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[bookmark: _Toc168672488]“The revolution is closer to you than the jugular vein of your neck”
The photo, taken on the streets of Tehran, shows a young girl walking behind a police brigade, all of whom are dressed in military fatigues and riot gear. She is wearing a white jacket, faded jeans, and sneakers; her red hair is pulled back in a ponytail at the nape of her neck. The month is October 2022. There are certain images that capture moments of a revolt, like that, in 2019 Beirut, of a female insurgent roundhouse kicking a militiaman. Here, in contrast, it is for the camera that the demonstrator falls into step behind the police officers, unbeknownst to them. In her young female body, she mimics the rhythm of their martial march, the swing of their arms, to produce this image whose circulation is another way, in a minor key, of occupying the public space. Her clownish gesture turns the threat on its head. The danger gliding behind the forces of law and order is a woman without her veil. The caption reads: “The revolution is closer to you than the jugular vein of your neck.”
Like every night in the fall of 2022, and like tens of millions of other Iranians around the world, I would stretch out the hours that separated me from sleep by scrolling through photos and videos on my phone. I wish I had had a virtual briefcase organized into carefully labeled files to put away, classify each image, and then be able, easily, to find them again. But I didn’t have the time, there were too many. They just kept coming and it seemed impossible to consider them one by one. I jump from one media to another: Telegram feeds, Twitter, Instagram, countless new groups I’d been added to on WhatsApp, text messages from my dad sending me links – “Did you see this?” Then, going back to Telegram, dozens more new images. We watched them circulate and were moved. From a distance, the events took on the form of a collection of scenes that paraded across and sometimes repeated themselves on our screens, and yet they imposed their rhythms and emotions on us. What could we know about an uprising through these images, these voices, these fragments of struggle? They ricocheted off the surface of a social world that remained beyond our reach. But they acquired a different depth and a dissimilar density once they resonated with post-revolutionary Iranian historical sequences, other uprisings and other struggles, other forms of violence and failed attempts at change. I know this saga of governance and resistance intimately thanks to my family history, and I also know it because I have studied it as an anthropologist. For the past ten years, I have scrutinized the counter-archives of a history made by eliminating these opposing memories in Iran.
I started writing in September 2022 to shed light on the events in course, out of a sense of self-discipline in the face of current affairs and the risks we run of digital drowning when we cling to them too tightly. I’ve turned this work into a book, taking the form of entries written remotely using a dual lens to look at the long insurrectionary season in Iran: observing the day-to-day of an uprising taking hold over time, while also unfolding the history and social issues in which it resonated. I wanted to produce, for contemporary events, the kind of witness-work, anchored-work, chronicled-work that sticks closely to the facts, is set in its emotional life, faithful to the anecdotal that makes up its texture – the kind of work that, in my research on the past, has most touched me. I wanted to record the micro-happenings of this revolutionary uprising, which set its tone. With the fumbling that is done in the heat of the moment, I wanted to talk about what I saw in the orange light of the street fires, images of a revolt that was experienced as a combustion of anger, a desecration, a contagion. To talk about this giving space to connections, free associations of memories, to thematic perspectives. To take up the tradition of the women in my family, my mother’s mother, her mother and her forebears, who spun threads and drew patterns in the narrative weave, as the carpets furnishing the room from which I write in France remind me. I was bound to the events, through the screen: without losing this paradoxical distance, I wanted to give a depth of field to the eruption of this spontaneous revolt that would allow us to identify its multiple geneses, but also to grasp the irreversible shift it represents, whatever the future may hold.
The jugular, the vital vein in the neck, is the physiological locus of anger in Persian: to describe outrage, we say a person has a swollen jugular vein. It is also the site of intimacy: to be nearer to someone than their jugular vein signifies extreme closeness. We find this expression in a beautiful verse in the Koran, which defines God’s relationship with His creature: “We have created man and We know what his soul whispers to him. We are closer to him than his jugular vein.”[footnoteRef:1] Carried by hundreds of thousands of swollen jugular veins – reminding us of the strength of collective emotions in the making of political events – the revolution was nearer to those in power than their jugular vein, already touched. [1:  Koran, Surah 50, verse 16.] 

[bookmark: _Toc168672489]15 September 2022

The pictures were taken with a mobile phone, under the harsh lights of a hospital. The ray of a halo, the blurring of a finger, the framing, all signs of the journalist’s haste. Niloofar Hamedi works for Shahrgh (East), one of the oldest and most read reformist newspapers in Iran – though, in recent years, these are less widely consumed in the country. She was at the intensive care unit at Kasra Hospital in Tehran, where a young woman had been transferred a few days earlier by the so-called “morality police.” The woman was in a coma and the doctors were not optimistic. Her brother recounted having been stopped as the two were leaving the Shahid Haghani metro station because his sister’s veil was considered too loose. She was taken, together with other arrested women, to a re-education center run by the morality police. The doctors said that the patient was suffering from a cerebral hemorrhage when she was rushed into hospital. The administration of the rehabilitation center said that they knew nothing about it and that they would issue a statement; they later declared that the patient suffered from a tumor and had had a heart attack. Her father said that she had no health issues, and that she had been in great shape when they had arrived in Tehran for a few days of vacation. They had come from Saqqez in Kurdistan.[footnoteRef:2] Niloofar photographed the family in the corridor. A man with short salt-and-pepper hair, wearing a checkered shirt and gray pants, holds his own mother in his arms. In reality, he is clinging to her, hands gripping her shoulders, head buried in her neck. The old lady in the black coat and scarf clasps her son’s elbows. They are waiting. On social networks, the journalist wrote: “Her grandmother sings a lullaby in Kurdish. Her father says, ‘Someone help me. Someone help us. There was nothing we could do. Our black mourning clothes will now be our banner’.” The news was immediately and massively shared across the country and beyond. Other photos were published: one of the young woman intubated, eyes closed; another of her hospital identification bracelet. Fingers can be seen pulling away a catheter to make the information on the patient’s arm, spotted with bruises, legible: “No. 40111959 / Name: Mahsa Amini / Date of admission: 21/06/1401,” i.e., 13 September 2022. [2:  See the map at the end of the book. ] 


This was not the first time that Niloofar had investigated the “morality police,” also known as the “guidance patrol” (gasht-e ershād). That spring, she had published an interview with a married couple. The husband had been shot four times by a gasht-e ershād officer during a check on his wife – considered to be improperly veiled – in Pardisan Park in the west of Tehran. Reza Moradkhani, his wife Maria Harefi, and their ten-month-old baby had been strolling along, happily chatting in Lori, a language of southwest Iran, when a car blocked Maria’s path and she was asked for her biometric identity card number in order to verify whether she had previously committed any “moral offences.” “What ‘moral offences’?” Maria had asked, pointing out that she was not particularly badly veiled. “What ‘moral offences’?” her husband had angrily demanded. Several policemen and women got out of the car, and when Reza continued to contest the check on his wife and refused to lower his voice, an officer drew out his gun and fired ten bullets. Four of these hit Reza in the back, leg, and stomach, leaving him disabled. The police confiscated the mobile phones of the ten or so witnesses who had gathered nearby (some had filmed), factory-resetting their devices to erase any data.

Several weeks later, Niloofar covered another event that had outraged Iranian public opinion. The incident began in July 2022 on a bus in Tehran, when Sepideh Rashno, a young Tehran woman, was heckled by a fellow passenger dressed in a traditional chador, who asked her to adjust her veil. Buses are single-sex in Iran, and this one was packed – as the video that would soon circulate around the world testifies. Sepideh, outraged, began filming the woman who had made the remarks: she can be seen asking the woman to repeat what she had just said on camera, and insulting her profusely. In return, the young religious woman takes out her own phone to film. Passengers can be heard cheering on Sepideh, encouraging her. Some also take out their phones. Everyone is filming everyone else; some pushing and shoving ensues. Sepideh screams in a shrill, uncontrolled voice, “Get out! Get out!” and, at the first stop, the crowd shoves the woman in the chador off the bus. The clip ends with applause from the passengers, relieved to once again be amongst themselves now that the intruder had been pushed out. A few days later, lawyers reported that the young Tehran artist had just been arrested. Then, no more news. Sepideh finally reappeared on 8 August on the evening television news, in that singular form of interview known as a “forced confession.”

Around the same time, two other Iranian women opposed to the compulsory veil appeared in the same kind of interview, against an electric blue background, their faces tired and discreetly marked with bruises. The young women confessed to having worked for “foreign forces” and received money from journalist Masih Alinejad, an exile living in Washington D.C. since 2014, from where she has launched operations to disseminate, on social networks, photos and videos defying the compulsory veil. These digital campaigns in the form of civil disobedience have been successful in Iran, where women take photos of themselves without headscarves in the street and send the images to Masih Alinejad, who distributes them accompanied by the caption “stealthy freedom.” Arrests of improperly veiled women increased around 12 July, declared the “National Day of Hijab and Chastity.” Monitoring by the morality police is one of the main policy propositions of President Ebrahim Raissi, who has otherwise recommended little else: this bureaucrat is a faithful executor of the supreme leader. His lack of character means that he is capable of any crime and incapable of any political initiative. Against the backdrop of an endemic economic crisis aggravated by international sanctions, a global pandemic, and a political crisis stemming from the advanced disintegration of the republican pact, Raissi has found nothing better to do than even more tightly close the lid of the valve-less pressure cooker that Iran has become in recent years.
The “guidance patrols” are part of the police corps set up under Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s two terms in office, between 2005 and 2011.[footnoteRef:3] This conservative, authoritarian, and populist leader was not, like some Iranian presidents, from the clergy, but a veteran of the Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC), the second pillar of Iranian theocratic power. The paramilitary and economic power of the Sepah (“Guards”) consists of an armed system of obscure branches. It controls several militias including the many Basij, young volunteers charged with protecting the country’s internal and external security, and the Quds Force, responsible for foreign operations and training or support of allied Shiite militias in the region (in Iraq, Lebanon, Syria and Yemen). As Iran’s regional power in the Middle East and the Shiite world has grown, Sepah activity has gradually withdrawn from internal policing operations, which have been left to the Basij, the ministry of intelligence and its “plain-clothes officers” (lebās charkhsi), and various law enforcement bodies (riot police, urban intervention brigades, etc.). Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s presidency, marked by the profound political crisis of the “Green Movement,” which protested his fraudulent re-election in 2009, saw the reorganization of the security apparatus and the creation of new forces of order: cyber-police, morality police, etc. The latter formed part of a re-Islamization project, his major political vision. Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei then made it his own, removing its inspired creator, too autonomous for the liking of this leader reluctant to share power.[footnoteRef:4] On the occasion of the fortieth anniversary of the Islamic Revolution in 2019, Khamenei underlined the Islamization of Iranian society, government, and State as the three key objectives for the next forty years to come.[footnoteRef:5] Four decades prior, in February 1979, following long months of insurrection, the toppling of the Pahlavi monarchy led to a revolution that transformed Iran into an immense laboratory and marked the appearance of political Islam in the contemporary world. Quickly cutting short this revolutionary experiment, the following month the Islamic Republic established a theocratic regime organized around a uni-partisan political system, a legal apparatus vested in the Shiite clergy, Supreme Leader Khomeini’s government, and various security bodies and militias under his control.  [3:  See the chronology at the end of the book.]  [4:  Marie Ladier‐Fouladi, La République islamique d’Iran vue de l’intérieur, Éditions du Croquant, Vulaines‐sur‐Seine, 2020.]  [5:  Ali Khamenei, “The second phase of the revolution. Statement addressed to the Iranian nation,” online, consulted 2 March 2023. ] 

The Islamization of society announced in 2019 by Ruhollah Khomeini's successor, Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei, was implemented from above and below. From above, the presidential elections as well as partial legislative and especially municipal elections brought to power conservative groups, faithful to the ideological fanaticism of the early days of the Islamic Republic. In Iran, candidatures for the various elections are approved by a Council of Guardians appointed by the Supreme Leader, and this Council simply rejected any candidacy that did not consist of loyal supporters of the Supreme Leader, making the elections meaningless and breaking the electoral pact. For example, among the newly elected – or placed – officials, was President of the Republic Ebrahim Raissi, former jurist in the revolutionary courts that suppressed dissidents in the 1980s. One of the members of the new Tehran Islamic City Council previously led the propaganda committee of the Lebanese Hezbollah, a Shiite sectarian militia financed by Iran since its creation in the 1980s. From below, these groups concentrated their efforts on Islamizing the public space and institutions big and small. The Basij took on the running of schools, cultural and sports centers, and libraries. New mosques were built and their collaboration with the aforementioned public services intensified. The Basij and morality police were given carte blanche to more closely monitor the application of the Islamic Penal Code (adopted in 1983) and to fight, on a daily basis, the increasingly pervasive signs of a deviant Westernization of Iranian lifestyles. Shops that decorated their windows on Valentine’s Day or Halloween colors were forced to temporarily close. Men too were increasingly subjected to checks for non-Islamic dress, such as cropped pants. The rise in domestic dogs, considered impure in Muslim culture, and their close contact with humans were seen as real social problems. These animals were kidnapped and killed; it was forbidden to take them out on a leash. Yet Iranians were walking their dogs more than ever, Iranian women were replacing their veils with bucket hats and baseball caps, and everyone was taking selfies, grinning broadly, in front of giant billboards extolling the virtues of the proper hijab. Islamization activities from below did not impress a society that, over the decades, had become expert in circumventing everyday oppressions. This society had made daily life its grounds of insubordination, and schizophrenia between the public and private spheres the foundation of its socialization. Welcome to the “land of paradoxes,” in the uninhibited, connected, “far from cliché” Iran that Iranians, observers, and travelers have so loved to recount.
Something else had also been going on for years. Though poverty had risen, the poor were increasingly adopting the values and lifestyles once characteristic of the urban middle classes.[footnoteRef:6] For many years, the distinction between traditional and Westernized, religious and secularized, rural and urban lifestyles corresponded to a distinction between social classes, but these lines had shifted. The digital lifestyle that over 88% of Iranians now led was a major factor. Indeed, the “digital penetration” (as the experts would say) of Iranian society was now about the same as that of Iceland and Hong Kong.[footnoteRef:7] Schooling and the massive democratization of higher education were other determinant elements, with figures and percentages not unlike those of European countries. The successes of the Islamic Republic had destroyed the social and cultural dividing lines that it had politicized in the ideological cement of its power, making political Islam the defender of the mostazafan, the oppressed. The failures of the Islamic Republic also contributed to this social and cultural transition. Unemployment, job insecurity, growing inequality, and economic stagnation shifted divides. Sentiments of resentment and experiences of injustice no longer pit the pious working classes against the Westernized middle classes, but rather a population that had been dragged downwards against its new – materially and ideologically disconnected – elites. This fundamental change is efficiently illustrated by the reversal in the “symbolic position” of poor youth, particularly poor young men.[footnoteRef:8] After 1979, they were venerated: revolutionary and patriotic romanticism celebrated the wretched of the earth, the young oppressed male, as the true protagonists of history, the heroes of the Islamic Revolution and then of the Iran-Iraq War. This war, triggered in the fall of 1980 by an Iraqi invasion of Iran a year after the Revolution, lasted eight long years and resulted in the deaths of several hundred thousand combatants and thousands of civilians. While it was expected that the fledgling Islamic Republic, placed under a Western embargo, would lose, and despite Saddam Hussein's war effort being financed by Western powers in the hopes of toppling the post-revolutionary regime, Iran pulled off a military miracle at the price of the immense human sacrifice of battalions of Basij launched into minefields and enemy trenches. The archetypal figure of the fighting martyr, who still adorns cities in the form of giant murals, statues, and street names, was the young man from the slums, driven into dispossession by the Shah’s agrarian strategies, forced modernization, and unjust policies. Yet, these slums only expanded after the Shah was deposed and the Islamic Republic established. Once heroes and martyrs, underprivileged youth now became supernumeraries equated with the figure of the delinquent. As in many countries that have taken a neo-liberal turn, social and subsidy policies have been replaced with the criminalization of the poor. [6:  Hamit Bozarslan, “Soulèvement populaire et crise de pouvoir en Iran: septembre 2022‐mars 2023,” CETOBaC round table, 16 March 2023. ]  [7:  According to the annual report of the UN agency International Telecommunication Union.]  [8:  Shahram Khosravi, “The precarious status of working‐class men in Iran,” Current History, vol. 116, n° 794, 2017, p. 355‐359.] 

The public space was already monitored before the creation of the morality police in 2005, but by other means. For a long time, the Basij militias were the main actors in this surveillance. Though, as can be seen in the graphic novel Persepolis,[footnoteRef:9] this brutal control was encouraged by the implicit idea of revenge of the oppressed on the Westernized. This initially paralyzed left-wing activists, who took some time to deconstruct the supposedly socialist and anti-imperialist ideology of the Islamic Republic. But when the post-revolutionary State shed its veneer of defender of the mostazafan and emerged as a radically unequal society, this class confrontation lost its relevance. Now, it was completely reversed: control and police apparatuses harassed the poorest and most vulnerable and protected the new corrupt elites. In the 2010s, youth of the new Islamic elite launched an account on social networks called “Rich Kids of Tehran,” where these young multimillionaires showcased their luxurious, Westernized, hype, and lecherous lifestyles; an Instagram ode to the “far from cliché” Iran. The “Tequila evenings” of the granddaughters of a prominent member of the Qom clergy, raising their middle fingers in bikinis on their yachts, or the competitions for the biggest Ferrari held by the son of a Revolutionary Guard Corp veteran and president of the “Foundation of the Oppressed,” showed the extent of ideological hypocrisy. They even aestheticized, staged, and symbolized the depth of the government’s lie in a form – the Instagram story – that was very familiar and popular with the Iranian public, and extremely easy to disseminate. While these rich kids became visibly richer under the new regime of economic sanctions imposed by the United States since 2015 in the context of the Iran nuclear deal, the rest of the country wondered, a little more each day, how to make ends meet. The spectacle of this economic and moral corruption only grew in scale. The actions of the police were no longer imbued with an aura of social justice that had made so many Western intellectuals the indulgent traveling companions of the Islamic Republic (I’m not referring here to Michel Foucault). Law enforcement agencies had become the cogs and bolts in the survival of an authoritarian machine, in the face of tensions created by inequality and displays of injustice. So much so that the arbitrary violence of the morality police against one young Kurdish woman could make the social, political, and economic violence of the State dramatically evident in the eyes of Iranian men and women. [9:  Marjane Satrapi, Persepolis, L’Association, Paris, 2000. ] 


