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IMMORAL 
CODE
M.S. was in the seventh grade 
when she was arrested and 
jailed for walking with a family 
friend who wasn't a relative.

By Elizabeth Walsh
and Brian Williamson



In September 2022, Mahsa Amini, 
a 22-year-old Kurdish Iranian, 
died while in custody of the 
Gasht-e-Ershad, Iran’s 
morality police.

She was taken into custody on September 13 
for “inappropriate attire” and died three 
days later after falling into a coma.

Generations of Iranian women are 
speaking out about the impact repression 
has had on them and their families.

Her death sparked the 
largest protests Iran 
has seen in decades, with 
women removing their 
hijabs and cutting their 
hair in defiance.
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“He was four 
years older 
than me, the 
same age as my 
sister. I think 
they were dating 
at the time.”

“I was leaving school ... just 
walking home, maybe a block 
from my school to home.”

“One of my mom’s friend’s 
sons happened to be heading 
towards the same direction.”

Tehran Province 1998



“All of a sudden, 
one of the morality 
police cars stopped.”

“And they came at us, 
asking questions: ‘Are 
you guys related?’ ”

Upon learning that the boy 
wasn’t a relative, the police 

arrested both of them.



“She was a married woman 
who committed adultery.”

“There was a woman there 
that I'll never forget.”“They put me into cus-

tody and held me there 
for the night. [They] 
told my parents [to] 
come bail us out.”

“Inside, there were 
criminals. There were 
people who committed 
crimes, real crimes.”

“This woman 
was sitting 
beside me, and 
she was sharing 
her story.”

M.S.
a 39-year-old Iranian Canadian*

* M.S. asked that her name be withheld.



“And the punishment for 
that is death row. So, she 
can be either stoned to 

death or she can be hung.”

Human rights groups 
have documented 150 
people who were stoned 
to death between 1980 
and 2009.

Today, 40 million women 
and girls are under 
surveillance by the 
country’s morality police.

Married women are 
forbidden to leave the 
country without their 
husbands' permission.

Women and men do not 
share equal rights under 
the law with regards to 
divorce and custody of 
children.

Girls as young as 13 can be 
married, and according to 
the United Nations, the 
existing protections against 
violence fail to protect 
women and children.

Failure to wear a hijab or 
wear a hijab properly can 
result in an arrest, a fine, 
prison sentence or flogging.

Gender discrimination in 
Iran extends far beyond 
the compulsory hijab.

A small number of cases 
have occurred since then, 
but Iranian authorities 
continue to treat women 
as second-class citizens.



“So, Mahsa Amini’s death was nothing that was 
surprising to us. But it just was a great display of 
what this regime is about for the world to realize.”

“This was a tipping point ... 
because everybody relates 
to her story. We all have 
been victims of this regime.”



“My sister sends me videos from Iran 
every night, even if someone is old or ... 
they can’t participate in the protests... ”

“... Every night at 
9 o’clock, they 
open their windows 
and they start 
shouting slogans.”

“So, it has become a 
trend. Every night, 
people get out there 
and voice their opinions.”



{{ mahsa20 }}

{{ mahsa18 }}

“[The regime has started 
sending] plainclothes 
militias going around in 
every alley or street. 
And when they hear the 
voices coming from those 
particular houses, they 
start marking them.”

“There’s also another video where my brother 
is standing right outside of our house.”

“First they mark it with 
a black X.”

“And then they come 
back and they spray it, 
literally, with red ... 
‘under surveillance.’ ”



“My brother is very 
small, and these people 
are big, and they have 
guns in their hands.”

“But he just got lucky because the neighbors heard it and ... came out.”

“A black car comes, and 
four of these plain-
clothes get out of it, and 
they start trying to 
take my brother in with 
them because he left the 
house that was marked.”



“And as soon as [the 
cops] saw the neighbors 
and how people are 
coming out to see what 
is going on, they pre-
pared to just get in 
their cars and leave.”

“I was in Iran for 
eight months the 
last time I went.”

“I was pregnant again 
with my daughter, and 

I was walking down 
the street.”

“He got 
very lucky.”

Iran 2019



“I just went to 
get an ultrasound 

for the baby.”

“It was hot.”

“I was 
pregnant.”

“And I had to 
wear this hijab.”



“And for someone like me, who 
has lived that life but then has 

been out for [a few years]..."

“You go back in there, and 
you’re, like, in jail again.”



Five women share their stories of 
grief, survival and resistance under 
the Islamic Republic. Explore the full 
series on VOAnews.com

Decades of human 
rights violations in 
Iran have affected 
generations of families.

A private birthday 
celebration filled with 
song and dancing turns 
into a public nightmare.

M.S. was in the seventh 
grade when she was 
arrested and jailed for 
walking with a family friend 
who wasn't a relative.

Growing up, VHS videos 
helped Elnaz Sarbar 
Boczek learn English and 
offered her a window to 
a world outside of Iran.

After being attacked and 
threatened for attending 
anti-government protests 
in 2022, Zhina fled Iran 
to the Iraqi side of the 
Kurdish region.

https://projects.voanews.com/iran/confronting-morality-women-under-the-islamic-republic/
Explore the series • Available in English, Farsi, Dari, Kurdish, and Pashto
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