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Preface

Growing up in Iran, I never went to a stadium to watch a game. I wasn’t the only one: no Iranian woman or girl born or raised after the 1979 Islamic Revolution did either. We weren’t allowed. Azadi Stadium in Tehran is a massive sports complex, where 100,000 fans can watch the country’s most important games. But not women, including me, even when my brother was playing there.

In the language of Iran, known interchangeably as Persian or Farsi, “Azadi” means “freedom.” 

Azadi Stadium is where the national soccer team and major club soccer matches are played. It is the most popular sport in Iran. For decades, entering Azadi Stadium has become more and more dangerous for women and girls, many of whom have risked prison, and even their lives, by dressing as boys and men so that they can watch their favorite sports teams play.

The gender inequity that dominated our lives in Iran was clear to me from an early age. My brothers were permitted freedoms that I was forbidden—simple things like wearing whatever clothes we wanted or leaving the house without a hijab. I knew, as children often do, that something was very wrong—that our society was unequal and unfair.

I am the eldest of my siblings, and when we were children I thought I was the smartest and most responsible. I could not stand the idea of my younger brother Mahmood having more freedom only because he was a boy. The injustice often enraged me, which frustrated my parents and led to many tearful arguments. I believe, however, that through these conflicts, I was able to become the activist I am today, and that I made an impact on my siblings—especially my brother Masoud, who is nine years younger than I am and is an international soccer star. 

Masoud has been my partner in my battle for gender equity in Iran, and this account is as much his story as mine. Although people have been protesting Iran’s ban on women and girls entering stadiums for years, I recognized in Masoud a unique opportunity that I knew could be leveraged for the benefit of my fellow countrywomen. My brother, a sports celebrity and the captain for many years of the Iranian National Soccer Team, is an avid supporter of women’s rights in Iran. Masoud has used his voice and his status as a celebrated athlete to improve conditions in our country for all women. 

Over the course of our activism against the stadium ban on women and girls in Iran, Masoud has been outspoken at several key junctures, including when a young woman, Sahar Khodayari, a dedicated soccer fan, died after setting herself on fire outside a Tehran courthouse. Her suicide was an act of protest that occurred immediately after a judge upheld her sentence of six months in the notorious Evin Prison for the crime of entering Azadi Stadium disguised as a man. At considerable risk to his career and personal safety, Masoud publicly denounced the young soccer fan’s sentencing that had resulted in her death. Sahar Khodayari is remembered as “The Blue Girl,” after the color of her favorite club team, Estaghlal. She has become a symbol of the fight for gender equity in Iran. Sahar’s self-immolation was a protest, not only against the stadium ban, but against the immoral repression of girls and women across Iran. The Blue Girl’s tragedy is recalled by thousands of soccer fans in Iran whenever they enter a stadium. Female fans’ freedom is the Blue Girl’s dreamed-of freedom, and their joy is the joy she lost.

I was writing this memoir in Tehran when a young woman named Mahsa Amini was arrested by Iran’s morality police for “improper hijab,” which in her case meant that her hair wasn’t fully covered according to the laws of the religious government. Her death in police custody in September 2022 sparked nationwide and worldwide protests in Iran and beyond with a strength and intensity not seen since the 1979 Islamic Revolution. Young people in particular took to the streets in Iran, bravely baring their heads and condemning the forced hijab laws, security forces’ brutality, and wider government repression. In response, the government took the internet down across the nation, so we could not read news or information about the protests. Yet years of pent-up fury at restrictions on women’s rights and denial of freedoms and arrests of innocent young people inspired ordinary Iranians to rise up throughout the country. I was astonished to see male and female protesters marching side-by-side in solidarity in Tehran’s streets to demand women’s rights, chanting in Persian “Zan, Zendagi, Azadi!” which means “Woman, Life, Freedom!” 
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Since the coronavirus pandemic, the entire world now knows what it means to live in enforced isolation. I am hopeful that readers, having tasted the boredom, futility and heartache of life without regular, unrestricted public interaction, can relate on a direct, emotional level to the struggle of women who are denied open access and a chance to participate fully in society. And that the interest and empathy that has arisen for those of us who endure pandemic-type restrictions even in so-called normal times will transform into support for gender equity everywhere.

Life can be unfair for women in Iran on practically every level. This includes making basic choices like what to wear in public places. Despite all the restrictions, the image the world has of Iranian women is not accurate. We are not victims. In fact, everyone fighting for rights in the world has a lot to learn from us. As different as we all are, most of us are tough advocates—constantly challenging the government—because we have to be. We relentlessly oppose injustices. We find a way to game the system itself that is stacked against us. 

The freedom to enter a stadium may seem trivial to those who have always had that right and who have never questioned it. But which freedoms and rights are we to do without? Why are men and women not permitted equal joy? Being a part of a crowd is to lose oneself, at least temporarily. To cheer, to scream, to leap in the air in unison with the other fans is to be one and to be whole. This sort of freedom, which liberates a person’s mind and body, was forbidden to women because it was deemed a danger to public morality. That kind of morality, bound us wherever we went in Iran.

This is the story of my role in the fight to preserve all women’s right to joy, wherever they live in the world. If fighting for freedom brings you joy, I am with you. If the struggle for justice is your source of joy, I am like you. 





chapter one

More Than a Game

It must have been the honking cars that brought me to the window. It is not that Tehran is a quiet city under normal circumstances, but there was something disconcerting about that sudden noise. I went to my bedroom window and pushed aside the heavy red drapes. My landlady, Mrs. Colonel (her late husband had been a colonel before the Islamic Revolution), had a predilection for all things red, and my plush curtains were matched by vibrant red string-lights that were strewn over my single bed frame and the antique mahogany mirror. These fanciful lights and thick drapes had been favored by Mrs. Colonel’s daughter, who had passed away some years before, though I didn’t know it at the time. I lived among these artifacts of a dead woman’s life in the spare room I rented from her aging mother.

I was technically a full-fledged adult at age twenty-one, but to be an unmarried woman and living alone was an act of rebellion for me, as it was for any young Iranian woman seeking an independent life away from her family. 

I was working as an assistant makeup artist in film production, a job I really did not enjoy. I valued the work mainly because it granted me an entry point to work in the film industry, which is one of the most vibrant and intellectual cultural sectors in Iran. At twenty-one, I had a job that allowed me to be independent and to work among the artists I admired. 

Peering outside on that November afternoon, my curiosity grew. Something unusual was happening. It was no longer one or two cars that were honking, but nearly every car on the packed avenue beneath me seemed to be erupting in sound. I opened the window and was greeted by a cacophony of Persian music, blaring horns, banging drums and chanting: “Iran! Iran!” was the single phrase I could clearly discern. Strangers were smiling, leaning out of car windows, waving flags and grasping hands, and some were dancing despite it being forbidden in the streets and other public places. 

I knew that the Iranian National Soccer Team had played earlier that day. It was a critical World Cup qualifying match against the higher-ranked Australian team, and the odds were against us. Despite having tied in the first round at home one to one, our team had managed a stunning victory. It meant we would go to the World Cup, the most watched sports event on earth, a soccer tournament that takes place every four years. The win was nothing short of a miracle. As a result of the chance to play in the World Cup, the city was unable to control the people’s joy. This would be our first World Cup appearance in twenty years. 

That afternoon felt like a different lifetime. It’s finally happening was all I could think. I didn’t know what was going on or why I thought it was so important, but I knew in my heart that I had to be a part of it. I moved swiftly to the mirror, fixed my hair and lipstick, and grabbed my headscarf. In Tehran, I always wore brightly colored headscarves and permitted the front and back of my hair to show unless I saw the state police in the area, or a van full of the female police officers who made up the morality squads. If I felt threatened by any of these keepers of the hijab and the other morality laws, I furtively tucked my thick, wavy hair back under the scarf and tried not to attract notice. Otherwise, like millions of young women, I showed what I could of my hair. 

Despite all the loud sounds, I glanced back out the window to make sure that the time I was taking to prepare was not costing me the opportunity to participate in what was going on beneath my window, or maybe because I just wanted to make sure what I saw was real. But I realized that the crowd on the street had only grown. A smile spread across my face as I ran down the dilapidated old stairs. I could not bear to wait for the creaky elevator to get me there. 

I raced out onto the street. The crowd was growing bigger and bigger until the street was packed too tightly for anyone to move. It was the biggest crowd I had ever seen. Everybody looked and sounded happy. The music in the streets that magical afternoon was something I had awaited my entire life. I had never seen Iranian people dance in a public space. But there we were, all of us, sharing in the simple thrill of a soccer victory. It seemed like a sweet dream, and in my mind, it was like going back in time to those magical days of freedom that I heard of before the clerics, the morality police, and the Supreme Leader ran our lives. 

Music flowed from open windows. I saw a smiling little girl whose father clapped while she danced and twirled, the little girl’s bright yellow skirt flaring out to reveal her thin legs and scraped knee. Young couples hugged and held hands. No one stopped to look, much less scold. Dancing in the streets! Every one of these acts was a criminal offense, but there were crowds of ordinary Iranians committing these brazen acts of rebellion. It felt like there wasn’t any power that could stop people from participating in that public celebration. 

I saw an older woman take off her headscarf. She uncovered her beautiful, silver ponytail, spinning her veil above her head in circles to the beat of the music, a Persian folk dance. She broke the biggest taboo for a few minutes. I couldn’t believe my eyes; it was the first time I’d seen a woman’s head uncovered in public. I guessed that she used to dress in public the way she liked when she was a young woman, her hair had probably got to experience the sun, wind, and rain before it turned gray. Many of our fathers and mothers and grandparents enjoyed social freedoms; before 1979, they had grown up in an Iran that functioned fully on the world stage and was considered an ally of the West. 

I can imagine the fear and confusion of my parents’ generation eighteen years earlier, at the time of the Islamic Revolution, when a religious authoritarian regime took over the country and violently forced people to follow its law. I knew my mom was shocked to have her personal freedoms stolen overnight. Still, it was hard not to feel resentment for people my parents’ age. They used to have so much more freedom than we do now, and many of my generation blamed them for losing it. 

The celebration lasted for hours, and it was after midnight when the crowd became small enough that the police were able to disperse it. It seemed that if people had stayed on the streets longer, the celebration would have turned into a revolution, just like those I had seen on TV documentaries.

I realized that afternoon that soccer was more than a game for our nation. Soccer was and is a kind of lifeline in Iran. Within the global community of nations, Iran is unfailingly singled out, and not without cause, as a pariah state. The regime not only suppressed people’s rights inside the country, but also established a disastrous foreign policy. The ideological positions of the country’s leaders and its hostile relationship with the West created a tension with the world that resulted in Iran’s isolation. But we the Iranian people are like people everywhere. We have committed no crime other than to be living in post-Revolutionary Iran. During the past decades, global news has shaped a different perception of us to the world. It is often a false perception because the majority of the Iranian population is unlike the minority who govern our country. That is why the result of that historic game led to a national celebration. We cherished the occasion because soccer, at the time, connected us to the world. Being at a world sports event was an opportunity to show our real side, the normal face of a nation that has been misrepresented and misunderstood. 





			
			
			
Chapter Two

Same Game, Different World

It was the summer of 2014, and the soccer World Cup was taking place in Brazil. The Iran National team was among the competitors. It was the second time my brother Masoud was playing in the World Cup, the most popular sporting event on the globe.

Playing in the World Cup is an honor for all professional soccer players, but the 2014 World Cup had special meaning and value to Masoud. A couple of years earlier, while he was playing for Osasuna, a La Liga team in Spain, he injured his foot and underwent surgery immediately. Masoud was twenty-seven, and at the peak of his career. He was eager to recover and to reunite with the team for the remainder of the season. However, the surgery wasn’t successful, and he needed a second one. Then a third and a fourth surgery. Over sixteen months, Masoud endured five surgeries and walked with crutches the entire time. He spent many days in different hospitals. The last surgery was in Germany, by an acclaimed specialist. The doctor cautioned him not to get his hopes up. “I will try my best, but playing professionally again is very unlikely.” Masoud proved him wrong; he recovered and reunited with his team to play again. So, playing at that tournament was an honor and a blessing for him and my family.

At the time I was living in Arlington, a beautiful city in Virginia. My apartment was within walking distance to downtown Washington, D.C. Despite spending most of the time apart from my family, we managed to keep our relationship as close as possible.

I am the eldest of my siblings, with three younger brothers and one sister, and I have always felt that I need to protect them. It’s not easy to explain the feelings I have about watching my brother, Masoud, play soccer. When my friend, Shiva, called me one day in June to say we should go to a sports bar to watch the World Cup qualifying game between Iran and Argentina, I naturally had to say yes—soccer, for us expatriate Iranians, is like a visit home, a visit without the hassles of a return back to our country. We Iranians call the national team “Team Melli,” which translates to “national” team, and in this case also means belonging to everyone. 

How could I tell Shiva it made me sick to watch Masoud play? I always imagine the worst-case scenario. What if he gets injured again? I thought. Knowing what he overcame made it more difficult for me to watch him, even on TV. Besides any potential injuries, the idea that millions of people were watching him, rooting for or against him, was unnerving.

As we approached the block the sports bar was on, I realized it would be hopeless to try to hide my emotions. I felt nervous, and we hadn’t even parked yet!
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Holding Masoud in our home in Shiraz, 1984. author’s collection



The side street in Arlington was filled with spotlessly clean BMWs, Porsches and Audis. “Look, Shiva,” I said. “It’s like the cast of Shahs of Sunset is here already.” Shiva laughed as she pulled her car into a small spot too close to the street corner to be a real parking place. I held my breath as she inched closer and closer to the Escalade in front of us. 

The Persian community in D.C. is tight-knit, and Shiva and I knew many of the people who would be watching the game. I walked behind Shiva putting one foot firmly in front of the other as we approached the sports bar entrance. I wanted to project confidence when we went inside, not because I had anyone to impress, but because I wanted to keep my emotions in check. 

Shiva turned around and sighed. “Hurry up, we’re late.”

I rolled my eyes and pointed at my shoes.

She shook her head. “Jeez, who wears high heels to a sports bar?”

“It’s not like we’re playing soccer, we’re just watching,” I replied. She ignored my comment and continued to walk. “I didn’t move to the U.S. to wear rubber sandals,” I said with a louder voice. We joked about the American women we knew and how they ran around D.C. in their flip flops, even when they were dressed for work! In Iran, the dour clerics who run things are the ones who wear cheap rubber sandals and flip flops. This sort of footwear connotes grim seriousness for us, not beachy summer fun or cookouts.

I touched up my deep red lipstick as we approached the door to the bar. “My hair okay?” I asked Shiva.

“Of course,” she said. “It’s gorgeous.”

I made a face. I’d blown out my hair myself, and the D.C. humidity was already making my neck sticky. I could feel the curls beginning to spring back to life near my temples. 

When we got to the bar, the game had already started. The tension was palpable the second we walked in. Despite its enormous size, the bar was packed. The crowd was nearly one hundred percent Persian. Every head was turned to a screen, and there were screens on every wall, all of them tuned to the game. Then someone I couldn’t see blew the horn, “doodooroo doodoo doo,” that simple, familiar tune that always echoes through stadiums in Iran. It was like a signal, and the whole crowd answered in unison: “Iran!” followed by a wave of rhythmic clapping. 

My throat felt tight as soon as I saw Masoud on one of those luminous screens. He was on every wall. Immediately, I caught a close-up of him and I could feel a ridiculous grin spread across my face. No one there in the bar knew the Masoud I knew and cherished. The combination of watching my brother’s face and hearing the “Iran, Iran” chanting was too emotional for me to bear. I tried hard to fight my tears back. Shiva shot me a look. “What is wrong with you?” she asked. I shook my head while blinking away tears.

“I’m fine, I’m fine,” I said.

“You’re all nerves! So silly!” she said, shaking her head.

As soon as we approached the bar, I picked up a cocktail napkin from the bar and dabbed my eyes with it. “I know, it’s a crazy reaction!” 

She squeezed my arm and caught the bartender’s eye, even though there were probably ten guys ahead of us. “Two Chardonnays,” she said, holding up two perfectly manicured fingers.

There wasn’t any place to sit. I took my wine and glanced at the closest screen. Argentina has one of the greatest teams in the world. There was little hope in anyone’s mind that Iran would be able to compete on equal terms against them. But here we were, holding on with no score, with half-time approaching. The Iranians played an almost impenetrable defense. 

I glanced around the room. Everyone looked dazed. There were several younger women behind us who had painted their faces in the colors of the Iranian flag—green, white, and red, with matching color wigs. They were loud and energetic.

An acquaintance came over to say hello, carrying two glasses of champagne. He congratulated me on Masoud’s playing and handed me one of the glasses. “What are we celebrating?” I asked.

“Our team, your brother,” he said. “This is an amazing game,” he continued.

When he was giving Shiva the other glass, Shiva jokingly said, “I’m not Masoud Shojaei’s sister, you know that right?” 

The first half of the game was over. The tension in the room remained high. All around us, there were men and women grinning and chatting with unusual intensity. We all wanted the game to get going again! The half-time commentators came on, and although I couldn’t hear what they were saying over the excited chatter around me, I could tell the experts were as surprised and pleased as we were. It was a good game after all! The Iranians were coming through! Despite trying to keep a low profile, everybody around the bar knew I was Masoud’s sister, and stopped to offer kind words to me. I was touched and felt proud, but at the same time overwhelmed by their kindness. I hadn’t done anything, yet I was showered with love and positive energy by my Iranian compatriots.
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An older man I also knew came over to where I had found a seat at the bar, shook my hand and formally congratulated me. I stood up out of respect for him and had a brief conversation. I nodded in the direction of this man’s elegant wife, and she smiled sweetly, smoothing her silky mane of still-dark hair with her ringed fingers. I raised my wine and toasted her, and she raised her glass in return. I shook my head, thinking about how none of this could happen back home, even in cosmopolitan Tehran. This was a kind of freedom—drinking, being in mixed-gender company, wearing our choice of clothes—that was absolutely forbidden in Iran. It wasn’t why I had come to the U.S., though. I knew I wanted more, to make more of my freedom than these small, personal choices.

The second half of the game was underway, and everyone was on edge. There was Masoud, he had possession of the ball. People began cheering. I wanted to hush them. He skillfully dribbled past two Argentine defenders, then delivered a precise pass to one of our players, who sent a powerful header toward the goal. If only we scored! How wonderful that would have been! We held our collective breath, but the Argentine goalkeeper made a crucial save. Every time we thwarted another Argentine attack, the crowd in the bar erupted. The Argentines seemed flummoxed by our prowess. They thought they’d have an easy path to victory, but we were holding them back.

The ninety minutes were over. We couldn’t lose our cool now. Then, in stoppage time, the legendary Messi came through for Argentina, scoring in the final moments. We played a great game. We were the underdogs, and we lost, but we were filled with pride that afternoon.

When the game ended
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