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‘Oh, of who do I speak?


We live without reason,


They are conscious of the reason for their death.’


— Ahmad Shamlu


‘And yet, the country of my childhood lives within me with a primacy that is a form of love.’


— Eva Hoffman
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Foreword


In autumn 2022, thousands of protesters chanted on the streets of Iran ‘Don’t call this a protest. This is a revolution.’ It had started as a protest against the brutal killing of one young woman at the hands of the police. Over 2022 and 2023, it morphed into an all-out cry for change – a challenge the regime still can’t fully contain. After decades of despotism, Iranians have still not stopped fighting for themselves, their nation, their future.


They have not given up, despite odds so bad no gambler would bet on them. Before September 2022 it seemed Iran was an exhausted country. The economic outlook was bleak: for four years running it boasted inflation higher than 30%. Young people struggled to find jobs in the fields for which they were qualified. Compulsory Hijab had been in place for over forty years. The last significant wave of protests, at the tail-end of 2019, became notorious as ‘Bloody November’ – a title earned in the deaths of over a thousand protesters.


And yet, after the death of Mahsa Amini, Iranians rose up, undaunted by the disappointments and defeats of previous years. Their courage came from thousands of small acts of resistance – the female singer in Tabriz performing regardless of an official ban, the activists who continue to speak out from prison cells, the filmmakers defying the censors and distributing their films underground. And, moreover, young women, some even teenagers, joined the streets en masse.


Who were these women awing the world with their courage, publicly burning their headscarves? The Iranian security forces were not a force to be taken lightly, hardened by their deployments in the civil wars in Iraq and Syria. Who were the ordinary Iranians daring to stand up to them, flipping the bird at pictures of their leader, Khamenei? Where had they come from?


Iran often makes the global headlines, but you can’t find the answers to these questions there. Western commentators are more interested in its nuclear programme, involvement in proxy wars elsewhere in the region and its ballistic missile development. Where protests have been covered, journalists rarely probe beneath the surface of a battle between ‘tradition’ and ‘modernity’, a battle fought between hardline Islamists and Western liberals. These accounts may contain a grain of truth but they’re not the full story. Iranians have bigger ambitions than that, and their struggles are richer and more diverse than the usual narratives tell us. So what do Iranians want?


This book is an attempt to answer this question. Born in 1988 in Tehran, I come from a generation of Iranians whose life has been defined by dashed hopes for reform and progress. One of my earliest political memories was the election of President Khatami in 1997 – a reformist candidate who swept to a landslide victory on the backs of young people and women, hopeful for his political programme. Khatami’s failure proved to be one in a long line of defeats: the 2009 Green Movement against a stolen election; the nuclear deal of 2015 and forlorn hopes about the possibility of it opening Iran’s doors to the world; the series of uprisings in 2017–18, 2019–2020 and ultimately 2022–2023. Every protest movement since has been crushed in blood. Having left Iran in 2008, I’ve witnessed much of this from afar. But I’ve never lost my solidarity with those resisting in my homeland.


This isn’t a top-down political history, tracing the ebbs and flows of popular protest since the Islamic Republic was founded in 1979. Instead, this is a window into the aspirations of Iranians risking everything for change now – and the many decades that forged their will to act. I want to show you what Iranians want and why they are fighting for it. Each battle I focus on, from the fight against compulsory Hijab, to freedom of expression, to conservation of the Persian cheetah, has deep roots in modern Iranian history. The slogan ‘Women, Life, Freedom’ unifies all these issues – transforming demands into a programme. In painting a portrait of this movement, and paying tribute to its predecessors, I want to make the voices of Iranians heard loud and clear throughout a world that so often ignores them.


Since September 2022, I have followed the events of my homeland with hope and trepidation in equal measure. I don’t know what the next chapter will hold, although I have tried to imagine what it could look like. The arc of history, sadly, doesn’t always bend toward justice. The visionaries fighting for change today may not see that change in their lifetimes; there may be many more martyrs under the banner Women, Life, Freedom but few concrete victories. Hal Draper, an American revolutionary, once wrote ‘Nothing can be guaranteed, of course, except the honour and dignity of fighting for a new and better world, rather than the vileness of adapting one’s mind and heart to a vile one.’ Through their actions, in September 2022 and in every protest before and after, Iranians have shown they want this honour and dignity. Even if the current movement falls, the torch will be passed on and the flame will not die. A better Iran remains the ultimate goal, for which every generation will fight.




One


Freedom is Global: The Fight Against Compulsory Hijab


One September afternoon in 2022, a young woman got off at a metro stop in Tehran. A week short of her twenty-second birthday, Mahsa Amini was from a Kurdish family in the western Iranian town of Saqqez. She had come to the capital to shop and have fun, like so many young women do. As she came up the steps of Martyr Haqqani station, she could glimpse the verdant woods of Taleqani park, one of Tehran’s most spectacular green spaces, studded with pine and mulberry trees. It was an oasis of calm for Mahsa, amid the city’s chaos. Her brother, Kiarash, would later say: ‘We are strangers to this city.’1 It was hard to feel at ease in the swarming metropolis as an outsider.


Tuesday 13 September would be far from a calm day for Mahsa. Outside the station, she was spotted by the white-and-green vans of the Guidance Patrol, the dreaded wing of Iranian police’s Moral Security Division, dispatched to detain women with ‘bad or inadequate Hijab’. Her Hijab, apparently, didn’t cut the mustard. They threw her into the van, along with other women who had failed to pass a wholly arbitrary appearance test. It would take them to a nearby detention centre on Vozara Street, where women arrested for ‘bad Hijab’ had to undergo re-education and sign a pledge to observe the ‘Islamic’ dress code. At the very least, this would ruin her trip, so she protested, alongside a few others. The Patrol didn’t take kindly to her complaints, and brutally beat her during the ten-minute journey. Shortly after arriving at the centre, she fainted and was taken to the nearby Kasra Hospital. By 8:30 p.m. that night, she was declared brain-dead, even though her heart was still beating. By Friday, she was dead. She would never see her twenty-second birthday.


Mahsa had not come to Tehran to be a hero. She was not there to make history; she had no plans of making a stand like Rosa Parks. She was there to celebrate her birthday and to prepare for her enrolment at the University of Urumiyah in northwestern Iran, where she had been admitted recently.2 She was simply a young woman who wanted to enjoy herself.


Mahsa, called Jina by her family, had no way of knowing that her funeral in Saqqez on Saturday would be attended by thousands, shouting ‘Death to the dictator’. ‘Your Name Will Become a Sign’, the epitaph on her gravestone chosen by her mother, would inspire hundreds of thousands of Iranians who would launch a revolution in her honour. Her name would become the most tweeted hashtag in the history of the internet. Mahsa Amini would not have wanted any of this. Like George Floyd, she only wanted to live.


Her murder touched a nerve precisely because so many Iranian women knew it could have been them. By all accounts, she was hardly in violation of the Hijab rules. Pictures and videos that later circulated showed an ordinary Iranian woman. When outside, she wore long, loose, dark cloaks, with a bit of hair jutting out of the mandatory veil. Inside, she wore colourful, embroidered dresses, dancing to Kurdish music and Persian divas alike.


Yet she had been killed simply because she resisted the capricious rule of the thugs of the Islamic Republic, even if only for a few minutes. Iranians of all walks of life were outraged. Even those who chose to veil much more strictly knew that this could happen to a niece, cousin or sister who did not.


Iranians rose up in unprecedented numbers. Protests spread around every corner of the country. The Kurdish slogan ‘Women, Life, Freedom’, cried in chorus at the initial protests in Saqqez and other Kurdish cities, now echoed through every street in Iran. It encapsulated everything Iranians were fighting for.


Following an ancient Iranian tradition, women cut their hair to signal mourning. Many around the world imitated the gesture in solidarity. Not for the first or last time, young Iranian girls and women astounded the world by their display of courage. They burnt their mandatory headscarves as they danced on the streets and threw them onto bonfires. At school after school, they gave the middle finger to the omnipresent pictures of the Supreme Leader Ayatollah Khamenei and his predecessor Ayatollah Khomeini, whose museum-house in Khomein was also set on fire.3 Protesters started chanting: ‘Don’t call this a revolt. This is a revolution.’ The unthinkable was happening. And women were at the forefront.


It took the world by surprise. But it had been a long time in the making.


* * *


By the time of Mahsa’s state murder, Iranian women had had to endure more than four decades of compulsory veiling. This policy, which forces women to cover all their body except for the face and the palm of their hands, doesn’t have parallels anywhere in the world, Muslim or otherwise. Only the legally unrecognised Taliban regime enforces an equivalent rule. Even Saudi Arabia, known for the most drastic application of Islamic law, never actually enforced Hijab all over its territory. In 2019, the Saudi Arabian government announced the end of the mandatory Hijab, and you can now see unveiled women on streets and billboards in Riyadh and Jeddah. Iran stands out as a shocking outlier.


Standing out had always been the point. The men (and they were mostly men) who built the Islamic Republic after 1979 could genuinely boast of its uniqueness. In the midst of the Cold War, the new republic didn’t mimic the capitalist West or the socialist East, nor did its path follow the experiences of postcolonial revolutionary states such as Algeria or Syria, or even other nominal ‘Islamic Republics’ in neighbouring Afghanistan or Pakistan. The new republic was led not by a typical politician, general or ex-guerilla but by an octogenarian, high-ranking cleric with strong mystical inclinations. Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini’s blueprint for a new form of Islamist governance owed less to any real-life example than it did to Plato’s Philosopher King. Only he called it the Guardian Jurist, better known in English as the Supreme Leader. From his perch as the first ever Guardian Jurist of Iran, the uncompromising Khomeini wanted to do something more than changing laws or governments. He wanted to fundamentally reshape life in Iran to conform to his idea of Islam. Muslim reformers had, for decades, attempted to reconcile their faith and its ideals with the necessities of their age. Khomeini would have none of that. His government was to be Islamic, as he understood it, ‘not a word more, not a word less’.


Women in Iran of 1979 seemed to stand in the way of Khomeini’s vision by their very existence. This even applied to devout Muslims. Like believers across the world, they interpreted and observed religious rules in myriad ways. Some wore the long, all-encompassing black chador, some didn’t. Some wore more relaxed versions of Hijab like a little scarf (roosari) that covered some of their hair. Some only wore the Hijab when they visited religious shrines. Some only wore it during the holy month of Ramadan. Some only wore it when they prayed; which could be five times a day or once in a blue moon. Maryam, then a young woman in the city of Arak, remembers mail-ordering the latest fashionable miniskirts (or minijupe, as they were known by their French name) or cleavage-showing décolleté blouses; she wore those on outings, far from the prying eyes of her devout parents. But she also wore her chador when she occasionally prayed to ask God for something she desired, or on trips to Mashhad to visit the shrine of Reza, the only Shia Imam buried in Iran. Others showed similar flexibility.4


Whatever their religious preferences, the women of 1979 enjoyed the progressive changes brought about by the tireless work of Iranian feminists in the preceding decades. This included the Family Protection Act of 1975, which raised the minimum age for marriage and gave women an equal right to divorce, making Iran’s laws among the most progressive in the Global South.5 Iranian women now served as judges, members of parliament, cabinet ministers, diplomats, university professors, doctors and engineers. Overcoming the gender segregation that was previously the norm in many spheres, Iranian women shared workspaces, university classes, cinemas, beaches and dance clubs with men. Women were active citizens, and many of them joined the protests against the Shah that culminated in the 1979 revolution.


Khomeini’s vision left no room for Iranian women as they actually lived their lives. This wasn’t a surprise to anybody who had followed his career. In 1963 he had opposed female suffrage and called on people to ‘express your disgust at equality of rights, of women’s participation in society which will come with endless corruption’.6 A year later, he had protested the hiring of female teachers for male high schools and added that ‘insisting on women joining the government institutions is corrupt and pointless’.7


To build his ideal society, Khomeini needed to deal with the women.


* * *


On 23 January 1979, as the Grand Ayatollah whiled away the last days of his Parisian exile, he did something he had never done before: he gave an interview to a female reporter.8 The twenty-six-year-old Nooshabeh Amiri was a walking embodiment of the advances made by the Iranian women in the preceding decades. She held a BA in journalism and an MA in psychology and had been a professional reporter from the age of nineteen. In an environment where even progressive male intellectuals often expressed heavily sexist opinions, her presence as a top political journalist for Tehran’s most popular daily, Kayhan, was telling. She often accompanied prime ministers on trips all over the country. Now, Kayhan’s editor, Rahman Hatefi, secretly a member of the communist Tudeh Party, had dispatched Nooshabeh to Paris for a historic task: interviewing Khomeini.


Khomeini had already spoken to dozens of journalists from around the world but his words were usually carefully translated by his advisors, schooled in the West, and watered down before they reached a wider audience. Now, for the first time, he spoke to the Tehran press, newly free to report on the revolution underway.


Nooshabeh wanted to sound conciliatory to a man clearly considered as a leader by millions while also articulating her concerns. She recalls feeling somewhat terrified in a room filled with men who were sitting on the ground, as was the tradition in Shia seminaries. With her long black hair and professional attire, Nooshabeh seemed out of place.


‘You have accepted my presence as a woman,’ she told Khomeini, ‘and this shows this to be a progressive movement… Do you believe our women have to have the Hijab? Should they cover their hair?’


Khomeini smirked at the question and retorted: ‘Who said I accepted your presence? I didn’t. You came here yourself and I had no idea you were coming. This doesn’t show that Islam is progressive. Yes, Islam is progressive but not as dreamed by some women. Progress has to do with human self-perfection, not going to the movies and dance clubs. This is the progress they made for you. They made you regress. We will have to undo this.’


Unperturbed, Nooshabeh pressed on. She asked what he thought about the fears that Iran was replacing the ‘tyranny of jackboots’ with ‘tyranny of the clerics’. She could hear the men around her grow uncomfortable. How dare a young woman question the Grand Ayatollah himself? As the interview was cut short, they threatened her and told her to be careful with what she publishes.


Days before Khomeini’s return to Tehran, months before the Islamic Republic’s establishment, Nooshabeh knew that this man was up to no good. His mocking smirk gave the game away; the dismissive response only added insult to injury. Years later, she’d call it ‘a poisonous smirk’. That night, as she read out the interview on the phone to her editor, Hatefi, she cried. ‘A man full of spite and hate is coming to rule over us,’ she said.


But her warnings fell on deaf ears. There was just no end to the wild clamouring for Khomeini. Some even claimed that his picture had appeared in the moon. Speaking on 29 January, Simin Daneshvar, one of Iran’s top novelists, spoke of her support for Khomeini and said: ‘I have read most of his statements and interviews and listened to most of his tapes. He has always said he will respect individual, social and political freedoms… I am optimistic.’


On 1 February, Khomeini came back to Iran, welcomed by millions who greeted him at the airport and listened to his landmark speech in Tehran’s main cemetery. In less than two weeks, the Shah’s last prime minister, the social democratic Shapour Bakhtiar, fled. Now the path was clear for Khomeini’s Revolutionary Council to construct a new regime.


They wasted no time. Former government officials, including Farrokhroo Parsa, the first woman to serve in the cabinet, were put on trial, each lasting a handful of minutes. Then they were executed. A few brave women sounded the alarms. Nooshabeh was just one of them. But their efforts, even before Bakhtiar left the country, were to no avail.


While Bakhtiar still sat in the prime minister’s office, Mahshid Amirshahi, a notable novelist, spoke of her astonishment at the readiness to sideline him. Bakhtiar’s party, the left-leaning National Front, had kicked him out. The intellectual class, enamoured with Khomeini, had no time for Bakhtiar. On 6 February, writing for the liberal daily Ayandegan, Amirhshahi asked: ‘Is there no one to support Bakhtiar?’9 She warned that the intervention of clerics in politics would have disastrous consequences.


When Michel Foucault, the celebrated French philosopher, wrote about his admiration for Khomeini and the movement in Iran, an Iranian woman named Atoussa H. called him out in a public letter. ‘Everywhere outside Iran, Islam serves as a cover for feudal or pseudo-revolutionary oppression,’ she wrote. Foucault suggested she failed to approach Islam with even ‘a minimum of intelligence’. Meanwhile his ‘intelligence’ extended to arguing that by ‘Islamic government’ no one possibly meant ‘a political regime in which the clerics would have a role of supervision or control’.10


One of the first measures of the new order was the annulment of the Family Protection Act of 1975, which Khomeini regarded with special contempt. Women loudly protested this, but again they were mostly ignored. On 4 March, Soraya Sadr Danesh, Nooshabeh’s colleague at Kayhan, published an editorial with a telling headline: ‘Let’s not forget the women.’11


‘Out of all the incorrect and unjust laws, why go for annulling the Family Act?’ she asked.


But Khomeini was just getting started, and already had a new target. He now announced a battle against what he saw as the pinnacle of ‘corruption and prostitution’: women without Hijab.


* * *


In the months leading to his triumphant return to Iran, Khomeini had cynically adopted the language of human rights and freedom to win over clueless Western observers. Even then, his real ideas were obvious if anyone cared to investigate, as Nooshabeh did.


Now ensconced in power, he launched his agenda for turning Iran into the Islamist land he had dreamed of. Even before the Islamic Republic had been established; even before Iranians could get a new constitution, Khomeini went on the offensive against women.


From his pulpit in the holy city of Qom, Khomeini criticised the fact that women were not donning the Hijab. On 1 March, he said: ‘Islamic ministries shouldn’t be a site of sin. In Islamic ministries, women shouldn’t come out naked. Women can work but only if they wear the Hijab, Hijab, according to the Sharia.’12


On 6 March, he railed on: ‘Islamic women are not dolls. They should come out with the Hijab. They shouldn’t wear make-up. Women in government offices are still working in their previous attire. Women should change… They have reported to me that women still come out to work naked. This is against the Sharia. Women can participate in social affairs. But only with Islamic Hijab.’


As Iranian feminists prepared to hold a mass rally on International Women’s Day, Sadegh Qotbzadeh, a confidante of Khomeini from his Parisian days and now head of the state broadcaster, denounced the occasion as ‘Western’ and promised that Iran would soon announce a new ‘Islamic Women’s Day’.13


Maryam Riazi, a well-known presenter from the pre-revolutionary days, appeared on TV to denounce the celebration of 8 March as a ‘colonial and Western occasion’.14 To the shock of her audience, she was, for the first time, veiled. The regime leaders had given her a simple choice: either cover up or you’ll never be on TV again. Announcing the formation of the ‘Women’s Society of the Islamic Revolution’, Riazi said the newly founded body ‘declared that women who take part in such an event in the university or anywhere else are non-Muslims’.


The attacks on women didn’t remain limited to speeches and TV announcements. Pro-Khomeini mobs, now self-styled as Hezbollahis, or Partisans of God, had already grown accustomed to attacking rallies of their opponents. At the sight of unveiled women at university campuses, Hezbollahis now used a new slogan: ‘Ya Roosari, Ya Toosari’ (Cover your hair or be smacked on the head).


But nothing could cow the Iranian feminists who were intent on organising events for 8 March. They had even invited well-known feminists such as Kate Millett from the US to join in.15 From France, Simone de Beauvoir sent her message of solidarity while a group of French feminists joined their Iranian sisters on the ground.


Alarmed by the new assault on their most basic rights, tens of thousands of women joined the feminist call for 8 March demonstrations. At the University of Tehran, 15,000 women listened to speeches before deciding to march. On a cold winter day, the streets of northern and central quarters of Tehran were flooded with thousands of women coalescing into a single march heading to the judiciary and the prime minister’s office.


The demonstrators were not only students and political activists but women who never considered themselves radical until Khomeini’s regime got going. They included female employees long used to the right to work and civic participation, which was now under threat. Among the marchers one could find employees of Iran Air and the Telecommunication Company, two of the best-known state corporations that were symbols of the modern Iran; there were nurses and doctors, teachers and school pupils. There was even a group of female employees of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, diplomat feminists marching for the progress they had only recently won.


Although they were excoriated as counter-revolutionaries, many of these women had been at the forefront of the revolution against the Shah. Their slogans made this clear. ‘We didn’t make a revolution to go back in time,’ they said. ‘We will fight for freedom,’ they said.




‘Won’t cover my hair, won’t be smacked on the head.’


‘We are opposed to tyranny.’


‘We don’t want the forced chador.’





But their most historic chant was a repurposing of a popular revolutionary slogan that had promised the new revolution would be ‘neither Western, nor Eastern’. In response, women now shouted: ‘Freedom is global – it’s neither Western, nor Eastern.’ Iranian women simultaneously affirmed their global sisterhood and highlighted the universal and transnational nature of their struggle. The revolution had promised to be a non-aligned Global South alternative to both capitalism and communism. Now Iranian women affirmed they too were independent and refused to be co-opted.


Similar demonstrations were held in many cities across Iran: from the industrial Isfahan in the centre, Urumiyah, Kermanshah and Sanandaj in the west and Bandar Abbas, the main port on the Persian Gulf in the south.


As the Islamists laid the foundations for their new authoritarian state, nothing shook their confidence more than women on the streets fighting for their rights. Their response was swift. Around two hundred Islamists, almost entirely consisting of men, surrounded the women protesters in Tehran with slogans like ‘We follow the Quran, we don’t want women without Hijab’, ‘Foreign doll, get lost’, ‘Neither Eastern, nor Western, only the Islamic Republic.’ Not content with merely verbal abuse, some threw stones at women. Some tried to beat them up.


Most alarmingly, some of the Islamist thugs were armed and shot their rifles in the air. Women’s slogans radicalised in response. ‘Death to reaction,’ some shouted. ‘Freedom, Freedom, Death to Tyranny,’ others went. There were even a few chants that targeted the man at the top: ‘Death to Khomeini.’


A delegation made it to the prime minister’s office. But the liberal-leaning and Muslim modernist prime minister, Mehdi Bazargan, was not in Tehran. He had gone to Qom for consultations with Khomeini. The women delegation instead met with Deputy Prime Minister Abbas Amirentezam. The delegation formally asked the government ‘not to let the Iranian women return to the medieval age’.16


As the demonstrations wound up, many went back to the University of Tehran’s campus for evening events commemorating the International Women’s Day. They also made arrangements for the next big demonstration: ‘See you Saturday in front of the Justice Ministry.’


* * *


The Hezbollahi mobs who attacked the demonstrators were, at that point in time, an apparent political minority. The interim government was led by liberal and left-leaning parties and the country’s political scene seemed to be dominated by various leftists and left-leaning organisations. But if only the thugs hurled sticks and stones at women, it remained the case that most major political forces refused to support them. Apparently the Hijab was ‘not a priority’. This refrain would be repeated time and time again in the decades to come.


Only small groups countered this prevailing attitude of total complacency. On 8 March, one political group that organised an event in the University of Tehran was the new Socialist Workers Party of Iran, a small Trotskyist tendency whose founders had been activists in various Trotskyist groups in Europe and the US. One of their members, Kateh Vafadari, was a leading organiser of the 8 March demonstrations.17


But these Trotskyists were the exception that proved the rule. Even if many men from leftist groups had defended women marchers against regime supporters on 8 March, most of these groups were adamant that Hijab wasn’t an issue worthy of the fight. Television, now controlled by pro-Khomeini revolutionaries, didn’t air a single report about tens of thousands of women who had demonstrated for their rights.


For days on end, Kateh and her comrades travelled around, visiting both well-known intellectuals and ordinary women, trying to gain support for their cause. ‘After years of repression, women didn’t know about their rights,’ she remembers. ‘People didn’t even knew there was an International Women’s Day.’ Among the people Kateh met was the celebrated communist poet, Siavash Kasraei. While he was generally approving, it was clear that his party, the Tudeh, wouldn’t come to the support of the women.


The attitude on the ‘progressive’ Left was perhaps best exemplified by Homa Nateq, a French-educated historian then teaching at the University of Tehran and who sympathised with the Marxist New Left. In response to the events of March 1979, she made her position clear. Speaking in an interview, and appearing without the Hijab, she said: ‘Our women are used to the Hijab. It has never been a problem for us. If in order to get our independence and freedom, we have to wear the Hijab, all women of Iran will do so willingly; if this is the price we have to pay to get rid of imperialism.’ When Mehrangiz Kar, a young feminist lawyer, went to see Nateq to ask for her help in organising women, she wasn’t allowed to see the esteemed historian. ‘I have nothing to do with Savakis like you,’ Nateq told her, bizarrely accusing her of collaborating with the former regime’s secret police.18 Faced with the 8 March protesters, Nateq likened them to the women who had come out against the socialist government of Salvador Allende in Chile in the 1970s, leading to the US-backed coup of 1973.


But the movement wasn’t so easily deterred. One day after, on 9 March, thousands of women protested in front of the University of Tehran. The gates had been locked. Hezbollahi mobs attacked the women with snowballs stuffed with stones.


On 10 March, the planned march in front of the Ministry of Justice was disrupted by shots in the air. It included at least ten thousand marchers. They were women from all parts of Tehran. Employees of the state broadcaster had a prominent delegation. Under Qotbzadeh, they had been amongst the first who were forced to cover up.


The shots in the air didn’t disperse the women, even though at least one woman lost consciousness and a pregnant woman had a seizure. A group of mostly male students formed a chain of support around the protesters as some of them entered the Ministry of Justice. Many had different forms of veil on: some with long black chadors, some with small scarves. They were united in their defence of freedom.


As women entered the ministry’s courtyard, they shouted ‘Compulsory Hijab will be a shroud for burying freedom’. Leading the delegation was Mother Sepehri. Three of her sons had been killed as members of a Marxist guerrilla group fighting the Shah’s regime. How could anyone accuse her of being against the revolution? Alongside her, Parivash Khajehnoori, a member of the Iranian Bar Association, read out a statement by female lawyers.19


This time the state broadcaster couldn’t ignore the protesters. It attacked them as ‘leading people’s minds to deviation and supporting the previous regime’. The Organisation of People’s Fadai Guerrillas, the same organisation which counted the three martyred sons of Mother Sepehri as supporters, published a statement that managed to ignore the central demands of protesters, i.e. opposition to the compulsory Hijab. Still the organisation did attack the Hezbollahis as ‘counter-revolutionary reactionaries who, whether they know it or not, were instruments of imperialism and domestic reaction’.


Although it has often gone unacknowledged, the women’s daily marches weren’t in vain and managed to gain a concession. On 11 March, Mahmud Taleqani, a popular Tehrani cleric and the nominal head of the Revolutionary Council, gave an interview to Kayhan which promised that Hijab wasn’t meant to be compulsory. He still defended Khomeini as a ‘father who was giving advice to his children’ and ‘pleaded’ with women to ‘dress modestly’.20 So it appeared that forcing compulsory Hijab was off the agenda for the moment. This created a rift in the movement as some women believed that the protests should stop now.


On 18 March, Kayhan made the case. In an editorial it said: ‘We should say right here, honestly and loudly: If women’s demonstrations were correct until yesterday, from today and in the current conditions, they are wrong and to continue them illogically is to commit treason. Yes, treason!’


Many prominent woman intellectuals agreed. Daneshvar said: ‘We should first take care of the economy, get our agriculture to some level, bring about a government of justice and freedom…and we can then get to side issues…such as woman’s attire.’


This attitude soon infected sections of the international feminist movement. When the United Nations held its International Women’s Conference in Copenhagen in July 1980, the walls were plastered with photographs, not of Iranian women who had come out with the message of global sisterhood a few months before, but of Khomeini, kindly provided by the Islamic Republic’s delegates. Ironically, the conference had originally been planned to take place in Tehran but was moved because of the revolution.21
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