
Correspondence

Submissions should be 
made via our electronic 
submission system at 
http://ees.elsevier.com/
thelancet/

www.thelancet.com   Vol 402   October 21, 2023	 1415

Iran must stop the use 
of pellets to target and 
blind protesters

Disfigured faces. Metal pellets lodged 
in skulls. Ruptured retinas. Permanent 
blindness. These are some of the stark 
reminders of the Iranian Government’s 
wanton and systematic misuse of 
crowd-control weapons against 
protesters. 

The Woman, Life, and Freedom 
protests after  the death of 
Mahsa Jina Amini led to a crackdown 
resulting in hundreds of deaths and 
injuries. The number of blinding 
eye injuries1 led scores of Iranian 
ophthalmologists to sign a petition 
demanding security forces end the 
use of pellets and other projectile 
weapons and cease reprisals against 
health workers who provided care to 
injured protesters.2 

There are no official tallies due to 
the regime’s severe restrictions, but 
according to news reports citing local 
eye doctors, more than 500 people 
have been wounded by pellets, tear 
gas canisters, and paintballs since 
the start of the protests.1  Advocates 
allege Iranian security forces have 
used pellets not only to injure and 
intimidate protesters, but also to cause 
injuries that visibly disfigure and mark 
protesters.

Projectiles, such as pellets, although 
sometimes classified as less lethal 
weapons, can cause serious harm. 
For pellets, a single shot can spray 
hundreds of tiny 2–5 mm metal 
spheres or cylinders at high speed. 
From a close distance all projectiles 
can hit as hard as live bullets; from 
afar they can spread out and hit 
bystanders.

Lethal in Disguise, a 2023 report by 
Physicians for Human Rights and the 
International Network of Civil Liberties 
Organizations, documents the harm 
of such weapons and concludes that 
their use must be restricted.3 Published 
clinical evidence confirms pellets’ 
severe health effects, many of which 

result in “severe form[s] of ocular 
trauma with grave consequences in 
terms of functional and anatomical 
outcome”.4

As seen in Iran, pellets and other 
projectiles can cause multiple 
injuries to the face and eyes, 
including penetrating trauma, retinal 
detachment, optic nerve damage, 
hyphaema, damage to the globe 
and orbit, and different degrees of 
blindness.4 Pellets can break the 
fragile facial bones and lodge in the 
skin, sinuses, muscle tissues, and the 
scalp. The effect of such injuries can 
be long-lasting and pervasive.5 Facial 
disfigurement, vision loss, brain 
damage, and fractures can profoundly 
affect individuals’ quality of life, 
independence, mobility, and socio-
economic functioning. 

On this first anniversary of the 
protests in Iran, we must continue 
to demand an end to the targeting, 
killing, maiming, disfiguring, and 
blinding of protestors. Clinicians in 
Iran can only do so much to manage 
these injuries—the global medical 
community must advocate for their 
ability to provide health care without 
fear of reprisals. 

A credible platform for documenting 
these violations and preparing 
pathways to justice is the UN-
mandated Independent International 
Fact-Finding Mission on the Islamic 
Republic of Iran, which has been 
working hard to gather and preserve 
evidence of human rights violations 
despite the Iranian Government 
blocking its access. This commission 
must receive support, time, and 
resources from the international 
community.
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Civil disobedience 
labelled as antisocial 
personality disorder

For about 1 year, people in Iran 
have been protesting the ruling 
Government’s violations of human 
rights and other social, economic, 
and political issues. One of the main 
themes of this uprising is women’s 
defiance against the hijab law of 
the Islamic Republic of Iran (IRI), 
which enforces a stringent religious 
dress code. The IRI has intensified 
its crackdown on any form of civil 
disobedience, especially removing 
headscarves in public. IRI courts have 
sentenced celebrities who disobey this 
dress code to undergo psychotherapy 
treatment and provide mental health 
recovery certificates on the grounds of 
having antisocial personality disorder.1

Peaceful civil disobedience is a 
universally accepted approach for 
society to express dissatisfaction with 
unfair and discriminatory legislations, 
and has had a pivotal role in globally 
acclaimed protests (eg, anti-slavery and 
anti-apartheid movements). However, 
antisocial personality disorder (ASPD) 
is a psychiatric condition with a 
scientifically approved set of diagnostic 
criteria clearly defined in psychiatric 
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