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Mahsa Aminis passing last
month has spurred a new age
of protest, inspiring countless
Iranians to revolt against the Is-
lamic Republic. On September
13, 2022, Amini was arrested at
a train station in Tehran while
traveling with her brother for
allegedly wearing her hijab too
loosely around her head.! She
was detained by the country’s
Morality Police and taken to
a re-education detention cen-
ter to receive training on the
state’s veiling laws.> Three days
later, however, she passed away
in police custody.?® Iranian of-
ficials claim Aminis death was
due to cardiac arrest induced by
pre-existing conditions, but her
family and thousands of protes-
tors around the country believe
the government played a direct
role in her death.!

To contextualize the story of
Mahsa Amini, it is important to
understand the history behind
Iran’s mandatory veiling laws
for women. Following the Is-
lamic Revolution in 1979, Iran
established the Morality Police
to ensure that people’s public
attire was in accordance with Is-
lamic Sharia law.* In 1983, four
years after the country’s Islamic
Revolution, Parliament passed
a law requiring all women, both
Iranian and foreign, to wear a
hijab in public.” Over the past

few decades, these laws became
increasingly strict, with lev-
els of punishment for violation
ranging from fines to imprison-
ment.® Since 2018, however, in-
stead of imprisonment or fines,
women have been forced to at-
tend Islamic education classes.’
Even so, women continue to face
harsh punishment under such
ambiguous laws and subjective
enforcement—such is the case
with Mahsa Amini. Yet the ques-
tion remains: who was she and
why did she inspire a whole na-
tion to stand against its religious
autocracy?

Amini was born to a Kurd-
ish family in Saqgez, a town
in western Iran.® Her original
Kurdish name was Jina, mean-
ing “life)” but due to Iran’s poli-
cy which mandates that official
documents be written in Per-
sian, she was given the Irani-
an name “Mahsa” Though she
would come to be a symbol for
millions, Amini was otherwise a
normal young adult going about
her daily life. She was never po-
litically active and was described
as being shy and reserved by the
people close to her.” Amini did
not go out of her way to directly
challenge the country’s oppres-
sive policies, yet she still found
herself the victim of its brutali-
ty.”

Following Amini’s passing,
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protests began in her home vil-
lage and quickly spread across
the country® Now, over two
months later, these demonstra-
tions have only intensified.® Si-
multaneously, state sanctioned
violence has persisted in the
country; according to a recent
CNN article, approximately 378
people have died since mid-Sep-
tember.”” Attempts by securi-
ty forces to quell these protests
have directly caused the deaths
of a number of Iranian women;
among those killed include Nika
Shakarmi (16), Sarina Esmailza-
deh (16), Mahsa Mougouyi (18),
Hannaneh Kia (22), Hadis Na-
jafi (23), Ghazaleh Chelabi (33),
and Minoo Majidi (62).° Many
of these women were shot or
beaten by security forces, both
in Tehran and around the coun-
try.” Some have drawn parallels
between this year’s uprisings and
the 2019 Iranian protests that
emerged over rising fuel prices.®
It is imperative to differentiate
them, however; while previ-
ous movements have been eco-
nomically motivated, this one is
rooted in women’s rights.® In the
face of such adversity, a popular
slogan has arisen: “Woman. Life.
Freedom.

This call has been heard all
over the world. In an act of sol-
idarity, women inside and out-
side of Iran have been cutting
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