lose the Western accent that pains me when I speak Persian. Instead, I am banished to a digital-only sisterhood with Fatemeh. I decided that if I could not go, the least I could do was bring you their voices, their stories. I could make sure people like Fatemeh and our fellow Iranians are heard.



FATEMEH

FOR NOT BEING AFRAID ANYMORE

FOR THE FIRST three days following Jîna’s death, I didn’t attend any protests. My family and friends all worried about me, given the risks. In the Islamic Republic of Iran, journalism is like tightrope walking. In the view of the state, I’ve committed infraction after infraction when it comes to adhering to the rules of its society. I worked for the Los Angeles Times without official media credentials, wrote tweets critical of the regime, studied in the United States, and was a journalist for BBC Persian. The regime considers diasporic Persian-language media its enemy. Above all, I am a feminist, and the regime hates us.

I asked my lawyer what would happen if I was arrested at the protests. “Well, you would get fifteen years in prison,” he responded. Though I hid it from my family, I was concerned.

Those days, walking around Tehran was fascinating. Graffiti was visible all over, each day painted over by officials, only to be rewritten again and again by young protesters. In the alley in front of my sister’s place, someone wrote “Jîna Amini.” After the officials covered it, the graffiti writer came back and scrawled “Woman. Life. Freedom. For Freedom” where Jîna’s name had been. It was like a hidden war on our city’s walls.

On the Monday after Jîna’s death, women activists called for a protest against the regime at the intersection of Keshavarz Boulevard and, ironically, Hijab Street. I did not go, but friends told me that the demonstration turned into a confrontation between several thousand people and the riot police. Keshavarz Boulevard was divided into two sides: On one side were protesters standing hand in hand, among them women and men of all ages, religious and nonreligious, facing off against a line of riot police. Late that night, after the protests had died down, I went to Laleh Park on Keshavarz Boulevard. The cats that typically roamed had been attacked by so much tear gas that their eyes would not open. One day, an old woman who went to feed them every week showed up as usual but could not find them. Even cats are not safe from the regime’s cruel repression.

When the interrogators summoned me a couple of days later, it caught me off guard. I didn’t think that they would summon me amid all this chaos. The day before the interrogation, my father texted me asking me not to go out. I responded that I would not, because I had an interrogation session the next day. “Good!” he responded. In my father’s eyes, being interrogated was better and safer than going to protest! The session took about four hours, and it did not go well.

Ms. Maryam Sedaghat, my main interrogator from the Ministry of Intelligence or, as she called herself, “the expert of my case” at the time, started the session by saying, “Your life will be divided between before and after this moment.”

“My life has been full of these moments,” I replied, laughing.

“Will you decide that you are pro–Islamic Republic or an opposition?” she asked. “I need your answer to decide about your future.”

“It’s so unfortunate that, after all, you have not realized that I am a journalist and cannot be pro or against it,” I said. I viewed my role as reflecting and reporting the truth of what I witnessed.

She never discussed Jîna by name; she talked vaguely about someone who had died and claimed that there was no evidence to back up the brutal murder. I lost my cool and yelled in response that she was killed. She did not die a passive death. In response, my interrogator tried to humiliate and belittle me, calling me an extremist for contradicting the regime’s account.

She told me that she and her colleagues had spoken about observations I had shared in response to a question about what had changed in Iran in the year I was away. I had told them that the number of women without hijab I saw on the street had increased by four or five times. When I had shared my vision for a freer Iran for women, my interrogators had only listened in silence, but it seemed they were finally ready to respond, nine months later.

“Our religious husbands fall into sin when they see women without hijabs,” Ms. Sedaghat said.

“Well, the husbands should not look,” I replied.

“First, you request an optional hijab,” Ms. Sedaghat said. “Later, you want to get naked and walk down the street, and then you demand a sexual revolution.” She seemed to be trying to reason with me—to show me I was mistaken in calling for women’s bodily autonomy.

Then Ms. Sedaghat changed course. With an expression of feigned concern, she asked, “May I come to visit you in prison? Can we see each other after your imprisonment?”

I was shocked. I recognized a new level of manipulation in her words. It was a veiled threat. So she finally decided to send me to prison, I thought. I was suddenly filled with hatred for Ms. Sedaghat. During our conversations, I had gone back and forth between feeling angry with her and feeling a sense of allyship with a fellow woman. When she was assigned to my case, I worried that the interrogations would become more difficult for me. When my interrogators had been men, it had been easy to lie and play the part of a blushing, subordinate little woman for protection. But it was harder to do this with Ms. Sedaghat, because I value sisterhood, solidarity, and the collective power of women. I knew it would be more challenging for me to sit in front of a woman and lie to her directly, especially one who would undoubtedly try to find common ground and build rapport and friendship with me, even if it was all an act.

Over time, I got to see a lot of Ms. Sedaghat and her collection of bright scarves, which highlighted her monochrome jackets and pants. She never wore makeup. Her hijab was always open enough so that I could clearly see her face: She had low-arched dark eyebrows that she left unplucked and unshaped, a slightly elongated nose, dark skin, and thin lips. I learned that we were the same age, and that she was married with a son. Once, we talked about feminism, and it seemed as if she were really reflecting on the injustices I was describing. There had been moments when I wondered if I was getting through to her.

But I realized in this final interrogation that any understanding she seemed to show was all a charade, not a genuine show of friendship or kindness. So I smiled coldly and, in response to her question about visiting me in prison, said, “No, ma’am. I don’t want to see you anymore.”

“Is meeting with me so annoying for you?” she asked. “I thought we had had friendly conversations?”

At this point, I had had enough of her pretending that our interactions were not built on an imbalanced power dynamic. “My problem is not meeting you. It is your position; my life is in your hands, and we both know that whatever you and your bosses decide, the judge will issue it,” I said. “Let’s switch positions. Then we will see if you like it. I have nothing to lose. Send me to prison,” I said.

Ms. Sedaghat stood and said, “You will be in jail soon, and I don’t have any regrets about it, because I did my best to lead you. It seems you are watching the news from women’s revolution pages. You have been radicalized again. But I will meet you on Sirat Bridge.”

According to Islam, after we die, there is a bridge over which every person must pass to enter paradise. It’s thinner than a strand of hair and sharp as the blade of a knife. Below it are the flames of hell that envelop the bodies of sinners. It was another moment of insanity and absurdity for me: While the regime is killing people on the streets, its representatives are talking to me about theological legends. I longed to help us out of the living hell we were living through every day in Iran.

At the end of this meeting, it was my turn to manipulate her. “May I hug you for the first and last time?” I asked. That’s my technique, either a last-minute ceasefire or a fight to the end. “Goodbye, Ms. Sedaghat,” I said as I hugged her.

But as I opened the door to leave, I turned back and asked, “Do you know what the difference is between my generation and Generation Z?”

“What?” she asked.

“We defended, but they keep attacking,” I said, before looking her in the eye for the last time and closing the door.

Leaving the building where my interrogation took place, I became more and more enraged. Thoughts raced through my head. Being threatened in this way and living a new life of imprisonment had begun to suffocate me. My rage propelled me forward. I decided that if I was going to prison anyway, I was going to do something meaningful for my people and myself first.

I took a motorcycle taxi ride to return home. And as we passed the riot police, I screamed, “Bastards!” After nine months of suffocation in these interrogation sessions, I decided to go film the protests. I wanted to prove to myself that they could not suppress us. I told myself, “Don’t let the bastards grind you down.” At the protest, a young teen volunteer for the IRGC stole my cell phone right out of my hand, and I almost got arrested. But when I arrived home, I opened my laptop and sent two emails, one to Nilo and another to Louise, a friend who works at The Sunday Times. With Louise’s help, I published my first story about the movement, titled “ ‘By the Time You Read This, I Might Be in Jail’—the Daily Terror of a Female Protester in Iran,” under a fake name. An artist had added red coloring to all the fountains and water features in Tehran, leaving a trail of “blood” across the entire city, and photos of his work were published alongside my words. After ten months, I had returned to journalism and done something meaningful for my people and myself. In my email to Nilo, I told her we should write a story together about the protest movement, and she enthusiastically agreed.

Days later, I was almost arrested again at the intersection of 16th Azar Street and Keshavarz Boulevard. I was trying to take a photo of a girl with long hair walking down the street with the armed forces in the background. One riot officer stopped me and tried to take my phone. I turned to run, but he grabbed my backpack with my notes and my laptop inside. Then, at that very moment, a crazy thing happened. The passing traffic stopped, and men, ordinary men, leaped out of their cars and off their motorcycles and ran over to help. “Let her go,” they shouted, pushing the officer off me. That’s how these protests were different. They were not divided by class or ethnicity or gender. We were all united.

I felt Nilo’s passion and love at each protest and demonstration and kept sending her, my sister, notes in New York to bring a part of her to Tehran’s streets. I sent her pages and pages. As the number of protests increased, our friendship and sisterhood grew stronger. It reached the level of daily chats, and we were united in how we had both tied our love to our homeland and our people. Eventually, Nilo and I decided to write a story for The Paris Review together to give insight into how the protests were developing on the ground. It was the second time we had collaborated; the first was for the magazine n+1 during another series of bloody protests in 2019. Again, Nilo and I managed to pass the Islamic Republic’s walls and published a story about the Jîna movement.



NILO

FOR THE SUN AFTER LONG NIGHTS

AFTER SEVEN WEEKS, the protests were growing and growing with no sign of an off-ramp. In a desperate attempt to contain this movement, authorities were arresting Iranians daily. Thousands would be taken into custody over the course of the protests. As an Iranian journalist living in self-exile for covering my country, I believe strongly in the power of documentation, video verification, and the collection of eyewitness testimonies. Especially when covering human rights abuses and state violence, these investigative reports demand accountability by centering videos shared on social media that become visual evidence of excessive state force toward civilians. It’s my life’s mission to freeze moments in time before they become history, before they become forgotten and dusted with lessons that society should have heeded. And I continued to do this as the uprisings unfurled.

Every morning, I refreshed my email, hoping to hear from Fatemeh in Tehran. Toward the end of one workday in early November, as I was in the middle of an investigation for The New York Times into security forces co-opting ambulances to detain protesters, I finally got a message from Fatemeh. She sent a photo of two little scraps of paper, one green and one light pink, each containing protest slogans, lines of poetry, or words of encouragement written in beautiful handwriting. “These days young women without hijab put these notes in our hands secretly in the streets as we walk past them,” wrote Fatemeh. “It is such a joy among all the difficulties and dangers that we choose to face every day.”

“Joonam, joonam! Thank you for sending this,” I wrote back immediately. “I will read your writing on Monday with my Persian tutor. You are my teacher in so many ways.” I can speak Persian fluently, but being educated in the West means that I never learned how to read or write the language. I had started taking lessons, in part for my work, but even more as an intentional way to remain connected to a language that forms the basis of my identity and connection to being Iranian. Every time I fumbled around for words, I could feel myself slipping away from my culture. The lessons helped ground me.

As Fatemeh continued to go out to protests and report back her observations to me, we put a system in place. I had already lost contact with her once and couldn’t go through that again, especially considering the heightened policing as the protests stretched over weeks. We decided that Fatemeh would send me two messages—one when she headed out to the protests and another when she returned home. Many Iranians no longer took their cell phones to protests for security reasons, either to protect their contacts from exposure or to keep the phones from being stolen. Fatemeh would go out to protests during the day and at night. Each time she went out, there was a high risk for danger. The state was killing people both in broad daylight and under the cover of night. Our emails were the only confirmation I had about her safety.

One morning, my phone dinged at 4:00, notifying me of an email from Fatemeh telling me that she was heading out for the evening. Hours later, the email I’d been waiting for arrived. “Joon joon, I’m back. You are my angel and hope,” Fatemeh wrote, calling me one of our many terms of endearment. “I have just arrived home tonight. I went out with a group who writes slogans each night on the walls in the streets. One of them came with their 1-year-old baby and said, ‘We want a better future for her.’ ” I closed my laptop, finally able to sleep at noon. I hoped that I would keep getting messages from her.

Today’s leaders know full well the power of organizing and how surging feelings of injustice, grief, and rage can incite action that forces systemic change. Though the religious factions that took power have taken our country down a dark path, the Islamic Republic came to be through a popular revolution led by ordinary citizens. It’s clear that Iranians are overwhelmingly opposed to the existing system, and fearing a public uprising, the Islamic Republic has developed one of the strongest military, security, and surveillance powers in the region. To this day, anytime the establishment sees a person or a cause that drums up widespread support, it pounces to flatten it. The streets began to clear months after Jîna’s death, but this does not mean that the people were suddenly satisfied with the Islamic Republic. Rather, it reflected how effective systemic state surveillance and violence were in putting water on our flames. Yet often how something starts can foreshadow its end.



FATEMEH

FOR DANCING IN THE ALLEY

FOR MONTHS, I attended protests with my friend Shokat. (She has asked me to use her mother’s name as a pseudonym to protect her identity.) We have been friends for eighteen years and had been going to protests together for more than a decade, since 2009—first in Ahvaz, the city where we attended college together, and now in Tehran. Often we went to Enghelab Street to pass out small notes to other protesters, even if we did so with shaky hands. Once, when I was giving a note to a young couple, the man said, “Don’t be scared, you are very brave.” Bumping our fists together had become a sign of solidarity, as if we would give each other courage through this simple action and the secret exchange of notes, our handwriting, our poems, and our slogans. On the small scraps of paper that I was handing out, I had written, “Hand in hand, we become the sea.”

Another time, I approached a young couple sitting on a bench on Keshavarz Boulevard, which runs parallel to Enghelab Street. It had been raining and the ground was wet. I fell over in front of where they were sitting, and while I was sprawled on the ground, my fist was outstretched toward them. I couldn’t stop laughing. They were a little shocked and asked if I was okay. I responded that I had lost a battle with an imaginary enemy. I gave them the note and a chocolate, and we exchanged goodbyes with a laugh. There was joy in our solidarity.

Enghelab Square, and the streets surrounding it, have always been sites of protest. Enghelab Street is about three miles long and home to many media publications’ headquarters, ample bookstores, some cafés, and the top universities in Iran. There is a high-speed bus lane in the middle of the street from which security forces attack and shoot at protesters. The word enghelab means “revolution” in our language, and fittingly, anytime our collective rage has bubbled over and led to various movements, it is on Enghelab Street that it bursts forth. After Islamic factions declared victory in March 1979, thousands of angry women gathered there to oppose the mandatory hijab law, shouting, “We did not revolt only to regress again.” Even then, we were called whores and prostitutes for demonstrating against repressive laws. In 2017, it was also on Enghelab Street that a group of women led by Vida Movahed wordlessly stood on a metal telecommunications platform and waved their headscarves in the air. Called the Girls of Enghelab Street, they were arrested with violence and beatings and sentenced to prison. Forty-five years after the Islamic Republic Revolution, we are still chanting the same slogan as the women of that time. But the revolution should not be a highway dotted with roundabouts. We’re all stuck on a one-way street that threatens to lead us to a dead end rather than freedom.

These days, even with the massive presence of riot and plainclothes police forces, Enghelab Street is more alive than New York’s Times Square, and the women more beautiful and stylish than in London. Once again, in 2022, it became the center of the women-led movement. On October 26 of that year, Shokat and I attended a protest on Enghelab Street. Riot police with large clear shields were standing all around the Enghelab subway station. The regime had become fearful of the subway, streets, highways, people, cars, and windows. It was afraid of senior citizens, students, teachers, workers, women, and men. It was afraid of the country it had maintained control over by deadly force.

“It’s strange. No videos or photos have come out of the past few days on Enghelab Street,” I turned and said to Shokat. The regime had imposed martial rule in September and had since been trying to take our streets from us. As more of us gathered, the government began slowing down the internet so that we could send fewer images and videos to the outside world. It’s a classic repression tactic. Officers then began to snatch protesters’ cell phones out of their hands to arrest them later. After that, few dared to bring cell phones to protests, which made documenting the demonstrations more complicated than ever. Our bodies were the only weapons we had to fight back against security forces. We turned into human shields, in danger of being hit by bullets, batons, and tear gas. Plastic bullets could blind our eyes at any moment. But we were willing to sacrifice all we have for our freedom and that of the next generations, for our future.

The day after, as the protest progressed onto Keshavarz Boulevard, which people had begun calling Nika Boulevard in memory of a sixteen-year-old girl who had been killed there, members of the IRGC and Basij forces stood by at each intersection. Security forces lined up in two rows in the middle of the street, leaving only a narrow path for us to pass. The first officer who saw us swung his baton in our direction to intimidate us. My friend Shokat and I continued to walk through them hand in hand.

“Did you hear what he said?” Shokat asked. “He said our faces are like penises.”

“Whores,” said another one of the officers, looking directly at us.

“Monkeys,” two others said in chorus.

“Don’t say anything,” said another, scolding his fellow officers. I looked down and saw that they were aiming lasers at us.

The security forces use lasers to target protesters and communicate commands to us and each other. Red signals officers to arrest the protester; green serves as a warning, such as for scaring women into wearing hijabs or leaving the street. Blue signals officers to shoot at protesters with paintballs and bullets. The officers aimed green lasers at us until we made our way farther down to 16 Azar Street, but we continued on our path, not showing any fear until we reached Enghelab Street. With a kind of stadium rhythm, both women and men chanted together, “Put your colorful laser in your ass, in your ass.”

On South Palestine Street, a squad of riot police passed us. They looked like ninjas dressed in thick black vests and arm and knee pads. One of them passed us and held out his hand as if to open his fist to us.

“Pussy,” he said suggestively.

This is the way that the Islamic Republic sees us women, as “pussies” for their sexual pleasure and procreation.

We went back to the other side of 16 Azar Street to a friend’s bookstore to rest and use the bathroom. We often went there during protests whenever we needed to recharge or to store our belongings. A fresh blood trail was on the ground, left on the fallen autumn leaves of plane trees—the blood required for us to obtain our freedom. The traces of fresh blood continued for several meters down the street. In a revolutionary song called “Jîna,” anonymous artists sang, “Jîna, look at the streets, they have come alive with our warm blood. Jîna, swear to your name. Jîna, the sun will rise again tomorrow.” I wondered about the protester who was wounded here.

I saw an armored personnel carrier, which armies use in war, and a water cannon around Valiasr Square. As we reached the main streets from our alleys in each corner of Tehran, the security forces were standing with guns and shields. It made us feel as though we were living in an occupied country. Our homeland has been occupied by 10 percent of the population—regime supporters, and its army of various military groups, from the IRGC to the national police and the riot police squads. We, the majority of the population, are held hostage by them. But, at the same time, the security forces’ presence made me feel powerful: It showed that the regime feared us. It was trying to intimidate us with guns and all kinds of suppression tools, from UK-made tear gas to this weird, armored tank.

The mosque perched above Enghelab Square is the headquarters of the riot police, the IRGC, and the Basij. This is the role of mosques these days, to serve as makeshift bases in the middle of our streets. “People who are arrested here are first taken into this mosque,” Shokat told me.

“This is their version of Islam. This is how they see their house of God,” I replied. Opposite the mosque, on the east side of the square, security forces were ready to arrest people. There were large transport trucks waiting to cart people away to prisons. From where we were standing, we could see inside one of the transport trucks. Some of our own people had been arrested and were seated in the back. We began to sing one of the revolutionary songs:


Hand in hand, we become the sea.

We become a storm.

Hand in hand, firm fists, we shout freedom.

Oh, oh, Woman, Life, Freedom.



At another protest, I was wearing a black dress with an open neckline, and I did not have on any kind of hijab. My friend Narges said she was inspired by my exposed boobs and by my not giving a shit about riot police. I never thought my boobs would encourage someone. A police commander shouted, “We have nothing to do with hijab, but are you not cold?” I shouted with a kind of joy and grimace, “No!” A line in another revolutionary song goes, “My hair is like a fire on a mullah’s robe.” We did not need their forced coverings to keep ourselves warm; our energy and resistance provided all the warmth we needed.

Two girls wearing T-shirts and shorts came out into the cold from a nearby building. One of them had finely braided long hair. In the first one’s fist was a chocolate and a note that read, “Continue.” She slipped it into my hand as we passed each other. I read the note immediately and said, “For sure,” as we hugged. Then two LGBTQ+ young men with beautiful makeup and T-shirts displaying the Pride flag bumped their fists to ours. They left notes in our palms: “You’re beautiful, your hair too.” I replied, “You are more so.”

They had brought beauty to Enghelab Street. Shokat said, “They have audacity. If they were to get caught, they could be charged with the death penalty.” She’s right; being queer and LGBTQ+ in this society is punishable by execution according to the law. In the past, we did not see LGBTQ+ people in the street during the daytime; they mostly just went out at night. It seemed as if all of us had been in hiding and had avoided being in public until Jîna brought all of us out into the streets. It was our great reclamation of the streets and the public places so long denied to us. Just being there was a political act of great significance and daring. Passing the IRGC and riot police security forces countless times, unveiled, sends the message: “We are not afraid of you. Witness our solidarity.” It’s a demonstration in itself; we do not even need to chant a slogan.

On another day, a tiny young woman, about thirty, wearing a cap and long earrings and with big eyes and a pointed nose, faced us, none of us wearing a hijab, and asked, “Guys, do I look suspicious?” We laughed and said, “Do we look suspicious?” She answered, “I was released from prison two weeks ago. I was pardoned. In a protest, I beat the police, but the judge looked at my teeny appearance and denied my crime. It was a waste for them to accept that I beat their agent, but I did. I hit him. I kicked the first one and said, ‘This is for Nika.’ I kicked the second one and said, ‘This is for Sarina.’ I hit the third one and said, ‘And this is for me, thirty years old and unemployed.’ ” When we said goodbye, I told her to take care of herself and she echoed the same back to us. Shokat said, “This is for me, thirty-four years old and unemployed.” And I said, “This is for me, thirty-seven years old and unemployed.” We both laughed when Shokat pointed out that I was unemployed despite earning two master’s degrees, one from a university in the United States.

An old Basij man stopped us and asked me to open my backpack. I had bought ten grams of marijuana but had not told Shokat. I pretended that I was going to open the zipper and kept myself calm. The smell of weed wafted out. Shokat looked at me in shock and could not believe that I had dared to go to a protest with marijuana. Suddenly a young woman screamed ahead of us, and the officer became distracted and focused his attention on the noise. We silently and quickly turned from the sidewalk to the street and sprinted off.

At the end of Vesal Street, we reached the young woman who had saved us. Her name was Mehrnaz. Her bangs were short and blond, she had elongated eyes, and her hair was black and bare. She had a piece of cloth tied in her hair. She was twenty-three years old, wearing a black hoodie and black linen pants. Her face and eyes were burning and inflamed from the pepper spray that the security officer had sprayed at her face, and this pain was the reason for her having screamed.

“You know you saved our lives. We were caught, you screamed, and we ran away,” I told her. It made her laugh through the pain and burning sensation she was feeling.

Mehrnaz said, “The officer swore at me and called me a dog! I went up to his face and said, ‘What are you saying?’ Suddenly he sprayed pepper in my eyes and face.” A fruit juice seller gave Mehrnaz ice in a paste to lessen the burning and soothe her eyes. She asked if we would walk with her. We looked at each other and said yes without any hesitation, continuing forward as a group.

Mehrnaz was with a friend named Negar, whom she had met at a protest the day Negar was hit by a paintball bullet. Negar tapped the front of her denim jacket and showed us the color the paintball left on her jeans next to her vagina, and said, “I’m bruised, look where they hit me.” Mehrnaz responded, “Yes, if they killed us, they would say that we were prostitutes and died because of being bitten during sex.”

Mehrnaz studied theater and used to be an actress but left that vocation due to the extreme restrictions placed on the field in recent years. As hard-liners gained increasing power in Iran after the 2020 presidential and parliamentary elections, they put more restrictions on all artistic fields, which meant that there were ever-diminishing opportunities for independent artists like Mehrnaz to work. Negar, twenty-five at the time, used to come to Tehran from Gohardasht, Karaj, a suburb in the west of Tehran, every day at five in the morning. People like Negar who cannot afford to rent a place in Tehran anymore move to the suburbs. She worked in a beauty clinic in the north of Tehran. She had a beautiful and innocent face, long eyelashes, an upturned nose, and slightly big lips. She was angry that the security forces called her small and weak. Negar advised Mehrnaz not to fight the forces: “We must be smart. We have to survive out here. We need each other.”

They told Shokat and me that they had been on the street every day for the past forty days. Negar usually came straight from work wearing a uniform that showed the logo of her workplace on the corner of her collar. “I come to Tehran at 5:00 a.m. and return home at 11:00 p.m. to be able to protest each evening, but it’s worth it,” Negar told me. Even though people are not technically allowed to gather, Enghelab Street is crowded with young women without hijabs. Negar said that one day a plainclothes officer caught her alone in Daneshgah Street and waved his baton in front of her, saying, “I’ll rape you.” She was scared and kept silent until he got tired of terrifying her and left.

As we walked, Mehrnaz invited another young couple to team up with us. The girl was petite; she did not wear a hijab at all. She had short curly hair and a nose piercing. The boy was wearing a green overcoat and had long light hair, and they were holding hands. Now there were six of us.

Mehrnaz suggested we sing “Baraye” by Shervin Hajipour, which was the most popular song of the Woman, Life, Freedom movement. “People will join in,” she said. We decided to go to Daneshjoo Park, a fifteen-minute walk from Enghelab Square, sit down, and sing the song while riot police with shields and military uniforms stood no more than sixty feet from us. On the outer edge of the platforms facing the street, ordinary people were sitting down. We sat on the circular platform in between the officers and the people. Shokat suggested we wear a mask, but I didn’t have one. The disappointment on her face was visible. Still, we began singing until we reached the line “for students, for the future”:


For dancing in the alley,

For the fear when we kiss

For my sister, your sister, our sisters

For changing rusted minds,

For being shamed, for poverty,

For the regret of a normal life

For the child laborer who seeks the garbage and their dreams

For this commanded economy

For this polluted air

For Valiasr Street and the withered trees

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

For the forbidden innocent dogs

For the endless sadness

For the image of repetition of this moment

For a smiling face

For students, for the future.



Before we could finish the song, an old IRGC officer came up to us and, filming our faces, told us to “get lost.”

During another protest, Shokat and I went to the bookstore owned by our mutual friend near Enghelab Street. Bahman, the bookstore owner and a former BBC journalist like me, told us that he had been summoned to an interrogation session in Espinas Palace Hotel the day before, where they asked him if he was willing to have lunch with the interrogators. “Vegetable rice and fish, the food that is used in the slogan whose second part is Motherfucker IRGC,” he told them. Mona, a mutual friend who often played revolutionary songs out of a speaker in her backpack on the subway, mused that there should be a study on why there are so many names of foods in protest slogans. I do not think we need studies. All the foods named in protest chants and slogans have been removed from families’ tables in recent years due to rising inflation and the cost of food—meat, chicken, eggs, fruits, milk, and more. At my lawyer’s recommendation, I had always rejected interrogators’ offer of having food with them, but now I think that Bahman’s response was great.

Bahman and other friends in the bookstore would call us “the guerrillas of Enghelab Street.” They told Shokat and me that we had revolution in our eyes. When there was a call to protest and we did not come to the bookstore, they got worried. Nafiseh, an employee, asked Shokat and me to go to different places to protest to decrease the risk of being recognized and arrested. We answered jokingly, playing with words in Farsi.

“No, we will go to the same place every day,” I said through a laugh.

“I get it,” said Nafiseh. “Your strategy is not giving a fuck about the security forces.”

I met Amir Ali, a thirty-one-year-old, at a protest. He told me that he and his sister write slogans on the city’s walls each night. Shokat and I went with them the night after we met; Amir Ali and I tried to look after Shokat and his sister Bahareh, a twenty-eight-year-old and a bank employee. Sina, Amir’s friend, sat in the car with his wife and one-year-old child so that if any security officers appeared, we could get in the car and escape. Shokat wrote on a wall, “IRGC you are ISIS, you should be disarmed.” By the time Shokat had finished writing, Bahareh had written on all the walls in the vicinity. She was so fast and professional. Toward the end of the night, Shokat wanted to write something in Bahar Shiraz Square, but the landlord of the building we were eyeing suddenly arrived with his wife and daughter. He told us not to bother writing anything. Every night that protesters had written something, officers would arrive and clean the graffiti the next morning. He entered his home, and after he was gone, his daughter and wife told Shokat to ignore him and write whatever she liked. Shokat again wrote, “IRGC you are ISIS, you should be disarmed.” We arrived home happy about the result, but we did not take any pictures due to security concerns, so this time I had no photos to send to Nilo.



NILO

FOR CONTINUOUS CRYING

CIVIL SOCIETY has been quashed into nonexistence in Iran. The country’s brightest minds who once tracked the state’s human rights offenses are lining the cells and windowless rooms of solitary confinement, languishing in Iran’s prisons. Journalists in the country were being snatched up right alongside them, giving Iran the unfortunate notoriety of being the world’s third biggest jailer of journalists. Fatemeh told me that journalists and activists refer to Evin Prison as Evin University. Those who are lucky enough to eventually leave come out armed with knowledge and experience learned from the people inside. The correspondents for The New York Times and The Washington Post had been kicked out of the country for a handful of years by the time that the September 2022 uprising started. There were barely any journalists for international media left, and those who were there couldn’t freely report on the protests any more than the jailed domestic reporters.
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