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WHERE THIS BOOK BEGINS


	 
			In January, the wind that blows through Qom is frenzied, electric, and impossible to avoid. Neither the wide avenues nor the houses, built low so as not to cast shadows on the minarets, offer any protection. Sand blows directly into your face and eyes. Down the street, you see dark shapes moving in a strange dance: chadors, the women within kicking their feet and waving their arms so that no part of their bodies is ever exposed to air.

			Qom is the holy city of the Islamic Republic of Iran. It was here, in January 2020, in the great blue-domed mosque, that the funeral ceremony of General Qasem Soleimani took place before his body was laid to rest in the cemetery of Kerman, his native village in the middle of the desert.

			Soleimani was the commander of the Islamic Revolutionary Guards Quds Force, the special corps that decides Iran’s foreign policy within the region and implements missions beyond its borders, in the Middle East and farther afield. Much more charismatic than contemporary ayatollahs, his face was everywhere: on posters in the bedrooms of teenagers from conservative families, and on stickers plastered to their scooters. Even the community play room in Qom—where a stuffed toy resembling Donald Trump sits in the center of the room, for children to kick or throw balls at—was renamed after the general. There’s even a popular spy show on television that everyone knows was inspired by Soleimani.

			Before his death, there were rumors in Tehran that he might run for president, with the elections slated for June 18, 2021. He would surely win, they said. Instead, Soleimani and his bodyguards were killed by an American drone, an MQ-9 Reaper, at the Baghdad airport on January 3, 2020.

			I traveled to Tehran to gauge how Iranians felt about his death. My friend Nasim—a professor who does not believe in God, grows grapes in his garden to get round the alcohol ban, and who will eventually take part in the protests after the death of Mahsa Amini—put it clearly: “Soleimani was a terrorist. So were the people who killed him.” Nasim frequently hosts parties for friends at his house with the garden, eager to share his homemade Shiraz, which he stores in plastic bottles, smoke opium in Afghan pipes, and listen to music. On the evening I was there, Amour censure played over and over. A raw and beautiful song, I had never heard it before, but it ended up keeping me company (in my headphones) for months to come. That was the last party I went to for a very long time.

			During the pandemic, Qom was the second largest global epicenter of Covid after Wuhan. People with lung infections died while waiting to be admitted to hospitals due to a lack of beds. Millions of people, Iranians and Iraqis alike, attended Soleimani’s funeral; it was so crowded that fifty people were trampled to death and around two hundred were wounded. That ceremony was almost certainly an immense hotspot for the virus.

			I flew back to Italy from Qom on one of the few direct flights that still link us to Iran. When I landed in Milan, people were just starting to talk about Codogno and Vo’ Euganeo, two towns that would soon become known all over the world for being the first Covid hotspots outside China.

			Some days later, I went with my family to a restaurant in Rome to celebrate my mother’s birthday. After dessert, the manager, who knew us well, let me smoke at the table. We were the only ones there anyway, he pointed out. Later that same night, Italian Prime Minister Giuseppe Conte gave a press conference in which he announced the first national curfew in Italy since the fall of Benito Mussolini.

			For the following two years, work—which is to say, travel—was practically impossible, not to mention going to a party. The first time I danced again, after being at Nasim’s, was in Kyiv, on a bitterly cold night, the thermometer registering temperatures of negative six degrees Celsius, at the end of January 2022. Just three weeks before the country was invaded.

			 

			This book brings together encounters, historic events, and conversations that took place in Iran, Ukraine, and Afghanistan, where the chief protagonist is one specific generation.

			Young people in their twenties in Iran—whom the Iranian Revolutionary Guards and the ayatollah’s media agencies consider a “lost generation,” with whom they no longer know how to communicate—ignited a protest the likes of which has not been seen since the Revolution that toppled the monarchy in 1979.

			When twenty-year-olds in today’s Afghanistan were born, the Taliban had recently been chased out; in 2021, these young people witnessed the return of the militia. They grew up imagining—and then building—their lives around premises that are incompatible with Taliban principles. They’re the ones who have paid most heavily for the way we abandoned them, an action that has had significant consequences beyond Afghanistan’s borders, which we initially ignored, and which later harmed us.

			The war in Ukraine is being fought by its young people. Ukrainian twenty-year-olds were the key players in the last successful European revolution, that of 2014. They were punished for that in 2022 with Vladimir Putin’s full-scale invasion; now those same young men and women are fighting again.

			This book examines the three fires that are currently raging across the globe and the generation that is growing up amid the flames.
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IRAN


	 
		

	
		
			
I. 
BEING TWENTY IN TEHRAN



			

	
			It’s June in Tehran. The soles of your shoes stick to the pavement, you sweat in your hijab, with its long sleeves and cape that conceals your body down to your ankles. The path you take through the city follows the shade of the ficus sycamorus, a somewhat larger and more majestic species of fig tree—the few that are left, anyway, after the city started chopping them down to make room for cars. That summer, in some parts of Iran, the temperatures reached fifty-six degrees Celsius.

			“Have they forgotten that half the population has to walk around bundled up, and all because they decided it should be that way? Are the men in the government trying to kill us women?” Sadira rolls a cigarette while walking down the busy sidewalk.1 It’s crowded with people and policemen. A woman who smokes always has to look over her shoulder to check for white vans with a green stripe—the Gasht-e Ershad, or morality police—before digging into her purse or pocket for a lighter. “All clear. Let’s just cross that intersection,” she says. We’re standing near a bank where there are surveillance cameras.

			Sadira speaks four languages and is trying to find a job that will allow her to work in an embassy abroad. She has already had two interviews, and they both went well. Even though she detests the government, she’s willing to work for them as long as she does not have to live in a society with “grim and absurd” rules and can stay in touch with her family, because “I don’t want to abandon my country entirely.” She knows perfectly well that as soon as she left her interview at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the first thing her potential future employers did was scrutinize her social media profiles. Her Instagram account is the same as it always was; she hasn’t deleted any of the photos that show her without a veil, and her stories, as of September 2022, are an uninterrupted flow of songs and tributes to the Jin, Jiyan, Azadi (Woman, Life, Freedom) movement.

			On September 20, 2022, Sadira wrote to me: “The world is a violent place. How can you Europeans pretend not to know this? How have you forgotten this fact? There’s life on this planet! People and regimes are living things. We’re not museum pieces, like you are. And we never will be, thank you very much.”

			That date marks the beginning of a protest that went on to pose the greatest threat to the Iranian institutions since the one that successfully brought down the monarchy and led to the Islamic Revolution of 1979.

			I talk to another woman, Forouzan, by video chat; she is in a public park in the Chitgar neighborhood in western Tehran. “In this part of town, you have to go out of your way to find a girl wearing a hijab. And here, when men see you on the street without a veil, they give you a fist bump,” she says. Forouzan is twenty-three years old and studying electronics at university. She has short curly hair, round glasses, and is wearing a black bomber jacket. She’s been part of the movement since day one, or earlier, since September 16, the day Mahsa Amini died in the hospital and a photograph of her, intubated and covered in bruises, started circulating on the web, first in Iran and then around the world. There were no marches or protests that day, but a group that Forouzan and Assim, her best friend, belonged to started graffitiing Mahsa’s name in bathrooms on campus and on subway cars. “We had no idea what we were starting.”

			Forouzan has never worn a hijab: she wears her hair short and her closet is full of androgynous clothes. Dressing in a more masculine way always seemed to her like the best way of avoiding trouble with the morality police. But after September 16, the white vans with the green stripe pretty much disappeared from the streets. “People feel less afraid of breaking the rules now.”

			The park that Forouzan calls me from has a skatepark set in the middle of an orchard, crowded with young women. Recent photos of city parks, subway escalators, bazaars, malls, and people on their way to work or out shopping show hardly any women wearing veils—mind-blowing to anyone who knew what life was like in Tehran only a few months earlier. This is a powerful but fragile new world. “How can things ever go back after this?”

			These women are not the ones who went out and protested. These women didn’t have the courage to fight the armed members of the Basij, they weren’t willing to risk losing an eye after getting shot in the face with a rubber bullet or to get arrested. But they were courageous enough to go outside dressed however they wanted in early 2023.2

			“All together, we managed to create a new normal. It happened spontaneously. Now comes the hard part: protecting it.”

			Before the wave of protests, signs of micro-rebellion were everywhere. Each time I took a Turkish Airlines or Qatar Airways flight home from Iran, I saw women remove their hijabs immediately after take-off. I’d study the men sitting next to them; their expressions were always of complicity.

			From Yazd to Isfahan, it’s normal to see women with nose jobs, barely bothering with headscarves, their long hair dyed blue, green, platinum or purple tumbling down their almost entirely exposed shoulders, with fake long nails, artificially enhanced cheekbones, tattooed eyebrows, and dressed in skinny jeans. Twenty-year-olds use VPN services—the virtual networks that allow them to hide from geolocation systems—to break through censorship walls and get their daily fill of social media, with the authorities and their families well aware of it.

			Once, one summer, I went to a restaurant located at the foot of the ski slopes to the north of Tehran with some friends. It was a weekday, and the place was half-empty. I felt embarrassed because I was the only one wearing a veil. At the only other table in the place, all the women had taken their headscarves off as soon as they sat down. On weekends, if you go out for breakfast to one of the cafés in the center of the capital city, you regularly see groups of young people gobbling up nan-e flatbread, carrot jam, and Persian omelets to help them get over their hangovers. It’s also hard to miss their dilated pupils, from the ecstasy they took the night before.

			Tehran parties are renowned. An uncorroborated legend has it that all the bootleggers who sell alcohol needed for cocktails are employees of the Russian embassy. Drugs are easier to find than gin. “I have enough amphetamines to fight three wars and then die of a heart attack,” Dilsad, a young Kurdish man, boasted to me in November 2022.

			Back then, the most intense protests took place in Iranian Kurdistan. In Mahabad, Sardasht, Piranshahir, and Oshnavieh, there was serious talk of how to obtain weapons because “there can’t be a revolution without them.” Dilsad had tried to obtain rifles and ammunition from the Kurds in Iraq who live only a few kilometers away, on the other side of the mountains that mark the northwest border. “I went there, too. I learned how to fight on that steep and rugged terrain. I came back home with advice from our Iraqi brothers, but none of their Kalashnikovs.”

			Once, at a party in Tehran, I met a Kurdish girl, a friend of Dilsad’s, who had learned Italian because she was passionate about lyrical opera. She was a frustrated soprano: in Iran, women are not allowed to sing solo parts in public, they can’t record their voices or sell their music. They can only sing in choirs as accompaniment to male singers. Iranian twenty-year-olds have joined forces with a number of club owners to find remote places for their raves, they have a clandestine—though not perfectly concealed—network that they use for parties. They mainly play electronic music, but occasionally they use the locales for lyrical concerts and opera performances to help out people like Dilsad’s friend, and all the other frustrated sopranos in Iran.

			 

			The Best, the Excluded

			Almost two-thirds of all university students in Iran are female. Among those who protested in the name of Mahsa Amini were aspiring diplomats, like Sadira, as well as aeronautical engineers and physicists. Iran needs its brains and, in some professions, it is even willing to ignore the no-longer-silent rebellions of its employees to keep functioning. A double standard applies: if I cross paths with you while you’re working for your country and you’re doing your job, then it’s fine because you’re a necessary cog in the wheel, but if I see you out in the street and you’re protesting and questioning the order of things, then you become an enemy because you threaten my existence and you deserve a violent punishment. Students and young employees in Iran spend the best years of their lives living between these two extremes.

			Assim meets up with Forouzan in the skatepark in Chitgar. Assim is the son of a famous university professor and will soon graduate in aeronautical engineering. The Islamic Revolutionary Guard monitors that department and its best students very carefully. In fact, Assim has already been selected, essentially without being asked, for an experimental Air Force program focused on missiles, a pet project of General Amir Ali Hajizadeh himself, who has commanded the Air Force of the Revolutionary Guards since 2009. “But,” Assim says, “I’d rather flee the country than spend my time dropping bombs on gigantic models of Israeli military sites.”

			

			Assim is passionate about aeronautics in the private sector and was enthusiastic when, at the beginnings of the protests, one of his heroes, Elon Musk, said that he would help the Iranian protesters get around digital repression by sending them hundreds of Starlink satellites—the tools produced by SpaceX that allow people to stay connected to the internet despite any perturbations, whatever the circumstances. Four months later, Assim feels let down. “Something clearly went wrong, it didn’t work. The devices are here in Iran, but we haven’t seen them.”

			While we’re talking, the minister of Telecommunications, Eisa Zarepour, makes a cryptic announcement: she confirms that the Starlink satellites have arrived in the country, but her message relays no concern whatsoever. “We welcome the technology, as long as it is used according to our laws.” Meanwhile, SpaceX releases its own scant announcement to say that the thousand or so devices have arrived, but they don’t mention the protests at all. “They tricked us,” Assim says flatly.

			When Forouzan introduced Assim to me, she said he goes to “the genius factory,” a nickname for Sharif University of Technology in Tehran. Located in the center of the city, the campus is a network of buildings and laboratories that extend from Azadi Avenue—where Azadi means Freedom, as in the rallying cry heard in the square—to the busy three-lane Yadegaran Expressway, named after the memorial to the Republic. Sharif is an exceptional university, and the students who graduate from it will carry its name with them throughout their lives. It has come to stand for a person who is brilliant and independent; someone who is studying (or has studied) a highly complicated subject, and who earns (or will earn) very well. I know two women who received their doctorates from Sharif University, and one of them works as an executive for a major Texan oil company, and the other has a leadership position in one of the world’s most important tech companies. Only two years after finishing their studies, both were earning nearly two hundred thousand dollars a year.

			The “genius factory” in Tehran may not have the means or laboratories of MIT, but it is the MIT of the Middle East. The polytechnic is a leader in a different way. In Iran, the majority of students of STEM subjects are women. In the United States, men make up over 60% of students in science, technology, engineering, and math. Globally, 65% of STEM students are male. In this, the Republic of Islam is an important exception.

			Iran produces more highly skilled graduates than its fossilized economy can absorb. The government hires a portion of them and gives them tasks that are often very different from what they dreamed they would one day do, but, with a withering GDP year after year, new jobs are hard to come by. The exclusion of young people from the country’s traditional economy has created a mass of people who do not depend on the government for a salary to pay their rent. In fact, the young people out protesting are those who, in the past few years, have managed to separate their professional lives from the economy of the regime. They had no other choice: there was no room for them in the closely woven fabric created by pseudo-private foundations run by clerics and the Revolutionary Guards. Essentially, the economy of Iran is an oligarchy in the hands of the mullahs and the Guards, and the city where this is most evident is Mashhad, located in the east towards the border with Turkmenistan and Afghanistan. Nicknamed “the hidden capital,” it is the birthplace of most of Iran’s leaders. Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei and President Ebrahim Raisi were both born there. Power irradiates out through Iran from this city.

			Until a few years ago, Raisi headed one of the foundations in Mashhad that make up the “parallel State” and control the country’s GDP. The Foundation of the Oppressed and Disabled alone controls more resources than the Ministry of Finance. The one that Raisi governed, meanwhile, the Astan Quds Razavi, has assets worth twenty billion dollars, owns pharmaceutical companies, carpet factories, newspapers, insurance companies, and even the license for producing Coca-Cola (Koshgovar).

			The young men and women who took to the streets in September 2023 to fight with words, launch Molotov cocktails, let down their hair, and kiss in public are not employees of the State, nor do they work for the so-called private companies held by the foundations. Their parents and grandparents do. For the older generations, protesting meant risking their jobs in a time of economic crisis, with little hope of finding other work.

			The situation is different for the seventy percent of Iranians who are thirty-five years old or younger. The economic machine of Iran is jammed; the system that paid salaries to the citizens of the Islamic Republic for decades no longer has room for its youth. The younger generation has had to fend for itself. As a direct consequence, we see the birth, in 2016, of Tapsi, the most widely used ride-sharing platform in Iran; AloPeyk, an online delivery service; Bdood, a bike-sharing app; and Aparat, a local version of YouTube. There’s also Digikala, where you can buy and sell clothes online, and Zarinpal, for fast digital payments. There are online networks for people offering lessons in English, math, computer technology, or guitar; networks for people looking for work as cleaners, personal shoppers, cooks, cat sitters, and plant sitters. Young people have created jewelry brands, clothing lines, contemporary Persian carpets, and metalwork, which they sell on local apps or Instagram. Working in a self-managed economy has made them less reliant on the ayatollahs; their salary comes from elsewhere.

			Without considering high school students, the mass of protesters was basically made up of people working in the independent economy. The social media profiles of the founders of many startups, such as that of Hessam Armandehi, who invented Iran’s version of Uber known as Divar, were filled with messages demanding the liberation of their employees. Their posts included photos of the people who had been arrested while protesting—and they’re all around twenty years old. The link was so evident from the outset that the head of the Telecommunications department of the Revolutionary Guards called for “a clampdown on private startups” immediately after the first protests.

			The new Iranians managed to build a parallel and self-sufficient economy out of nothing, one that is sustained by both its employees and its clients; this infuriates the regime both because it exists beyond their control and because it gave rise to the first generation of citizens that does not rely on the ayatollahs for survival, creating the ideal conditions for revolution.

			 

			The Illusion

			I was riding on the velvet-upholstered night train, heading south towards the desert and the city of Kerman, with my friend Nabila. To save money, we booked two couchettes in a mixed cabin; the other two couchettes were occupied by men. I couldn’t sleep because of a stiff neck, she heard me tossing and turning, and offered to give me a neck rub. We had already taken off our veils and were ready for sleep. She climbed on my back to massage my shoulders and neck. If the train conductor had come in, he would have seen her slender body, long fuchsia-hued hair, double-pierced ears, and, peeking out from her tank top, the giant tattoo she has on her back. We were on public transportation, and there were two men in the cabin with us. I was terrified at what might happen if someone slid open the door and found us with our hair down, but she was not the least bit scared.

			Nabila is a professional kick-boxer and wrestler, she wins medals across the country. An educated woman, always ready for a fight, she voted conservative. She would have preferred Qasem Soleimani, if he had been alive and had decided to run, to the insipid president Ebrahim Raisi. Nabila is a young woman who is faithful to the Republic of Islam; she is also gay. She follows dozens of Western athlete-influencers on Instagram. Back then, she was especially smitten by Rosamaria Montibeller, a beautiful volleyball player from Brazil with 1.2 million followers who, in addition to playing for the professional Italian team Uyba Volley Busto Arsizio and on the Brazilian national team, is a successful online businesswoman, promoting herself and her three companies—jewelry, clothes, and cosmetics—by modeling and serving as brand ambassador.

			Walking down the streets of Tehran, Nabila looked scornfully at women her age in their tight and revealing clothes, all of whom were far more covered up than Rosamaria Montibeller in the photos that Nabila liked on Instagram. “It’s not that women’s bodies shock me, but I find these girls sad: they’re just following trends and don’t believe in anything, they don’t know who they are or where they come from. The worst ones aren’t the rich girls who have been Westernized; they’ve always been around. The worst are the girls who grew up, like me, in the large apartment blocks in the southern outskirts of the city, girls who stopped dressing carefully and going to mosque, but not for political reasons, just because they wanted other people to think that they were rich, because they wanted to look like those other girls. I like Westerners, but I’m different from them, and proud of it. You won’t see me chasing after some exotic lifestyle. Chasing after something is humiliating.”

			We talked on the day Mahsa Amini died, before the protests began, when the internet still worked. She was furious. She knew perfectly well that what had happened to Mahsa could have happened to her that night on the train to Kerman, or on any other number of nights. Many devout women were traumatized on September 16. While a portion of the population of Iran is radical and militant, an even wider segment supports the Republic of Islam but is not entirely sure that it is right or fair to violently impose headscarves on women who would rather not wear them. For these people, the fact that a girl was stopped in the subway station and returned to her family a corpse a few days later is an obscenity, “a collective humiliation and an immense offense to God,” Nabila says.

			On September 13, 2022, the religious police stopped Mahsa Amini while she was on vacation in the capital with her parents and her brother. From that moment on, she was under police custody. They ushered her into a van and took her to a police station. They interrogated her and left her in the waiting room. According to the closed-circuit cameras, it was there that she collapsed. When they took her to a hospital, she was in a coma. Two Iranian women journalists rushed to the clinic, talked to her relatives, and took photos. Mahsa never regained consciousness. She died three days later.

			The morality police said they never touched her. They said that Mahsa suffered a heart attack. The family says that this is impossible: she was only twenty-two, she was healthy, and she didn’t have a heart condition. They also say that the police refused to share the results of the autopsy with them and even asked them not to talk to the press. Actually, they were told they should not talk to anyone. The police asked the family to bury Mahsa at night, in secret, because they were aware of the reaction a public funeral could trigger.

			President Raisi promised to carry out a “rigorous investigation,” which was supposed to lead to an exemplary punishment for those responsible for her death. The country’s leaders publicly paid their respects to the family, and starting that day, the morality police vanished from the streets. Raisi tried to stop the protests before they even started because he knew they would quickly get out of hand. He was less worried about dissidents being the majority, or that they were somehow representative of the country, than he was aware that even the people who didn’t want to topple the regime would have been sympathetic to the dissidents’ rage, and that, at least initially, they wouldn’t have stopped them from expressing themselves.

			It was the collective sense of frustration, which transformed into silent and widespread solidarity, that made this protest so persistent and unpredictable, and so very different from any that had come before.

			Forouzan told me how they quickly got organized. “We wrote on the walls of all the public bathrooms in Tehran—restaurants, post offices, subway stations, the university—we colonized them all. If you wanted to join the protests for Mahsa, you didn’t need the Internet to know when and where to go. All you had to do was walk into any of the public bathrooms in the city.”

			In addition to flyers and stickers with detailed information about various protests, there were the names of Telegram groups to join, instructions on how to avoid getting arrested, how to protect your phone chats, and how to treat certain kinds of wounds. Protesters could count on the solidarity of strangers. When the police charged them, people who fled could ring the buzzers of random apartments, and someone would inevitably open up for them so they could find refuge. The men chanted: “I’ll kill anyone who murders my sister.” The women chanted: “Woman, Life, Freedom.” The students of Sharif University chose the most offensive chant of all: “Khamenei is worse than Yazid!” Their slogan was particularly harsh because it was tied to tradition; it had nothing to do with foreign propaganda and couldn’t be blamed on brainwashing, which is how the authorities explained the rebellion to exonerate themselves. It was also the worst insult they could possibly hurl at the ayatollahs.

			Yazid was the killer of Imam Hussein, the son of Ali, the religious leader and martyr who founded the Shiite branch of Islam with his own blood, separating it from the Sunnis when Mohammed’s dynasty was split. The martyrdom of Hussein is to Shiites what the Passion of Christ is to Catholics. By choosing that slogan, the students at Sharif University had clearer objectives than any of the other splinter protest groups. They tried to speak to the majority of Iranians who believe in God but who also see and suffer the failings of the Republic of Islam. Their message was: we share a history and we speak the same code; we are protesters, not Martians; but the system does not work, it only weakens us, and it is cruel and dangerous.

			The students at Sharif knew that, in terms of an international public, the slogan about Yazid was ineffective because incomprehensible, but their ideas on the matter were clear. They did not nurture any false hopes that foreigners would help them on a practical level, so, at least during this phase, they chose not to focus on the Western press. The most effective thing to do was get the silent majority on board—people who were both disillusioned by the regime and suspicious of alternative makeshift policies and destabilizing forces.

			That community of ordinary citizens has already proved capable of changing the destiny of the country several times over, and most recently with the 1979 revolution that was upheld by the majority of Iranians and that initially had, as often happens in such circumstances, a wide range of confused motives. That revolution did not start with the revolt of the clerics but, once the monarchy fell, the clerics won out because, unlike other groups, their members did not disagree on an internal hierarchy, they enjoyed a wide consensus, and they had a widespread presence across the land, able to reach the smallest rural communities of faithful. They were also better organized and more resolute than the Marxists, nationalists, feminists, Maoists, or Islamic socialists.

			The Persians had forced another regime to fold when protests broke out in 1891. There was also a revolution in 1911, thanks to which the people won the right to have a Constitution and an elected Parliament. The people even mounted a sweeping uprising in 1951, which failed only because the Shah managed to obtain support from the United States and Great Britain for a coup d’état against Prime Minister Mohammed Mossadeq, who was considered too independent and popular.

			“Iranians are not a meek people. They’re masters of revolution. It’s a question of hitting the right keys,” Assim says, aware that revolutions happen by drawing on a range of angers that extend outwards in different directions. “The moment when power crumbles is messy, and the demands of the people get confused. To reach some level of success, everyone’s demands need to be maximized. Only afterwards do people decide what shape things will take, only later do they choose the rules of the future.”

			Iranians initially supported many of the protesters’ claims due to widespread dissatisfaction with the status quo. In 2019, there was an uprising in Tehran organized by the indigent, the so-called “shoeless.” In 2021, farmers in Isfahan camped out in a stadium to lament the lack of water; the police set their tents on fire, which led to fighting on city streets. “The economic crisis and inflation are felt at all levels, and, for the first time, even by wealthy families like my own. My mother never had to count her pennies when she went out food shopping the way she does now.”3 Non-Persian minority groups, from Kurdistan to Baluchistan, all the way to Khuzestan, stand like “dry haystacks, ready to burst into flames with just a spark.”

			After Raisi won the election in 2021, many voters lost hope in elections as a way of impacting national politics. “People are angry. A revolution is not like an electoral campaign: we don’t start out divided on how to solve the problems. That comes later. Our immediate goal is freedom; later, we’ll organize.” To Assim, the most significant groups of dissatisfied people are the ones with weapons.

			The success of the 1979 revolution can be traced to a specific moment: the Iranian army had already rebelled when, on February 12 of that year, the Shah asked the Air Force to arrest the soldiers who refused to do their duty. The Air Force replied by saying, “We need to remain neutral and let the events take their course.” When the pilots betrayed him, the monarchy was finished.

			Assim believes a theory that has been circulating in Tehran for some time, but which can only be said in a whisper: no one has the clout or authority necessary to step into the role of Supreme Leader after the now-elderly Ali Khamenei dies, and the Guardians of the Revolution are waiting for that moment to steal the power away from the clerics.

			“Do you really think that if you and the Guards ended up on the same side, you’d have the strength to beat them once it is all over?” I ask.

			“Whether or not I have faith in our strength is irrelevant. We all know that as long as those with the weapons don’t rebel against those with the scepter, the system will never crumble; it might grow weak or dark, but it will remain in its place.”

			 

			While they’re out protesting, Assim’s female classmates at Sharif University remove their hijabs, twirl them around their heads, then throw them on a pile with others and light the fabric on fire. They film everything and post it online. On October 2, the police storm the polytechnic, lock the gates with the students and their professors inside, and launch teargas. The protesters scurry underground, towards the parking lots. The police chase after them, shooting rubber bullets that bounce off the walls and strike the moving bodies.

			Around this time, a certain kind of game started trending online—the hunt for double standards. It was started by a former Sharif student. The game consists of finding and sharing photos of female family members of the country’s leaders without their veils, either abroad or at private parties in Iran, dressed in short skirts or high heels, or outfits with plunging necklines. A number of Khamenei’s daughter-in-law’s relatives are among the first victims, in particular one of her cousins, who is also the niece of a conservative political philosopher whose ideas have shaped Iranian politics in the recent past.

			Meanwhile, in high schools and middle schools, girls from the age of eleven upwards take off their veils and start talking back to the male teachers who dare to scold them. At one middle school, girls throw water and empty plastic bottles at a man, forcing him to cower, retreat, and eventually run away. Suddenly, the police are forced to deal with a new enemy: schoolgirls, minors. A number of officers desert the repression. The young protesters manage to force the police to flee dozens of times. On other occasions, the officers join the protests. The Revolutionary Guards, who number more than a hundred thousand and who theoretically have the power to end the protests with violence in a matter of hours, do not even leave their barracks.

			The protests spread in new and different ways compared to those of the past. They unfold in both liberal neighborhoods and conservative towns, large and small, and throughout the provinces populated by religious and ethnic minorities. Everything happens all at once. Assim smells revolution in the air.

			He thought it the tide had turned when metalworkers, refinery workers, construction workers, and the electricians who maintain the electrical grid started striking in support of the protests. Even market stalls in the bazaar shut down, and at some point the farmers joined the strike. These two categories of workers—together with the young people who are part of the startup economy—form, in substance, the entire private sector of Iran, considering that the larger companies belong to the foundations that are run by the clerics or Guardians of the Revolution. But it was all an illusion. The workers went on strike because the government hadn’t paid their salaries in months, and when the payments started flowing again, they stopped striking. The bazaar merchants rolled down their security gates because they were scared that their shops would be damaged, and not out of support for the protesters.

			Keep the Fire Alive

			While the students have clear political objectives, the protest is mostly chaotic, poorly coordinated, and all over the place. A video filmed in Karaj, thirty kilometers northeast of Tehran, shows a blood-spattered white pick-up truck belonging to the Basij shortly after being attacked, its front windshield shattered, about to cave in. The camera shifts position, the door to the back seat is open, and a man lies on his side; he is dead. To the right, we see a young man with his face covered, holding a rifle in the air. This scene was filmed during a protest in memory of Hadis Najafi, a TikTokker, born in 2000, who filmed a selfie on September 21, 2022, while walking down the street on her way to join a demonstration. She looks into the camera and says, “I can’t wait to watch this in a few years. I’ll be happy that I took part in these protests; by then, everything in this country will be different.”

			Hadis Najafi died in the main square a few hours later. The police shot her six times with real bullets in the chest, face, and neck. Forty days after her death—when the traditional Shiite period of mourning came to an end, at which time people usually travel to the tomb of the deceased to pray—her friends organized a gathering. But they went there seeking revenge, not to pray: they killed the basiji, whose body lies in the truck, while shouting Hadis’s name.

			In four months, more than sixty Basij agents were killed, and many clerics were attacked. One was knifed and another, in Baluchistan, was executed with a shotgun. In the eastern, and more violent, part of the country, mullahs even started removing their turbans before getting behind the wheel to avoid being targeted by the angry masses.

			Starting in late September 2022, in the cities of Tehran, Yazd, Isfahan, and Mashhad, people would open their windows in the middle of the night and start singing protest songs against the Supreme Leader from behind the curtains. Other voices would quickly join in from down the street or block. The Basij sprayed X marks on the buildings where the voices came from, near the intercoms, so that they would remember that as-yet unidentified dissidents lived there.

			Forouzan has never been arrested. “But you, on the other hand,” she said, turning to look at Assim and away from the camera for a moment, in the park in Chitgar, “did something really stupid.”

			During one protest march, Assim made the mistake of getting separated from the rest of the group of protesters. A teenage basiji with his face covered shouted at him. Assim started to run, and the young officer shot at him. When Assim stopped, the young basiji caught up, yanked on Assim’s hoodie, and made him fall to the ground. Two other basiji soon arrived. Together, they managed to throw Assim into a dark blue minivan. “Young Basij wear masks because we’re afraid of them, but they’re afraid of us too,” Assim says.

			A trend that has taken off among the protesters is doxing: if a person manages to take a picture of a basiji, they post it on social media and in Telegram groups; if anyone has details about the identity of that person, they add them to the comments section, with the most sought-after information being where that person lives. This is yet another reason why the people behind the repression cover their faces, at least until they get the protesters into their blue vans and manage to take away their phones.

			“At the station house, they stubbed out their cigarettes in our faces. Each time a new basiji came in the room, it started all over again. It was as if each one of them wanted his chance to beat us up, sign their name in bruises on us. They were all younger than me, too. The police stations are the worst; that’s where most of the torture happens. People usually confess just so they can be transferred to prison. After the station, the prisons seem like luxury. And when the jailers saw us, they were furious at how badly we’d been beaten up. Basically, you have to try and spend as little time as possible at the police station.”

			The dirty work is done by the Basij, who are “all very young, often still minors.” They earn about a quarter of what the Revolutionary Guards earn, less than three hundred dollars a month, compared to the thousand that the Guards earn. But during the protests of Jin, Jyan, Azadi, not many Guards—in their light-colored khaki camouflage uniforms designed for fighting in desert trenches—were out and about. Instead, they sent the Basij, “brainwashed” teenagers or recruits from extreme Islamic collectives based in high schools and universities. They had never fought anywhere before but were enlisted after the Green Movement of 2009, when the mission was literally to “culturally vaccinate” their peers.4 In 2009, a problem arose when many of the Revolutionary Guards voted reformist, believing that their votes in the most recent election had been stolen; the fact that members of families with revolutionary credentials joined the street protests against election fraud undermined the rhetoric of the authorities, which cast the Green Movement as “counter-revolutionary.”

			The first generation of Revolutionary Guards was formed through the Difa’-i muqaddas, the “holy defense”—the armed resistance, to Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Iran in 1980. This war began only one year after the Iranian revolution and contributed to the creation of the institutions and the collective conscience of the Republic of Islam. Saddam Hussein thought he could take advantage of the weakness of a still-amorphous State, but the officers fought back; that generation of Revolutionary Guards went off to fight a foreign enemy and often came home with mutilated limbs or the indelible signs of Iraqi chemical weapons. They tolerated fatigue, fear of death, and major wounds in the belief that they were protecting all Iranians with their bodies. Back then, they did not use violence against their own people. With the protests of 2009, a new class of agents of repression was created, people who didn’t have the experience or history of revolution, but who were deeply committed to ideology. From that point on, the “young Basij” felt entitled to explain the revolution in polemical and militant tones to the older generations of Revolutionary Guards who had actually fought in the revolution.5

			I met with a first-generation Revolutionary Guard in Tehran, a man who came back without legs from the trenches in the 1980s. “The younger the soldiers, the more dangerous and disconnected from reality they are,” he explained. “We know very well what violence is from what we were forced to endure, we were vaccinated against its presumed allure. We know how to calibrate it, how to avoid it when possible. These kids have never been afraid of dying, they have never fully experienced violence, they don’t even realize what they’re doing when they inflict it on others: they’re fanatics, they lack all judgment.”

			Forouzan and Assim tell me about the moment when the most spontaneous phase of the protests came to an end. “The first executions started in December. They were traumatic, a breaking point. We never thought things would come to that,” Forouzan says.

			He interrupts her. “You can’t say their method wasn’t effective; after the first hanging, a lot of people were scared off.”

			 

			Forouzan and Assim used to meet up with other protesters in the same parts of Tehran as Mohsen Shekari, the first dissident who was executed. Shekari was twenty-three years old, he shared an apartment with a friend, worked in a café, and wrote rap music and lyrics. When he was hanged, protest groups on Telegram were filled with messages, such as: “It’s not true. Don’t let them trick us. They’re trying to scare us, to force us to give up. No one knows who this kid is. Don’t believe their propaganda.” Other messages followed suit: “If anyone knows who this kid is, speak up.” Forouzan was one of several who spoke up. Initially, the protesters couldn’t and didn’t want to believe that he had really been hanged. At first, they thought it was theatrics, psychological terrorism. But it was true.

			“Shekari’s case was assigned to a monster known as ‘the psychopath.’ We know all the judges, we know everything about them,” Assim says. Your life depends on what part of the city you’re arrested in, so it’s dangerous to even go outside a certain jurisdiction. “I was lucky, I have a suspended sentence. But if I get arrested again, they’ll lock me up for six years.”
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