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Introduction

The Woman, Life, Freedom quasi revolution stands apart from any other uprising or political movement in the history of Iran, distinguished not only by its feminist perspective and the remarkable courage of the youth but also by the unprecedented volume of visual imagery and art it has produced.1 The desire to document some of the most striking artistic manifestations of the uprising was the driving force behind my decision to write this book, but to fully understand the significance of the movement’s art, it is essential to recognize the event that set it in motion—the tragic death of Jina Mahsa Amini, a twenty-two-year-old Iranian Kurdish woman, on September 16, 2022, in a hospital in Tehran.2 Amini had been arrested by the Guidance Patrol, Iran’s “morality police,” for the alleged crime of not wearing the hijab according to government standards. While the authorities claimed that she suffered a heart attack and fell into a coma at a police station, eyewitnesses, including fellow detainees, reported that she was severely beaten and died as a result of police brutality.3 Her death sparked widespread protests across Iran and later globally, united around the rallying cry of “Woman, Life, Freedom.” The phrase comes from the Kurdish “Jin, Jiyan, Azadi,” and is rooted in decades of activism by transregional Kurdish feminist groups associated with the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK).4 Linking womanhood (jin) with jiyan, representing the right to life, and azadi, symbolizing the quest for freedom, the movement challenges traditional gender roles and misogyny, fighting the idea that “woman is weak; extremely incapacitated and dangerous,” as Abdullah Öcalan, a founding member of the PKK, put it in a speech in 1988.5 While there is no direct political connection between the uprising in Iran and these movements, Amini’s Kurdish background makes the slogan an apt representation of the struggle in Iran.


[image: Head of an intubated women, red (blood?) seeps out of her eye and ear.][image: White-green minivan with tinted windows. “Morality police” painted at the back of the van. Pool of red on the ground.]Fig. 1 Niknaz Khlouzadeh, two consecutive snapshots from The Epic of Mahasa, 2022. Courtesy of the artist.
The world’s first encounter with Amini was a shocking photograph, taken by the journalist Niloofar Hamedi, that showed her comatose and hooked up to a ventilator—her punishment for showing some hair through a loosely worn scarf. The image would be seen by millions as they browsed through news sites and social media feeds. A week after the image’s publication, Hamedi was sent to prison. Despite this clear warning shot from the government, artists began reproducing the image in stylized reiterations, at times coupling the portrait of Amini with mourning songs or counterrevolutionary music. One example is The Epic of Mahsa by Brussels-based artist Niknaz Khalouzadeh (b. 1997), who honed her skills in animation during her high school years in Iran before moving to Belgium to study painting. Released nine days after Amini’s death, Khalouzadeh’s video quickly went viral, amassing over three million views overnight and emerging as one of the most impactful and striking early artistic pieces related to Amini’s death. Curiously, Khalouzadeh crafted this video entirely on her iPhone, utilizing basic illustration and video-making apps, Folioscope and InShot. Each element was meticulously hand-drawn using these applications, yet the entire project was completed in just three days. A punchy musical piece from Khuzestan adds to the overall impact of the work. The video begins by displaying Amini’s name on the screen, swiftly transitioning to an artistic representation of the morality police van: instead of the usual “Gasht-e Ershad” (Guidance Patrol), the van is labeled “Death Patrol,” a rhyming play on words substituting koshtar (“killing” in Persian) for ershad. Subsequent scenes artfully cycle through various striking images—a stylized portrait of Amini on her deathbed, a tulip flower (representing martyrdom in Iran), a trembling iPhone displaying Amini’s image—f ollowed by a powerful visual of young women casting their headscarves into a fire. The focus then shifts to the phrase “Woman, Life, Freedom,” presented in both Persian and English. The video concludes with a poignant message: “Mahsa Amini, your name become[s] the code [word].” Fig. 1.

In the days after Amini’s murder, unrest erupted all over Iran, particularly in the Kurdish region where she came from. Many of the protests were remarkable, bordering on performance: unveiled women confronted state authorities Fig. 2, young girls danced and twirled headscarves, activists set fire to government billboards, residents joined in nighttime chants from apartment windows, college students dismantled dividers between gender-segregated dining areas. Taking action involved considerable personal risk. If not killed by beatings, bullets, or the “noncombat” paintballs that can be fatal when discharged at close range, protesters could be captured and, once identified, faced suspension from official positions, imprisonment, and even execution.

More than any texts or reasoned arguments, it was the universal language of art that potently conveyed the essence of this unfolding uprising. Alongside the portraits and works inspired by the victims and the street protests that verged on performance art, performative acts conducted in homes were widely shared across social media platforms. Live streamed on smartphones, the act of women from diverse cultures chopping their hair in solidarity with Iranian women gained traction, drawing in celebrities like Juliette Binoche and Marion Cotillard. A show of defiance against compulsory veiling in Iran, the act of hair-cutting harks back to a Persian tradition of women trimming their locks in mourning. And the symbolic performance not only permeated digital screens but made its presence felt in unexpected physical locations. In Heidelberg in October 2023, not long after completing the initial draft of this book, I came across a lamppost bearing a Woman, Life, Freedom sticker that showed a woman defiantly holding aloft the hair she had just shorn off, against the backdrop of an orange sun, perhaps intended to denote hope. This unexpected discovery reminded me of the enduring power and emotional resonance of visual arts in the narrative of the uprising. Long after the sparks of the quasi revolution have cooled, these visuals persist—on street furniture and café corners, on university information boards and anonymous city streets around the world—as silent yet compelling testaments to the enduring power of art and imagery over words and discourse Fig. 3.


[image: A person with long hair seen from the back stands in front of a group of women wearing black hijabs and black loose-fitting clothing.]Fig. 2 A student’s encounter with authorities at Al-Zahra University captured on September 21, 2022. Photograph courtesy of Instagram/@1500tasvir.
While the art of the Woman, Life, Freedom movement is mainly associated with images shared globally, this book focuses on the specific contributions of professional artists in Iran, providing a distinct perspective on the artistic response to events before, during, and after the uprising. Its primary concern is not to analyze artworks that were widely distributed on social media—a task already undertaken and likely to be explored further by historians of media and social media—but rather to highlight the deep-rooted, often unseen artistic programming and practices that were inspired by, or significantly influenced, the movement on the ground in Iran. What emerges are the largely untold narratives of professional artists who actively contributed to the uprising’s performative and visual lexicon, not in the privacy and safety of their studios, but in public places. Through interviews with artists, curators, students, and art professors involved in the quasi revolution, I examine the transformative power of artistic vision in shaping the protests that surged through the streets of Iranian cities. This shift of focus—from the interpretation of the art of the uprising to the personal stories of the artists themselves—casts light on how artistic creativity can inform the various strains of civil disobedience that are the essential elements of political action. Above all, by examining the role of rigorous preparation in professions like sculpting, installing, designing, performing, poetry jamming, painting, and “film-dancing,” I reveal in the book how these artistic techniques can articulate a unique kind of street occupation, a demonstration of resistance, that stands apart from other random and organized acts of protest by nonartists.


[image: Pole in a street with several stickers on it.]Fig. 3 Sticker reading “Woman, Life, Freedom” spotted in the historic district of Heidelberg, Germany, October 2023. Photograph by the author.
While unique in its approach, this book aligns with the broader goal of documenting activist art practices associated with the Woman, Life, Freedom uprising, thereby adding to the expanding corpus of work in this field. Numerous initiatives, both inside and outside Iran, have focused on cataloging the images and artworks inspired by the movement. In what follows, I will provide an overview of these existing documentation efforts and then set out a detailed exposition of my own approach and methodology, showing how my perspective and techniques of documentation both differ from and enhance the existing body of work in this field.


The Many Ways of Documenting an Uprising

The events of the Woman, Life, Freedom uprising were recorded with unprecedented intensity, as people from all walks of life filmed critical moments of confrontation between state authorities and protesters. From the outset, this evidence of the regime’s mistreatment of its citizens was meticulously documented by various collectives, including art circles and academic institutions both inside and outside Iran. Made public on websites, social media, or in printed journals and books, this process of documentation was at the same time an act of resistance and a revolutionary gesture grounded in the belief that past uprisings had not been systematically documented, leaving gaps in the collective memory of those events.

In the previous political uprisings of 2009, 2017, 2019, and 2021, ordinary individuals took it upon themselves to record their own experiences rather than relying on professionals or outsiders. As the authorities attempted to control the narrative by blocking or interrupting satellite broadcasts, Iranians turned to platforms like X (formerly Twitter), Facebook, and YouTube to share images and videos, effectively giving shape to Iran’s citizen journalism. This democratization of documentation led to a massive influx of footage accessible in almost real time, but while these videos were widely disseminated and shared, many proved to be impermanent records: YouTube videos can be deleted; photos shared on social media platforms may vanish. Social media accounts filled with protest images may be voluntarily closed by their owners, for fear of being identified by the regime, or else forcefully shut down by state authorities. Many records of the 2009 Green Movement have disappeared from the vast internet landscape. They are kept alive in some form, however, by the work of the historians, journalists, and anthropologists who have reflected on those events. A prime example is Negar Mottahedeh’s book Hashtag Solidarity and the Transformation of Online Life, which examines materials and ideas that appeared on ephemeral social media platforms. Specifically, she explores how social media posts and blogs replaced traditional reporting by major news outlets like CNN, which were felt to have inadequately covered the protests against the election results—a sentiment that became known by the hashtag #CNNfail alongside #iranelection, according to Mottahedeh.6 Though not always extensively captured in visual documentation, the crucial concepts of the uprising are preserved—saved from complete erasure— through textual explanations and historical analysis by scholars like Mottahedeh. But rather than being merely of scholarly interest, these concepts are invaluable for their role in inspiring the creative methods of protest that hold particular significance for artist researchers. In this book, I will explore these research-oriented facets in depth when they are pertinent to a specific art project.

Like Mottahedeh’s approach, my work is predominantly text-based and scholarly in nature, yet it also embraces the approach to documenting the art of the uprising, capturing artworks not yet highlighted by other initiatives that have emerged since the movement’s inception. The contents of these initiatives vary widely: some are developed with well-defined critical objectives and descriptions, while others primarily serve as repositories for images. Since it is not feasible to provide a comprehensive survey of all these endeavors, many of which are still ongoing, I will provide instead a selective overview of these undertakings.

Founded in 2013, Kaarnamaa (a portmanteau derived from the fusion of the words for “work” and “presentation”) brands itself as a thinktank with the mission of fostering discussions around the visual arts and culture of Iran. With a core team of independent artists, writers, and editors based in Tehran, London, and New York, it operates primarily in Persian, in both spoken and written forms, through online platforms such as Google Meet, YouTube, and Instagram. Kaarnamaa’s initiatives are organized into three interrelated sections: a journal, Karnameh (meaning “transcript”); an oral history archive, featuring stories of prominent art practitioners in Iran in their own words; and educational courses and public information sessions. Most of Kaarnamaa’s revenue comes from its online classes. It also thrives on collaboration with various research, educational, and artistic organizations, among them the Charsou Art and Cultural Institute, the Iran Heritage Foundation, the Tandem Institute, Rayan School, and the Tanbafi Group.

Karnameh: Journal of Art Criticism and History, established in 2014, lies at the heart of Kaarnamaa’s activities, offering a platform for analytical, research-oriented, and critical articles, mainly translated content from English resources. In the fall of 2022, the journal shifted focus, devoting several special issues to the Woman, Life, Freedom uprising in Iran.7 It pledged to be “a witness to history [...] for the sake of those who have witnessed both terrifying and hopeful chapters of Iran’s history and have experienced them firsthand.” As artists, the editorial team wrote, it was “their duty not only to echo and comprehend the movement but also to immortalize it”—to “amplify the movement’s voice.”8 Conventionally, every issue of the journal features a section called “Faramatn” (“beyond the text”) featuring images and artworks. In the fall issue, this section shaped the entirety of the publication, presenting significant images from key moments of the uprising collected by the editorial team, who are primarily from the generation of Iranians born in the 1980s (known as daheh shastiha). Working around the clock, the editors undertook this task themselves because they felt that local and international news media platforms were not capable of doing it. For them, images taken directly from social media accounts or MP4 files or pictures sent from smartphones played “the same role offered by the professional images taken by highly acclaimed photographers and photojournalists during the 1979 revolution, such as Abbas, Kaveh Golshan, and Maryam Zandi.”9 At the dawn of the Woman, Life, Freedom movement in fall 2022, Faramatn formed “a record of this visual experience, seemingly endless, of the revolution that Iranians have lived through with their flesh and blood and felt in the marrow of their bones.” What mattered was not the refinement of the images but their power to move: “while a low-quality image of a teenager falling amidst incomprehensible voices and the terrified presence of people played on our screens, our real bodies perspired, and our hands froze, becoming numb.”10

The accompanying notes indicate how the editorial team understands this collection, which is categorized into three sets of images: “Woman,” defined as the main victim of the last four decades and the movement’s greatest hero; “Life,” which ironically tells a gripping narrative of death; and, finally, the epicenter of the movement, “Freedom,” with images and ideas that underscore a rejection of the system of oppression and censorship—an openness to crossing boundaries and unveiling hair that dances loose in the wind. The volume also features statements by activist artists. Seeing the Woman, Life, Freedom uprising as a form of collaborative effort, the editorial team takes pride in this spirit of collectivity, which is reflected not just in the diversity of resources in the journal but also in the design of the pages, with their layering of images.

Images of the uprising were disseminated in such numbers and at such speed that it created an almost simultaneous, overlapping visual experience. Constantly changing, images came and went, were forgotten, then resurfaced—at times they did not seem to cohere at all, as the data moved on the swiftly evolving social media feeds.11 This continuous cycle of the appearance and disappearance of imagery provoked recurring meditations on the significance of the unfolding events while instigating an embodied transmission that registered activism—and the violence meted out in response to it—at the level of sensation.12 According to philosopher Jacques Rancière, images become “sensible” (or feelable) when they are consumed in an engaged way, rather than passively perceived.13 In the absence of a plethora of revolutionary dialogues propagated through organized political factions, revolutionary goals manifested as constantly circulating images and feelings.

Similarly, the use of the artistic technique of montage on the pages of Karnameh indicates a desire to capture the spirit of the revolt on the ground, skillfully weaving together images that at first glance may seem unconnected. For example, a series of striking images of artists defying authority is presented as a collage on a wall: one group is shown without veils in public spaces, another performs revolutionary songs and music at art college campuses, while others reenact the agony of those who have been tortured and killed. Connecting them all is graffiti declaring “Bodies are signs and meanings.” The diverse and dynamic facets of the movement are effectively portrayed on a single page Fig. 4.

Art, Culture, Action is another collective that coalesced at the start of the Woman, Life, Freedom uprising, bringing together prominent Iranian artists, writers, and art professionals in and outside Iran.14 The group campaigns for the inalienable right of artists and writers to freely express themselves using various means, publishing statements to raise awareness, calls for collective action, collecting and archiving censored documents and works, supporting victims of censorship, and organizing discussions about the challenges facing the artistic community.15 Apart from its activist endeavors, often undertaken in collaboration with projects such as Pen America’s Artists at Risk Connection, the collective generates manifestos and texts of various kinds that have surfaced since the onset of the uprising.


[image: Background: a wall with graffiti; on it 4 photos, each of a group dressed in black with or without covering their faces.]Fig. 4 Editorial feature from Kaarnamaa. A page excerpted from Karnameh: Journal of Art Criticism and History, vol. 6, no. 3 (Fall 2022). Courtesy of Kaarnamaa.Notebooks before the Fall (Daftarha-ye Pisha Soghoot in Persian, Les Cahiers d’avant la Chute in French) is a special printed supplement to the trilingual Journal of Thought and Literature from Naakojaa Press in Paris, which is known for its commitment to publishing Persian literature free from censorship or constraints. The intention of the supplements, as the editorial team elaborates, is



to record history. To tell the stories of women and men who no longer conform to [ … ] oppression [ … ] with fists clenched in anger, they stand firm and fight against tyranny without necessarily knowing the outcome of their path. But haven’t we always said that it is the journey that matters, not the destination?

The necessity of the Notebooks before the Fall became clear to us when no print magazine, over these years, had followed the uprisings of the people of Iran in ’99, ’09, ’17, ’19, and ’21. [ … ] The most important communication tools of the 2022 revolution are social networks and foreign televisions, none of which leave [ … ] the possibility for a discerning thought that can sometimes differ from the conventional narrative of the movement. Publishing the Notebooks before the Fall is a clear necessity for us on the path to freedom.16




The unfolding uprising was meticulously documented through Notebooks’s daily log. On Wednesday, September 28, 2022, for example, we read: “A woman, identified as Donya Raad, shared a photo of herself and a friend having breakfast at a traditional café, notably without wearing hijabs. Following this, she was detained by the police. The incident dominated conversations throughout the day, drawing widespread attention and concern.” On October 16, the focus is on how “the defiant act of Elnaz Rekabi, the celebrated Iranian rock climber, who competed without her hijab during the Asian Championships, has become the talk of the nation, earning her waves of admiration and support.” The narrative for November 22 captures a significant declaration: “The House of Cinema made a public statement asserting that any further summoning and detention of its members would result in a strike and a cessation of all collaboration with state television. In a related development, filmmaker Sahar Mosayebi openly removed her scarf, signaling solidarity and defiance.”17

In addition to the daily logs, the Notebooks brim with critiques on topics ranging from the dynamics of the uprising to the intersections of feminism and Islam, and from the ideals of freedom and democracy to personal memoirs and vignettes crafted by artists. The journal features the satirical art of celebrated cartoonists such as Mana Nayestani and provides vivid imagery of the protests, complete with detailed captions, though the photographs themselves are often unattributed (for fear of repercussions). Covers depict important fallen figures or moments in the movement, mostly animated by Hassan Nozadian, who began his journey of illustration activism with a portrait of Sepideh Rashnu, a published poet, a graphic designer, and a graduate student in painting at Al-Zahra University in Tehran—who was detained in July 2022 for not wearing her headscarf in the state-approved manner.18 Rashnu’s resistance to the hijab escalated into a physical altercation on a public bus with a conservative woman, who was advocating for Iran’s compulsory hijab law.19 This incident was recorded on a smartphone and subsequently gained widespread attention on social media. In retaliation, the regime forced her to confess her “mistake” on television—a ritual of humiliation that ignited a wave of widespread indignation. Initially released on bail, Rashnu later received a suspended sentence.20 Nozadian had illustrated his portrait of Rashnu, shrouded in darkness and mystery, well before the unconscious Amini drew increased attention to the brutal enforcement of Iran’s religious dress code Fig. 5. Nozadian’s portrait of Amini—finished at the moment her death was announced—f eatures an elongated forehead with a phoenix at the hairline, symbolizing her rebirth Fig. 6. This was the image chosen for the cover of the first issue of the Notebooks before the Fall. Taken together, the series of supplements reflects an unwavering commitment to bearing witness to the events of the Woman, Life, Freedom uprising and to documenting its intellectual underpinnings, driven by a sense of protest and the firm belief that this information could be valuable to others, now or in the future.21


[image: Black and white outlines of a woman’s head.]Fig. 5 Hassan Nozadian, Portrait of Sepideh Rashnu, 2022. Courtesy of the artist.[image: Red and white outlines of a woman’s head]Fig. 6 Hassan Nozadian, Portrait of Jina Mahsa Amini featured in the first issue of Notebooks before the Fall, a special supplement to The Journal of Thought and Literature, published by Naakojaa Press, 2022. Courtesy of the artist.Another collaborative effort in this area is Woman, Life, Freedom: An Archive of Defiance, a digital platform curated by Shahrzad Mojab and Afsaneh Hojabri under the auspices of the University of Toronto.22 While still evolving, the archive already encompasses an impressive array of images, from drawings and sketches to recordings of performances, dance sequences, and pivotal moments of protest. The impetus behind its creation is the desire to preserve a collective history and memory: “We did not want to just provide links,” Mojab and Hojabri write, “We wanted to have the originals of the artworks so that history would remember them.”23

Social media platforms abound, with groups such as @womanlifefreedom.art, @womanlifefreedomNYC, @woman.revolution, @blackfishvoice1, @1500Tasvir, @unche.studio, @iranianwomenofgraphicdesign, @zanzendegiazadi.story, @iranprisonatlas, @modakheleh, @Iranianpopart, and @khiabantribune, to name a few. Predominantly on Instagram, these channels capture creative responses to the uprising in Iran and among the broader Iranian diaspora. While some maintain a strict focus on art, others combine art with protest imagery to create a potent visual dialogue. Certain groups explore how art might be actively deployed to bring about social change. Modakheleh (“intervention”), for example, describes itself on Telegram as:



a collective research project about art; here, we intend to think about art together within a broader perspective, while also understanding the possibilities and limitations that our current situation has imposed on us, and to devise strategies for changing these circumstances. The aim of this project is to reconsider the meaning of art and the role it can play in society. We live in a time where numerous crises threaten our lives. We feel a profound dissatisfaction with various aspects of our lives; from work and career, relationships, the homes we live in, to the environment, our cities, and government. Art provides a means through which we can discuss our dissatisfactions and hopes and creatively find solutions to face these crises. We are not here to discuss the history of world art. We want to think together about art and the opportunities it presents for social change, specifically in Iran, about what shapes our understanding of social art and how this understanding impacts [ … ] the current situation.24




Another presence on Telegram, the mysterious Manjanigh (“catapult”) group, circulates street art and posters originating from various Iranian cities. Telegram also paves the way for podcast platforms that veer away from visuals, zeroing in on voices intertwined with the uprising. The Bimarz (“without borders”) podcasts on Telegram, for example, examine the nuances of gender disparities and street life in Iran as recounted by anonymous citizens. They describe harrowing encounters with the morality police and reveal the internal family dynamics that influence women’s experiences in public spaces. For instance, daughters in conservative families may be harshly punished for shedding the traditional chador, but more liberal families will also impose restrictions, driven by the fear that the woman might attract the attention of the morality police and—in their eyes—bring dishonor to the household. These stories illuminate the complex ways the boundaries between the public and private spheres are navigated and policed by various actors, offering a unique lens through which to examine the politics that govern public life in Iran. Through these personal accounts, we see how societal and familial pressures, often reinforced by the country’s conservative laws, increasingly leave women vulnerable and sidelined.25

There has also been an upsurge of scholarly articles and books documenting aspects of the uprising. Notably, the anthology compiled by Malu Halasa, Woman Life Freedom: Voices and Art from the Women’s Protests in Iran, showcases a collection of essays, art, and photography from renowned and emerging Iranian diaspora artists, as well as anonymous voices in Iran. A text by the cartoonist Mana Neyestani highlights the crucial role of art as a lifeline in suffocating political climates, while a photo essay by Shiva Khademi illustrates the defiant fashion statements of young Iranian women, a precursor to the larger shifts happening on the streets of Tehran. Also featured is the work of the anonymous Iran-based collective Khiaban Tribune, which, since its inception in 2017, has been posting political graffiti seen on the streets of Iran on its Instagram and Twitter/X platforms. The group identifies itself as a “democratic, anti-capitalist campaign” made up of “socialist youth primarily engaged in defending the rights of political prisoners, workers, immigrants, [ethnic and] religious minorities, women, and the LGBTQ+ community.”26 The campaign “primarily centered on the rebellious essence of graffiti in its true setting—the street—over its digital portrayal.”27 However, as the initiative progressed, Khiaban Tribune recognized the significance of digitally documenting street graffiti. This archival effort is vital for giving voice to the suppressed narratives that unfold over time. It also helps preserve this “underground history” for future generations.28 In documenting the graffiti, the group’s posts have been pivotal in giving it an afterlife following its inevitable erasure by the authorities.29



Archiving the collective memory is a central theme across various platforms discussed above. While some utilize websites, others prefer the medium of Instagram. Though these platforms might be in competition, they all speak of a remarkable increase in collecting and archiving during and after the Woman, Life, Freedom uprising. Is this perhaps a therapeutic process? Or a form of political activism or resistance? Might Iranians be reacting to years of unspoken oppression, police brutality, and state harassment? While the motivations might be varied or hard to pin down, the undeniable result is a powerful and unprecedented movement toward documentation and preservation.

While the study throughout this book is thematically underpinned by visuals from protests and the voices of the masses, the spotlight remains firmly on the narratives of artists who interact with the streets and public spaces of Iran. Transcending mere art analysis, the book probes deeper into the indispensable role played by artists in the uprising, clarifying the general nature and the essence of their political engagement. As I will show, art inside Iran serves as a vibrant canvas, continually evolving and resonating with both its creators and its audiences. Through its depiction in the media, and its ripple effect on later works, every piece of art not only offers insights into the country’s society and politics but also contributes to the continual reshaping of the cultural landscape of Iran.


Political Art, Activist Art, and Revolutionary Art

Iran remains a politically volatile country, with the potential for revolt always simmering below the surface. While artists do not have the same power to shape public policy as political agents, they have been among the most active voices calling for fundamental change. The terms “political,” “activist,” and “revolutionary,” as applied to art, may seem to generate similar results, but I want to differentiate them here. In doing so, I am inspired by art historian Lucy Lippard’s distinction between the terms “political” and “activist” in Western, and particularly American, art. Lippard associates political art with an occasional or sporadic engagement with social issues, usually reflected through ironic critique. By contrast, activist art, which only fully crystallized as a coherent set of practices in the 1960s, is a more instrumental hybrid cultural expression, with one foot firmly planted in the revolutionary practices of the Situationists and the other in the spirit of “the street.” While political art may approach social issues with a degree of detachment and irony, activist art embodies the politics of participation and is driven by a desire for direct engagement and tangible change. Understanding these distinctions helps clarify the diverse ways art can intersect with social and political landscapes.30

While the terms of political and activist art can be applied to Iran, the Iranian context entails additional categories of oppositional art. In previous writings, I have proposed categorizations that expand beyond Lippard’s binary framework. Terms such as “unofficial art” (honar-e gheyr-e rasmi), “art that challenges” (honar-e konesh gara), and “protest art” (honar-e e’terazi) are frequently used by Iranian artists, each representing gradations of political or activist engagement—from political to subtly political, from purely activist to somewhat activist, depending on the specific context and circumstances in which these art forms are created.

Iran also introduces a third distinct dimension to the Lippard dynamic: revolutionary art. Here, revolution is not an abstract concept: the numerous mass uprisings that have followed in the wake of the Iranian Revolution of 1979 have been revolutionary acts, even if they have had limited success in achieving significant transformations. In the context of Iran, revolutionary art transcends mere engagement with the population in public spaces. It entails extraordinary acts of sacrifice, the threat of physical harm, the loss of employment, the risk of imprisonment—even execution.

The events that unfolded during the Woman, Life, Freedom uprising and its aftermath represented a convergence of all the approaches outlined above. The more cautious art experts adhered to the conventional approach of opposition, essentially maintaining the status quo of political discourse. Others adopted a more direct stance, actively participating in street protests, issuing public statements, and openly supporting victims of police brutality during the peaceful demonstrations. But a distinct group of individuals went further, presenting their artworks with an audacity seldom seen in antiestablishment art after the 1979 revolution. Many would pay a severe price for expressing their criticism in such a bold and vivid manner.



During the height of the uprising, many galleries chose not to display art. Tehran’s O Gallery was initially targeted—its door splashed with red paint—for opening a prescheduled exhibition Fig. 7.31 However, it went on to embrace a new direction, with an exhibition of collaborative art that effectively transformed the gallery into a vivid reflection of the streetscape itself.32 This collaborative journey began on January 5, 2023, when five artists met gallery director Orkideh Darroudi to discuss their roles and artistic perspectives and the intended audience. By January 10, more artists had joined the group. From January 24, the team held numerous brainstorming sessions, culminating in the decision to name their collective endeavor Joint (mafsal in Persian) on February 13.




[image: Staircase next to a wall with the logo of O Gallery splashed with red paint.]Fig. 7 The entrance of O Gallery defaced with a blood-red color in November 2022. Courtesy of Mojtaba Amini.
The exhibition, which opened soon after, on February 24, included diverse projects, some of them politically charged. One notable feature was the artists’ reinterpretation of parts of a painting by the highly political New York–based Iranian artist Nicky (Nikzad Nodjoumi, b. 1942) depicting a besuited man with a seemingly distorted head fallen from his chair. This image was creatively reimagined in various forms, including small, unsettling drawings of limbless bodies and caricature-like versions.

However, the primary objective was not necessarily to create political art. As one prominent artist who participated in Joint noted, many projects were not directly related to protest themes.33 Instead, the focus was on redefining the gallery’s role during politically turbulent times, when art often faces scrutiny for either being too fanciful or too closely tied to capital. O Gallery’s decision to transform the gallery into a public space, giving artists the freedom to explore and reinterpret ideas, was arguably one of the best possible outcomes during the peak of the political turmoil. In the subsequent period, the art exhibited in galleries has become more cautious, largely due to the stringent oversight from the regime.

If galleries cross the lines defined by the authorities, they risk losing their official status. However, art that is created independently—whether it is temporarily installed on the streets, displayed as graffiti, or presented on social media platforms under pseudonyms—typically exhibits a more daring character. The examples showcased in this book mostly fall into the latter category of independent works, but I will also feature the convoluted stories of artworks that have required the permission of the authorities to be displayed in official gallery platforms.

To grasp how Iranian artists navigate public spaces, it is essential to examine the material conditions shaping these appearances: the dynamics of street interaction and the politics and regulations dictating the structure and function of these spaces. In the following section, I will focus on street politics in Iran, a term that encompasses not only the implementation of regulations but also the ways individual citizens—including creative agents and professional artists—have consistently challenged these street rules through everyday acts of disobedience.




Artists and Street Politics

Published in 2022, after a long wait for approval from the Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance (hereafter MCIG), Khiaban-e Vali Asr: Revayathay-e Gheyr-e Dastani (Vali Asr Street: Nonfiction Stories from Tehran) explores the political dynamics of one of the main routes in the capital through a collection of critical personal narratives.34 Each contributing author focuses on a particular aspect of the street they perceive as flawed, bringing their unique perspective from diverse disciplines such as architecture and anthropology. One advocates for the urgent creation of “pause spaces” on Vali Asr, arguing that a sense of belonging is absent in areas that are designed merely as pathways leading from one destination to the next.35 Another discusses the authorities’ constant redevelopment and repurposing of spots that are perceived as welcoming or are popular with young people. These revitalizations are understood to have been carried out under the guise of renewal but in effect are a deliberate strategy to wipe out collective memories.36 A third contributor confesses that, for her, the street no longer holds remnants of the past, making her feel more alienated here than she did when she was living abroad.37 While all the authors adopt a subtle tone, they collectively hint at the intricate interplay between the street and politics—a realm where invisible powers dictate the public lives of citizens, stripping away their dreams and disregarding their desire to cling to certain places as anchors to better times.

But does the population passively accept the street politics imposed from above? In his 1997 book, Street Politics: Poor People’s Movement in Iran, sociologist Asef Bayat describes the struggle of the disenfranchised to make their voices heard in the public domain during the revolutionary years of the late 1970s and early 1980s.38 He argues that for marginalized groups who lack formal channels to express their grievances—such as squatters, the unemployed, street traders, beggars, prostitutes, and housewives—streets serve as vital platforms for communal expression. Bayat’s analysis aligns with the concept, introduced in Michel de Certeau’s Practice of Everyday Life, of a society with a dual structure, split between the dominant system, which relies on “strategies” to maintain control, and the users within that system, who employ “tactics” to disrupt existing structures. Strategies entail power calculations within defined temporal and spatial frameworks, while tactics typically lack a distinct space or comprehensive plan, instead relying on mobility and on exploiting openings in the surveillance of the dominant powers to gradually infiltrate the space of others.39



Along the same lines, Bayat explains that the “tactics” of marginalized social groups have typically evolved without access to institutional support or definitive leadership. In Iran, as he points out, urban areas are increasingly subject to state control, with the authorities expecting passive adherence to the rules and regulations defining their use. But when people actively choose instead to engage with public spaces—to use them for participatory purposes—they become critical sites for expressing dissent and furthering social and political discourse. This kind of active engagement underscores the political essence of such tactics, pushing back against the state’s attempts to dictate the terms of use of public space.

But there are other kinds of street politics, beyond those discussed by Bayat. What if the aim of “tactical” interventions is not to claim a space and time to gain control or capital, as seen in the case of illegal street vendors? What if the “tactic” is employed solely as a theatrical action? What if intervening with the system is a repetitive act of performance, serving as an elegant and clever means to express grievances? What if the modes of engagement are not spontaneous but rather deliberately crafted by expert artist citizens? What if we view street activities not as organic, evolving phenomena but as calculated efforts to challenge and subvert the state rules governing street dynamics? What if we think of “tactics” as counterstrategies?

While Bayat and others have acknowledged the roles of banned sidewalk book retailers, underground video cassette vendors, street musicians, and amateur graffiti artists in their studies of street politics,40 there has been markedly little discussion of the prominent artists who leverage the dynamic nature of city streets, transforming them from mere pathways into vibrant channels of expression. My aim here is to redress this imbalance and to shed light on the significant contribution of this segment of society to the broader landscape of street politics in Iran. In the absence of major initiatives to make the country’s urban spaces safer and more appealing, artists have developed projects that alter the flow or ambiance of a street, even if only for brief periods, using artistic props or even their own bodies—an approach that distinguishes their work from more traditional, stationary forms of artistic expression. Artists who adopt a mobile approach are often identified by the specific objectives they aim to achieve. As these artworks traverse the city, engaging with key symbolic locations, they subtly confront and challenge existing power structures and social representations, making a significant statement about public space, collective purpose, and communal identity, themes that resonate regardless of the diverse forms these mobile art pieces may take.



In this book, I will demonstrate that artistic interventions in street settings can be categorized into two distinct types. First, there are tactical works that align with protest and activism, often occurring at the crescendo of an uprising. These are bold, direct, and highly visible forms of expression. Second, there are strategic and subtler yet equally impactful artistic engagements with street politics, which might take place before or after periods of active protest; they may also unfold in spaces that serve as natural extensions of the street, such as private galleries featuring open yards and gardens, which are accessible to the public at no cost. These interventions, whether overtly protest oriented or more understated and perhaps even concealed, targeting a limited audience, are the culmination of years of dedication and effort by artists. Both approaches reflect the depth and diversity of artistic responses to the sociopolitical landscape.



In contrast to the dispersed layout typical of North American suburbs, most Iranian streets have a compact, centralized urban design, a characteristic shared with many older, historically rich parts of the world. Streets in Iran, especially in large cities like Tehran, function as vital socioeconomic veins, enabling the flow of traffic and providing access to individually owned buildings. Iran’s streets are hubs of diverse activities, ranging from the daily hustle of commerce to the more charged atmosphere of political protests. Their multifaceted nature makes them a significant backdrop for various forms of public engagement, but at the same time they are embedded with power structures that prevent a broad segment of the population from freely expressing themselves.

The streets in Iran present considerable limitations for women. In the early days of the revolution, the mandatory hijab was subject to debate and its wearing was required only in governmental institutions. However, on August 9, 1983, that requirement was extended to all public spaces and to all women in Iran, regardless of their citizenship or religious beliefs.41 The Islamic Revolution Committee (or Komiteh, an abbreviation of the Persian term Komiteha-ye Enqelab-e Eslami) began to monitor the hijab as well as people’s activities on the streets. Penalties for nonadherence could include flogging and even imprisonment. With Mahmoud Ahmadinejad’s inauguration as president of the Islamic Republic in 2005, the Komiteh was rebranded as the Gasht-e Ershad (Guidance Patrol). Functioning as a specialized patrol unit within the Law Enforcement Command of the Islamic Republic of Iran, the Gasht-e Ershad is tasked with monitoring the behavior of both men and women. Its primary focus, however, is on enforcing the dress codes that require women to wear loose-fitting clothing to cloak their bodies and, more specifically, to cover their hair. Monitoring the behavior of men mostly comes down to issues such as warning them about the length of their hair or regulating their interactions with women.42 The intensity of these patrols has varied under different presidential administrations: since August 2021, with the beginning of the tenure of the conservative Ebrahim Raisi, the rules have been more strictly enforced.

But street politics in Iran, as shaped by the regime, goes beyond controlling women or monitoring public behavior. In the 1990s, there was a significant push by “reformists” to decentralize government by establishing city councils and local authorities to address district- or neighborhood-related issues. Yet, rather than being autonomous, these local entities have come to represent a form of electoral authoritarianism, as demonstrated by Kian Tajbakhsh’s book Creating Local Democracy in Iran: State Building and the Politics of Decentralization, which draws on two decades of research. Indeed, Tajbakhsh reveals that, contrary to initial appearances, local authorities such as city councils actually undermine democratic processes and reinforce the Islamist regime.43

Nazanin Shahrokni’s Women in Place: The Politics of Gender Segregation in Iran examines the attempts of Islamic Republic reformists to increase public spaces for women, with initiatives such as women-only parks. Shahrokni argues that while these spaces ostensibly expand women’s access to public areas, providing what is referred to as freedom within “proper boundaries,” they also enforce further regulations on women’s bodies and behavior.44 Far from enhancing women’s freedom in public, the parks ensure their constant surveillance by guards.

Prime examples of scholarly research that elucidates the complexities of street politics in the Islamic Republic of Iran, these two books illustrate how the efforts of the reformists, while appearing on the surface to push for greater democracy and freedom, ultimately reinforce the top-down ideology of the regime. They also explain why participants in the Woman, Life, Freedom protests not only resist radical approaches to controlling the streets but also express disillusionment with reformist policies, choosing to take matters into their own hands.

For artists in Iran, the challenges extend beyond the general restrictions faced by ordinary citizens. To show any artwork in public, they must navigate a complex web of bureaucratic permissions, obtaining approvals from local municipalities, traffic organizations, and the MCIG. Moreover, if the artwork is to be displayed in historic areas, additional permissions from heritage organizations are required. In Iran, pragmatic issues—for example, potential traffic disruption caused by art installations—are frequently compounded by ideological constraints, making the pursuit of street politics particularly challenging for artists, especially women artists. This is why it is so crucial to study and document the art that unfolds in the streets and public spaces of Iran, regardless of whether this art is mobile or stationary, created with or without official permission, overtly political in nature or subtly so.45 Such documentation is vital not only because of the risks artists take—whether they are operating at the height of an uprising, in the years leading up to it, or in its aftermath—but also because of the ingenious counterstrategies and diverse mediums they employ in their work. It is this quality perhaps, this frequently risky nature, that has made street art a form of activism and even a way of life in Iran.


Art and Life

The title of this book, Women, Art, Freedom, substituting “art” for “life,” pays homage to the spirit of the 2022 uprising, but it also captures the politically conscious approach to art that developed in Iran in the decades leading up to it. The renowned theater director Peter Brook, who contributed to the Shiraz Arts Festivals during the twilight of the Pahlavi monarchy, regarded art, and theater and performance especially, as a medium for authentically depicting the intricacies and dynamism of human existence. Many Iranian artists identify with this belief. Postrevolutionary Iranian experimental theater groups like Av, for example, use their performances as therapeutic tools—emotional escape valves—providing both actors and audiences with momentary relief from the routinized violence of sociopolitical conditions. Art and life are indeed intricately intertwined in performance art and theatrical disciplines in Iran.46

In more recent years, there has been a shift in the field of visual arts education in Iran, with the rising popularity of privately-run alternative schools where artists can learn about art history in the context of politics. Previously, however, at least up to the mid-2000s, art education was largely informed by formalist principles, and in particular by the teaching methods of the avant-garde Bauhaus school in Germany (1917–1933). Many of the older artists I interviewed for this book acknowledged the emphasis on formalist approaches, which I believe can be traced to the years leading up to the 1979 revolution. Art historian Fereshteh Daftari has used the term “apolitical formalism” to describe the style of many prominent prerevolutionary Iranian painters such as Nasser Assar, Manoucher Yektai, Leyly Matine-Daftary, or Freydoun Ave. By focusing their creative efforts on certain formal aspects—the abstract division of space, the extreme simplification of forms, the vibrancy and freshness of color, the flattening of space—these artists were able to steer clear of overtly political themes.47 The Bauhaus model, which emphasizes abstract thinking and the use of corporal senses in art making, offered a similarly neutral path after the Iranian Revolution of 1979, when discussion of political art, barring regime propaganda, was restricted.

After the revolution, Iranian visual arts departments incorporated practices that were abstract and sense oriented, aimed at enhancing students’ perception, creativity, and material understanding.48 The methodologies and writings of the Swiss artist Johannes Itten were an essential part of the Iranian curriculum; he had developed the basic course (Vorkurs) at the Bauhaus and was an adherent of Mazdaznan, a philosophy with ties to the ancient Persian religion of Zoroastrianism. In Itten’s classes, students engaged with various textures while blindfolded, to intensify their sense of touch, creating distinctive montages of textures with structures and effects that were considered groundbreaking at the time.49 The emphasis on direct physical experience would play a central role in postrevolutionary art education in Iran, even if the Islamicized academic environment was unable to accommodate all aspects of the experimentation that was fundamental to the Bauhaus approach. Diverting the focus from politically sensitive discussions, these practices encouraged students to immerse themselves in the exploration of color and form, prioritizing the experiential and aesthetic aspects of art over its potential connotative meanings.

One natural outcome of this educational focus is the prominence of the living and breathing body in many of the projects discussed in this book. I must, however, highlight the contrast between the emphasis on bodily senses in art and art that celebrates the body itself. After the 1979 Iranian Revolution, many Iranian diasporic artists used depictions of women’s bodies to comment on the subjugation and marginalization of Iranian women under the Islamic regime. Shirin Neshat has referred to how her renowned Women of Allah series



question[s] how female bodies have continuously been used as a form of battlefield for various authorities’ political and religious ideologies [. . . ] How throughout time, like during the reign of Reza Shah, women were forced to unveil, and then they were forced to veil during the Iranian Revolution. [ … ] And how in fact women are the first [ … ] who are immediately impacted by any change of governance in Iran and how [this dynamic] still exists today. [T]he ‘Women of Allah’ series [ … ] fit[s] into this wider conversation about how the representation of women is always a signifier for, or reflection of, the kind of government that rules the country.50




As I will show in this book, within Iran itself, the exploration of these themes has evolved differently, due to censorship and restrictions on women’s bold use of their bodies in art. The resulting feminist art often diverges from or even opposes the work of better- known artists like Neshat.



As noted, in recent decades there has been a notable trend among Iranian artists to engage more actively with socio-political issues and incorporate these themes into their artworks. So, in exploring the intricate relationship between contemporary art and life, it is essential to emphasize not just the physical body’s central role in art making but also the agency embodied within it. The agency of the artist manifests itself as a form of intellectual inquiry—as an ongoing process, rather than a final product displayed in galleries and museums. In late December 2022, artist Jinoos Taghizadeh issued a manifesto that scrutinized and challenged the role of art and artists within the Woman, Life, Freedom uprising, asking: “Can artists authentically create during an uprising, or are they relegated to mere propaganda-like producers?” The essential points of her text are reproduced below.



[ … ] generally speaking, discussions about art’s role in echoing resistance often lead to a prevalent perception: the artist is seen as a mere instrument, expected to conform to demands and fulfill obligations assigned by others. In this sense, the artist’s scope and boundaries are externally defined, relegating them to the role of a mere executor tasked with visualizing others’ perspectives. Deviation or failure in this prescribed role often subjects the artist to criticism and scorn. When discussing art during times of protest, revolution, and sociopolitical movements, what form should this art take? Are we referring to art that visually conveys the movement’s message, or perhaps art that translates these themes into something eye-catching? Does discussing art in the context of resistance mean focusing on revolutionary posters and anthems?

[ … ]

Is the creation of a tangible ‘art object’ or ‘art commodity’ a prerequisite for something to be considered art?

[ … ]

In the realm of protest art, what is the role of aesthetics, and is it appropriate to apply traditional aesthetic criteria to evaluate such art? [ … ] Where does protest art find its most appropriate home: in traditional venues like museums and galleries, or in public spaces such as streets, social media, and news platforms? When protest art is showcased in any artistic setting, is it seeking legitimacy or validation? In protest art, how important is the anonymity of the artist? Does revealing their identity suggest personal gain from the movement or a genuine contribution to the cause?

[ … ]

Is it incumbent upon artists to channel their credibility into their artwork, or should they engage in protests and activism on a par with others? [ … ] Furthermore, should artists with celebrity status leverage their media presence to elevate the voices of protesters, or does this cross into the realm of self-promotion?

[ … ]

How do we distinguish between mere showmanship and genuine efforts to garner international solidarity for an uprising?

[ … ]

Can artists authentically create during an uprising, or are they relegated to mere propaganda-like producers? Ideally, shouldn’t art evolve through multiple levels of insight and imagination over time? Is it realistic to expect artists to produce work rapidly that is both in harmony with a movement and deeply impactful?

[ … ]

I hold numerous other questions and likely you do as well. Often, the act of posing questions may be more apt and thought-provoking than seeking concrete answers. Isn’t this, after all, the essence of an artist’s role—to provoke and stimulate questions in the minds of others?51




Challenging the notion that artists are merely tools for executing the visions of others, Taghizadeh’s manifesto delves into the nature and purpose of art during times of political upheaval. While she questions the limits of artistic expression, the manifesto does not conclude with pessimism, but realistically considers the potential of artists to create meaningful art even if it is postponed: “Ideally, shouldn’t art evolve through multiple levels of insight and imagination over time?” Above all, Taghizadeh emphasizes the value of intellectual inquiry over definitive answers, suggesting that nurturing curiosity is central to the role of the artist in turbulent times. In alignment with Taghizadeh’s perspective on art as a process and intellectual inquiry, I view the artist’s role as an ongoing endeavor, a pursuit of knowledge that transcends any specific time or place. It is an evolving process that can expand, adapt, and serve as a foundational pillar for future artistic or even social movements.

In this book, I explore the distinctive role played by artists in the Woman, Life, Freedom movement. But rather than trying to build a comprehensive repository of artworks from the uprising—a task that has been meticulously undertaken by art collectives in and outside the country—my intention is to amplify the voices of the artists themselves, to grant them agency, moving away from traditional top-down art historical perspectives. While it is impossible to do justice to every voice and creative mind involved, I hope that the selected stories and trajectories in this book will serve to illuminate the movement as a whole.




Why Does The Art of Woman, Life, Freedom Matter?

Not all individuals featured in this book have consistently advocated for feminism or women’s rights throughout their careers. Similarly, not every artwork presented directly addresses women’s or gender issues. A few pieces are included for containing visual elements that emerged during protests, such as blood stains. Nevertheless, this volume’s main goal is to encourage a debate about feminist or pro-women art in Iran and the relevance of that art not only to contemporary injustices in the country but also to the inequalities rooted in interpretations of feminism in the context of the Islamic communities and the Middle East. Art history, often bound by Eurocentric perspectives, historically tended to exclude Middle Eastern women’s visual production or relegate it to categories like craft and domestic production.52 Later, in the context of postcolonial discourse, art created by women or pro-women art from Islamic regions was often anticipated to represent a way of life that was perceived as being simultaneously rooted in traditional cultures and capable of operating independently within that specific ethnic context. This perspective, stemming from feminism among faithful Muslims or postcolonial activists and academics, asserted that in order to enjoy equality and justice, women do not have to look or act like white, Western women: indeed, the life they live cannot appear as a hollow copy of Western women’s aspirations and Western feminists.53 What happened during the Woman, Life, Freedom uprising, then, caught many people around the world off guard. Explaining the situation was at times a challenge. For example, some university professors and administrators hesitated to engage in conversations or to display images of Iranian women publicly setting fire to their veils, as they were concerned about showing disrespect toward veiled individuals and practicing Muslims in their communities.

The Woman, Life, Freedom uprising has fundamentally shifted our perspective, providing a more nuanced and intricate understanding of feminism and feminist art not just in Iran and the Islamic world but outside the Western canon more generally. Investigating how Iranian artists embrace and engage with this women’s rights movement, regardless of their gender or sexual orientation, is especially pertinent for contemporary women artists of color. It is a means to grapple with—and redress—the oversimplified interpretations prevalent in art historical literature, which often stem from colonial legacies separate from those affecting white feminist women and white feminist art.



In a statement released in late September 2022, the philosopher Slavoj Žižek portrayed the Woman, Life, Freedom uprising as a global wake-up call, in light of the resurgence of religious fundamentalism in many developed countries:
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		Fig. 59 Tehran’s University of Art. On October 30, 2022, bathroom mirrors were stained with red stencils spelling out: “This is the face of someone who can make a change.”



		Fig. 60 Blood in a University of Tehran’s Faculty of Fine Arts art studio, November 12, 2022. Photographer unknown.



		Fig. 61 Amir Varasteh, Red Carpet, 2019, Tehran.



		Fig. 62 Amir Varsteh, Civilizing Mission, 2022, Tehran. Photograph by Mohammad Talebi.



		Fig. 63 Zohreh Solati, performance at the Siahkal Forest for Persbook’s 12th Annual of Contemporary Art, November 2023.



		Fig. 64 A woman installs a protest banner below a billboard on Tehran’s Hemmat expressway, January 2023.



		Fig. 65 Reenactment of Khodadad Lojei’s pose by university students at the campus quad at Kurdistan University in Sanandaj, Kurdistan region, Iran.



		Fig. 66 The route through Tehran’s Tajrish Bazaar navigated by performance artist Tanin Torabi, 2017.



		Fig. 67 Tanin Torabi performs at Tehran’s Tajrish Bazaar, 2017.



		Fig. 68 Tanin Torabi and colleagues during rehearsals for In Plain Sight at Daroon plateau in Tehran, 2020.



		Fig. 69 Screenshot from Tanin Torabi’s In Plain Sight, filmed on Keshavarz Boulevard, 2020, Tehran.



		Fig. 70 Tanin Torabi et al., still from Until…, 2023, Tehran.



		Fig. 71 Mahmoud Maktabi and Shadi Parand, The Red Artery performance at Siahkal forest in northern Iran, presented at Persbook’s 12th Annual of Contemporary Art, November 2023.



		Fig. 72 Farzin Hedayat Zadeh, The Apocalypse, footage and photographs presented at Persbook’s 12th Annual of Contemporary Art, 2023, Tehran.



		Fig. 73 Badri Valian during the peak of her career as a member of Iran’s Women’s National Mountain Climbing Team, October 2008.



		Fig. 74 Badri Valian and Sarah McCarthy Grimm, Detained Imprints, performance at the yerba Buena Center for the Arts, San Francisco, California, 2023.



		Fig. 75 Kaarnamaa editorial, Majidreza Rahnavard montage piece.



		Fig. 76 Installation by Parastou Forouhar in the yard of her parental home, captured in November 2022.



		Fig. 77 Mona Sartoveh, documentation of the morality police van, 2011, Tehran.



		Fig. 78 Mona Sartoveh, documentation of random shooting in Tehran, November 2022.



		Fig. 79A: Meysam Azarzad. An unveiled and unarmed young woman raises her fist at the ranks of soldiers, fall 2022, Tehran.



		Fig. 79B: Meysam Azarzad. Portrait of Nika Shahkarami, a fallen heroine of the September 2022 protests.



		Fig. 80A. Meysam Azarzad. Portrait of Elahe Tavokolian, fall 2022, Tehran.



		Fig. 80B. Meysam Azarzad. Portrait of a girl in the Kurdish region of Saqqez whose body was punctured by more than five hundred shotgun pellets.



		Fig. 80C. Meysam Azarzad. A young woman with distinctive green hair boldly confronts the police, causing them to appear visibly intimidated.



		Fig. 81 Ayda Vakilian, two snapshots of wall of Evin Prison seen from her car, fall 2022, Tehran.



		Fig. 82 Bahar Majdzadeh, Map of the Absentees, 2016, installation in France.



		Fig. 83 Jinoos Taghizadeh, diary page pondering the death of Jina Mahsa Amini—how she might be forgotten, how she could be remembered, fall 2022, Tehran.



		Fig. 84 This Is Not a Poem by Fatemeh Shams in collaboration with media artist Ilya Mousavi for the group exhibition Iran: Deciphering Violence and Resistance, curated by Ilya Mousavi, at Urban Arts Space, November–December 2023, Ohio State University, Columbus, Ohio.



		Fig. 85 Cover design by Reza Abedini, 1998.



		Fig. 86 Hamed Jaberha, Tormentum Insomnia, 2017–2023, Tehran.



		Fig. 87 Street graffiti.



		Fig. 88 Tehran wall graffiti.



		Figs. 89A–C Composite image showing exterior and interior views of the Jamshidiyyeh Park Atelier, including artists performing, winter 2023.



		Fig. 90 Poster designed by Hamed Jaberha for Samira Yahyaie’s poetry jam, We Were Searching before We Saw, at Vayu Residency.



		Fig. 91 Samira yahyaie during her performance at Vayu Residency in Kashan.



		Fig. 92 “Chizak-e Sa’at” (“The Clock”). Originally published in Tondar Kia, Nahib-e Jonbesh-e Adabi-e Shahin. Reproduced in Sonboldel, The Rebellion of Forms, 179.



		Fig. 93 Taravat Talepasand, artwork from the Blasphemy series, exhibited at Macalester’s College, Minnesota, January 2023.



		Fig. 94 Black curtains were draped over the glass walls of the Law Warschaw Gallery in an attempt to censor Talepasand’s exhibition.



		Fig. 95 Mehri Rahimzadeh, cover of Nadastan, no. 16 (January 2022).



		Fig. 96 Mehri Rahimzadeh, artwork from the series A Changing Dreamscape, 2011, Iran.



		Fig. 97 Hamideh Sobhani, The Conversation of Roots, Performance (also made into video) presented at Persbook’s 12th Annual of Contemporary Art, 2023.



		Fig. 98 Defaced graffiti.



		Figs. 99A–B Masoumeh Mohtadi, The Sleep of Reason, featured at 009821 Gallery, 2023, Tehran.



		Fig. 100 Portrait of Mohsen Jamalnik during his activism/performance in his car, 2023.



		Fig. 101 Stylized version of a viral Turban Throwing photograph, a creative adaptation by Hassan Nozadian following similar renditions that gained popularity online.



		Fig. 102 Nastaran Safaie, Flying, 2012. Displayed for the first time in Tehran’s Afra Gallery in 2024.



		Fig. 103 Reversed logo of the May 1968 évènements. Snapshot from Afrooz Partovi’s VR protest design for the entrance of the Sabzevar Pars Steel Company, inspired by the red factory logo that was significant during the May 1968 civil unrest in France.



		Fig. 104A Kourosh Golnari, Goddess of Centuries, bronze, 50 × 25 × 28 cm., 2011.



		Fig. 104B Kourosh Golnari, Wisdom, bronze with white patina, 100 × 68 × 55 cm., 2018.



		Fig. 105 Mohsen Rafei, Dome at the Museum of Contemporary Art for the 7th Sculpture Biennale in 2016.



		Fig. 106 Mohsen Rafei, Dream House, 2015–2017, Tehran’s University of Art.



		Fig. 107 Mohsen Rafei’s artwork Ja beh Ja or Shifting Bench (also known as Cradle or Seesaw), a site-specific installation crafted for the campus quad at Tehran’s University of Art in 2019.



		Fig. 108 A A tabaq or hejleh installed during the Ashura ceremonies, in honor of Imam Hussein who was martyred in the Battle of Karbala in 680 CE.



		Fig. 108 B The platform on Revolution Street where Iranian anti-compulsory-hijab protester, Vida Movahed, took her stand is now roofed to deter future protest attempts.



		Fig. 108 C Mohsen Rafei, installations, Jaygah (pedestal) and Hejleh, at Bostan Gallery, Tehran, 2023.



		Figs. 109A–B Mojtaba Amini, Not Everyone Will Be Taken into the Future, January 2024, O Gallery, Tehran.



		Fig. 110A Shiva Khademi, “Marzieh” from the Smarties series, 2019, Tehran.



		Fig. 110B Shiva Khademi, woman gesturing victory in front of a wall animated with the slogan Woman, Art, Freedom, October 2022.



		Fig. 111 Ali Ahmadzadeh, screenshot from Critical Zone.



		Fig. 112 Mohammad Parvizi et al, Call Me by My Name, December 2023–April 2024, Risheh 29 Gallery, Tehran.



		Fig. 113 Mohammad Parvizi et al., Call Me by My Name, April 2024, Risheh 29 Gallery, Tehran.



		Fig. 114 Rendering by Mahsa Masoudi for the outdoor segment of the exhibition Call Me by My Name.



		Fig. 115A. Call Me by My Name as viewed by visitors.



		Fig. 115B. Call Me by My Name as seen from the street. Note the defaced slogans from the Woman, Life, Freedom uprising.



		Fig. 116 Erfan Ghiasi, A Deep, Big, and Weird Research on the Historical Objects of Future Civilizations, 2023, O Gallery, Tehran.



		Fig. 117A. Erfan Ghiasi, a portion of A Deep, Big, and Weird Research on the Historical Objects of Future Civilizations, 2023, O Gallery, Tehran.



		Fig. 117B. The wall of Erfan Ghiasi’s home, where the Woman, Life, Freedom graffiti was erased by authorities.



		Fig. 118 Bahar Sabet, installation outside Evin Prison, 2023.



		Fig. 119 Shohreh Mehran, Untitled #3, oil on canvas, 150 × 100 cm, 2023.



		Fig. 120 Designs by Faezeh Bakhti. Transforming scarves into elegant dresses.



		Fig. 121 Designs by Faezeh Bakhti. Necklace in a pseudo-silver finish featuring the map of Iran, adorned with the inscription “Woman, Life, Freedom.”
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