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Living inside a revolution: 
A feminist point of view1

Elizabeth Reid

Friday 24 February 1978

Letter to Tony A., Health Commission of NSW, Sydney

I found on my return a tremendous increase in unrest in this country. 
The South of Tehran where the office is located is swarming with police 
and the military. There is almost continual machine gunfire around the 
university; riots in Tabriz with hundreds and possibly thousands shot down 
in mosques and on the streets. It is like sitting on a powder keg.

Should anything flare up in Tehran our office building would be a fairly 
obvious target so any unexpected noises in the street or flurry of helicopter 
activity causes edginess.

Wednesday 10 May 1978

Letter to Ambassador Mohamed O., Embassy of the Somali 
Democratic Republic

Your letter sounded depressed. I find it difficult to imagine places more 
depressing, more expensive or more inconvenient than here.

1	  In late 1975, I was invited by Princess Ashraf Pahlavi to go to Iran to assist her with the 
implementation of the resolutions of the 1975 World Conference for Women. After some thought, 
I decided to accept and found myself in Tehran before the end of the year. Initially I was an adviser 
to Ashraf, based in the Women’s Organisation of Iran (Sazeman-e-Zanan) and working with Mahnaz 
Afkhami, the minister for women.
Subsequently, I was appointed the founding director of the Asian and Pacific Centre for Women 
and Development (APCWD), also based in the south of Tehran in offices next door to the Women’s 
Organisation and just up from the bazaar. I lived through the revolution of 1977–79, managing to get 
out of the country after the Shah had departed and just before the return of Ayatollah Khomeini.
A year or so ago, I found among my papers a wad of copies of correspondence, some personal, most 
official, sent out of Tehran during 1978. These excerpts are taken from these letters. After my departure 
from Iran, the excerpts are from incoming as well as outgoing correspondence. It is hoped that they give 
you a sense of what it is like to live within a revolution.
Robin S., of the Australian Embassy in Iran, had kindly invited me to share her home during the time 
covered by this correspondence, otherwise I doubt that I could have survived the fear and the terror – 
of the unknown, of the threats of violence, damnation and death, of not knowing.
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Sunday 14 May 1978

Letter to Rory S., ABC TV, Sydney

The trouble here is increasing and the order has gone down to meet violence 
with violence. ‘The people’ control the road from Tehran to Qom, unrest 
is continuous, organised and everywhere. We are even being warned to 
stock up on food … Bill Brannagan has left as violence in Iran is no longer 
considered newsworthy by the Washington establishment. So much for 
their judgement.

Sunday 14 May 1978, midnight

Letter to my daughter, Kathryn

There is a terrible reign of terror here. I am listening to the BBC midnight 
news—invasions in Angola, Middle East, Rhodesia—but not one word of 
the uprising here. It’s impossible to understand.

It is not clear who is causing the violence nor why. Except clearly it is being 
orchestrated out of the mosques and being financed by the USSR/Iraq/
Libya. But what do they—the people—want? Partition? The north to be 
occupied by the USSR; the south controlled by the religious? A better deal? 
Overthrow the Shah? Who knows?

They say that tomorrow there will be violence, shooting, bloodshed, rioting, 
looting, burning. Will there be? I don’t know. I feel so. But I have to decide 
whether eight to ten people should go to work through the streets or stay at 
home. Should I go down to get our mail into the pouches—Bangkok and 
New York, urgent—or should I stay at home to try and try to gauge what 
is going on.

I came north—driving myself because Bayat’s wife is ill—about 9.30–10.00 
tonight—and there were knots of men and mullahs everywhere, milling 
about. I called in to tell Pari not to go to work. And then about 11.45 
I drove home.

The streets were absolutely deserted. I was terrified and I’m alone in the 
house—Robin is in Pakistan. The terrible thing is that one doesn’t know if 
the terror is justified or not. Perhaps tomorrow will just pass quietly. Perhaps 
hundreds or thousands of people will die. But the big bloody uprising will be 
in 2–3 weeks, they say. Rumours or truth? Who knows? But the uncertainty 
and the fear is awful.
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And today was Mother’s Day. I’ve only just realised. In my cultural 
dislocation I had vaguely thought that it was the first Sunday in May and 
that both you and I had overlooked it. So when your telegram came today 
it was beautiful and warming but I thought it was an afterthought! I’ve only 
just realised that it was timed exactly right, which somehow makes it even 
nicer. Particularly on a bad day like today.

The Centre has terrible financial problems. And staff problems. And 
problems of what to do next i.e. next year. And so on. On bad days, the 
responsibility hangs heavy. Particularly when it could be responsibility 
for lives.

The helicopters and planes are continually flying overhead. The Shah has 
ordered violence to be met with violence. My heart tenses when I hear a car 
pass by or a noise outside. And my stomach. I’ve just fed it a chocolate to 
appease it. Now I long for a Smiths chip. Instead I’ll take [a] multivitamin 
tablet and a science fiction book and be elsewhere.

Monday 15 May 1978, morning

Continuation of the letter to Kathryn

All is quiet near where I live. Taxis are ‘on strike’—a little known concept in 
this country—the bread shops are closed and all other shops in the streets 
are deserted except that at every intersection further south and near our 
office there are huge tanks, the streets are lined with the army or police, 
huge army tanks everywhere.

The whole south of the city is sealed off and just south of the office—
millions of people trapped and we haven’t the faintest idea what is going on. 
Or when or if it will erupt.

They—the people—have threatened to burn any car driving along the road, 
to throw acid in the face of any woman without a chador, to drag women 
from their cars and smash their heads against the road.

Already some young women are in hospital—with acid burns and severe 
head injuries. Almost everybody has stayed, locked inside their houses.
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Monday 15 May 1978, midday

Continuation of the letter to Kathryn

There is a deathly silence throughout the city. Almost no women have turned 
up to work. There’s still nothing but international news on the wireless. 
Not one hint that anything is happening here. No women are walking in 
the streets.

Tuesday 16 May 1978, morning

Continuation of the letter to Kathryn

I am enclosing this morning’s ‘reports’ on yesterday. There is a free press 
here—some six months or less ago the Government withdrew its very strict 
censorship to encourage a more ‘informed and constructive’ criticism. 
So, is it fear, or international censorship or hidden censorship. Where are 
the pictures of the tombs, the hundreds of thousands of military, etc. These, 
we’ve seen.

So the press and the Cabinet tell us there were no burning cars. A week 
ago cars were burnt all over Iran, in over twenty cities. In this case, no one 
knew in advance; just one day, at the same time, in the same way, in every 
corner of the country, cars were burnt, banks (one bank owned by a Ba’hai) 
and government offices set alight, people marched carrying flags bearing a 
hammer and sickle and chanting anti Shah slogans. And people died.

Yesterday was the end product of a campaign of rumours. Everyone knew 
something. It wasn’t a swift and silent attack. So the tactics—and the aim—
was different yesterday. And successful.

And so the orchestration and the manipulation continue; the terror increases. 
And the violence and bloodshed also, for it is going on, unreported, 
each day: mosques full of people machine gunned; police stations full 
of police murdered; cars on the road to Qom, the main religious centre, 
indiscriminately fired up—by whom?

And the summer is coming. The heat has increased dramatically just in the 
last week. A week ago, it was spring and the roses and honeysuckle were just 
beginning to come out. Every now and then, there was a sweet and unusual 
scent of spring in the air. Now, a week later, it is summer. The temp is in the 
high 90s. And so the edginess of an early summer increases the susceptibility 
to rumours, to fear.
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And I get afraid, mostly at night. Alone in this huge house. Effectively alone 
in this terrible city. I listen for noises, imagine shadows, wonder if the nasty 
men in the alleyway behind (Mahnaz’s father, do you remember) would 
whip up unrest directed against our affluence or us as foreigners or us as 
women. My heart stops beating. I walk warily around the house.

I always was susceptible to such fears—too much reading at a vulnerable 
age! Beware!

Saturday 27 May 1978

Letter to mum, dad and family

It was good to talk with you all today—all except of course for Kathryn, 
Wendy, Joanna, Josh, Mick, Mardhi, Miles and … but I felt sustained. For 
the past months all calls in and out of Iran have been recorded. It is just 
better not to say anything. Perhaps also not to write but I don’t know.

I spoke in my letter to Kathryn about the opposition. Let’s speculate for 
a while about the Shah.

Iran’s defence is entirely dependent upon the USA—not so much perhaps 
for hardware but certainly for spare parts. At one stage—two or more years 
ago—Iran seemed to have an independent foreign policy, including an 
intransigent stance on the raising of the price of petroleum. Recently we 
have had the Carter administration saying: ‘Human rights or no bullets, 
spare parts, etc. for your guns.’

So, the Shah announces: ‘OK. Let there be freedom of the press.’ 
An Opposition? ‘There will be two opposing ‘wings’ within the one-party 
system’, and ‘Don’t raise the price of petrol’ (to the OPEC countries). 
As soon as the control was loosened all hell broke loose in this country.

That is, as soon as the Americans said ‘Human rights’, the Russians waltzed 
into town. So, the Shah said to Carter: ‘So what now’ and for the longest 
period, week after week, until after Afghanistan, Carter said nothing.

Until just before the last riots, when I last wrote, Carter said: ‘OK, Control 
it.’ (Human rights be damned, that is). And so the tanks rolled in, the 
helicopters fitted with machine guns droned out and the military oozed out 
everywhere. Savak just kept on working.



ANU Historical Journal II, Number 5

190

So now things are under control. And so much for Carter’s ‘human rights’ 
righteous stand. As in Somalia. As in Angola. As in Rhodesia. Thailand. 
Namibia, Latin America. And so on.

Sunday 28 May 1978

Letter to mum, dad and family

Last night I fell sound asleep on top of this page and didn’t wake for hours. 
Ugh. The writing is atrocious, but I don’t have the time, let alone the elan, 
to start all over again. So I hope you can read it.

The Carter story in various different versions seems to be quite widespread 
in certain fairly well connected/informed circles. Clearly Carter has no 
particular concern for this regime—any stable regime in this country will 
do—but the area is certainly of key strategic importance.

With the growing USSR interventions in this area (as in Africa) and the 
instability of the Arab countries, control over this country becomes critical. 
There is fear that Pakistan will be the next to go, particularly if Bhutto’s life 
is taken and the new Afghan regime is already courting tribal dissidents 
in Pakistan.

Of course, there is also a story around that Iran/the Shah actually engineered 
the Afghan coup to ensure more friendly relations. One’s head swims with 
stories. One’s judgement becomes shaky.

However, things are bad enough here for the proper, English, reticent, 
stickler for procedures, etc. UNDP Resident Representative to call in all 
UN personnel to inform them that there was an up-to-date contingency 
plan for their protection and, if required, their evacuation, which certainly 
indicates the seriousness of the situation.

Meanwhile the city functions as usual in the lull between the fearing. 
The streets are crowded, filthy and contaminated. The air heavily polluted. 
More women clutch their Chadors to their faces. The chanting is more 
frequent. Water and electricity are already scarce though summer has 
just come. The roses are blooming, and the trees are green for summer. 
The people are as unkempt and as unshaven as ever. And drab.
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Sunday 28 May 1978

Letter to Tony A., Health Commission of NSW

There is much fear and tension: the orders are that violence is to be met 
with violence. An order which, it is said, has Carter’s approval. Pursuing 
a ‘human rights’ policy here or elsewhere has proven to be a little more 
complex than idealists conceive.

Buckling under the blackmail of withholding spare parts and small 
armament, the Shah lifted the controls on the press, created two opposing 
wings within the one party, applied pressure on the OPEC countries not 
to increase the price of oil (where is the stance of yesteryear?) and generally 
liberalised many things.

Immediately the USSR poured money and arms into the country, the 
mullahs whipped up the population into a righteous Islamic frenzy and 
the forces of reaction began demonstrating. Women without chadors have 
been beaten senseless, had acid thrown in the face, been terrorised off the 
streets. Ba’hai’s and their property attached.

In a week’s time, 5th June, there will be another uprising, it is said: the 
palace will be stoned, an attempt made to assassinate the Shah.

The U.S. does not care which regime rules here as long as it is under their 
control and will act as a buffer to further Soviet expansionism. The lesson of 
the Horn of Africa hangs heavy around here. The coup in Afghanistan and 
the possibility of similar trouble in Pakistan if Bhutto is killed make people 
either jittery or jubilant, depending on a complexity of factors that cannot 
even by guessed at by outsiders.

Sunday 6 August 1978

Letter to Susan K., United Nations, New York

The politics here I guess you have been following. Some day we will talk at 
length. Just now I don’t have the heart. But the situation with the women 
here is particularly tragic. What an irony of fate that because the British 
forced the previous Shah to abdicate, the lessons of Atatürk failed to 
take hold.
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Compare the situation of women today in Turkey and Iran. Also Soviet 
Central Asia and here. There the women were the revolutionising force, the 
lynchpin of the Socialist revolution. Here the present Shah was attempting 
similar tactics, but it looks as if, once more, the women are losing.

And to a totally despicable mob of religious hypocrites who have built their 
own perverse and immoral sexual satisfaction into the very tenets of Islam. 
They take young girls of 12–14 and give them special rites, ‘ablutions’, 
abjuring them to tell no one or Allah will no longer be with them. They have 
built into Islam that, once a man repudiates his wife, some other man 
(i.e. one of them) must take the wife to his full sexual satisfaction before the 
husband can have her back. The stories are too numerous not to believe; 
the disgust never ending.2

Saturday 19 August 1978

Letter to Rita Ferguson, Department of Home Affairs, Canberra

As you have probably read Iran is in a state of almost effective martial 
law. There are riots almost every day and they seem to be turning against 
foreigners—foreign hotels (e.g. the Shah Abbas in Esfahan) and restaurants 
are being bombed and many people killed or seriously injured. The rioters 
are demanding the death of the Shah and the creation of an Islamic state. 
It is impossible to judge how widespread the dissent is but certainly among 
the more fervent Mosque goers.

This month is the fasting month—Ramadan—so no food or drink (even 
water) nor cigarettes are taken from sunup (about 3:00 am) to sundown 
(8:15 pm). Sunup is determined from the time you can tell a white thread 
from a black thread. Everyone becomes comatose and useless by midday.

Liquor stores, pubs, restaurants are theoretically shut except where solely 
catering for foreigners. But, in fact, the shutters are drawn, newspaper pasted 
across windows, and sheets hung in doorways, and men, that is, the not so 
faithful or the not so continent, use the back doors into the Chaikunes (tea 
houses), sandwich shops, etc. Various liquor stores etc. have been bombed.

2	  This passage, and all such observations in this text, are not intended to be a criticism of all Islam, 
nor of all Shia Islam. It was my observation of practices in that place and time, as told to me by the 
women living in that place and time.
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The Bazaar and other trouble spots particularly mosques are guarded by 
the Army with tanks, trucks, machine guns, etc. It is an unbelievable 
anachronism; a reactionary demand to revert to a strict (particularly on 
women) past. That is, a purely religious state governed by religious fanatics.

It is clearly a naked power struggle by the upper strata of the religious to 
gain ascendancy over the Shah in which the gullible people are being left to 
believe that the religious would of course redistribute income, lower rents, 
build more houses, produce more food, etc.

It is a head on clash between two deeply vested interests/elites. But a struggle 
whose outcome will have disastrous consequences, for women in particular. 
There is no way that men can be stopped from pushing themselves into 
the twentieth century with all its attractions (but no cinemas or foreign 
television with which I in fact heartily agree!) but it is easy to virtuously, 
in the name of Islam, push women back into the 7th century.

The present dynasty has been deeply committed to bringing the whole 
family, women and children as well as men, into the 20th century.

The struggle in essence is about power and wealth. The Shah stripped the 
mosques of much of their accumulated wealth and feudally administered 
lands in the 1963 Land Reforms. The two issues that the rioters yell about 
are women and Land Reform.

The power of the religious has also been circumscribed by a series of laws, 
particularly the Family Law Bill, which make the State Laws ascendant 
over the religious laws. For example, it is now illegal, although Koranically 
possible, for a man to repudiate (divorce) his wife and it is now possible for 
women to retain some custody of their children, seek alimony and so on.

The religious in the past have not been concerned with issues such as 
poverty, disease, homelessness and there is no reason to believe that this 
would change. But they are whipping the rioters into a frenzy with the 
promise of it—and of a new millennium—an Islamic State.

The Russians and the Libyans have been stirring up unrest for some time 
and the regional coalition was definitely a Marxist/Islamic one. But I cannot 
help wondering—having seen the same phenomenon in Pakistan, Malaysia, 
Indonesia, Jordan, etc.—whether now there is Saudi Arabian money (arms?) 
pouring into Iran.



ANU Historical Journal II, Number 5

194

The creation of such religious states is the Saudi’s ‘divine’ mission. There are, 
as you know, two types of Islam—Shia (Iran) and Sunni (Arabs etc.)—and 
the Sunnis despise the Shias. But nevertheless one can imagine the deal—
and the zeal.

This return to rabid, reactionary Islamic nationalism is occurring and being 
encouraged, more or less successfully, in all Islamic countries. A similar 
phenomenon has occurred, particularly with Social Democratic countries, in 
the West—Australia, New Zealand, the Scandinavian countries—although 
there has also been a dramatic increase in the Russian sphere of influence.

Anyway, my work does not wait for revolutions, coups or putschs. Nor does 
it wane. The waxing makes my hands sticky and smudges the pages. You get 
searched for bombs if you go into restaurants. The daytime high summer 
heat is still here. The crackle of electricity and machine guns. I was looking 
at an arm stacked with gold bracelets in a restaurant last night and wondered 
what would happen to them if the arm was blown off.

I react to Australian horror in a different way. It is a different kind of terror, 
that’s all.

Sunday 3 September 1978

Letter to Irene Greenwood, Perth

All of a sudden, the exhaustion and depression coincide with a deep despair 
over all that is happening here. I am perennially tired and aching, drowned 
in the worry of, as well as the actuality of, too much work.

I do not have the energy to talk at length just now about what is happening 
here, but your analysis is fairly accurate. My concern is increased, along with 
a sense of frustration, because I have just started reading an account of the 
soviet policies in Soviet Central Asia during the twenties and thirties when 
they used women as the instrument of revolution.3 

They realised that, when there was a cohesive community with little dissent 
and few elites, the only way in which the social fabric and infrastructure 
could be changed, revolutionised, was by destroying its basic element—the 
family. Hence the women became the surrogate proletariat—the title of 
the book.

3	  William Mandel, The Surrogate Proletariat: Moslem Women and Revolutionary Strategies in Soviet 
Central Asia, 1919–1929 (Princeton University Press, 1974).
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There was the same religious conservatism—to put it mildly. Really, at 
least here, it is a vested power elite, a totally reactionary, pseudo-nationalist 
religious crusade to turn the country back a century. Or more. And again, 
it is the women who are being socially engineered or manipulated. But this 
time against their greater good.

And for the so-called greater good of one of the most immoral and despicable 
group[s] of hypocrites I have ever come across. Immoral in the eighteenth-
century sense—corrupters of young girls, lusting, devious, twisted, sexually 
satiated. Upholders of a religion which has built into it the sexual satisfaction 
of its own preachers as an accepted albeit slightly disguised tenet. I mean of 
course the mullahs.

There are no confines deemed safe for foreigners. Our office is very close 
to the areas of the riots and murders; we are a project for women; most 
of our staff are women; the building we are in is near the Savak and Army 
headquarters and it is owned by Princess Ashraf. We could so easily be cut 
off from the North of town which is relatively safer and there is nowhere 
we could go. It is a heavy responsibility for me. And the other demands do 
not ease.

I doubt that the 1980 conference will be held here. Nor will the International 
Institute eventuate. Though there is more likelihood of the latter, but it is 
still slim. As you have probably heard, there is no longer a Minister for 
Women and the Women’s organisation buildings are being stoned and set 
alight. Tomorrow is the end of Ramadan. The day after the IAW conference 
starts. I shall try to contact Mrs Goble 

… Must go and organise my tomorrow. I have asked all staff to work at 
home as I am worried about possible incidents. I promise you that I will 
take care. In some ways it is the work that is killing my spirit, and the life, 
rather than the possibility of bodily harm.

Friday 8 September 1978

Letter to family at home

I shouldn’t be writing just now but I can’t force myself to complete the last 
section of the rewrite of my Islam paper and so I thought I’d rather write to 
you than sit and stare at it.
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I guess you’ve heard the news—martial law, curfew, massacres, riots, death, 
burnings and so on. But I am still terribly shaken from a rather nasty 
incident I had to cope with this evening. Also the shops are shut and we 
are out of milk (plus much else) otherwise I’d take myself off to bed with a 
cup of tea and many tablets of as many different assortments as I could find. 
And try to forget about it.

I was put on trial in a ‘Kangaroo Court’ in the ally at the back of the house 
this evening. Viciously attacked by the fanatic Muslims that live there: the 
men attacked, the children were frightened, and the women watched.

Thank God I had a chador to put on when the men demanded that I do it. 
Why was I, a foreigner and a woman, in Iran? Why didn’t I wear a chador? 
Why did I dress so indecently? (haha!) Why didn’t I follow God’s precepts 
and go to the mosque and pray 5 times a day? Especially why not because 
I was living in an Islamic country?

Then a terrible anti-Shah pro-religious fanatic diatribe, then back to the 
chador, then what work was I doing here (I lied), and why, and then Iran 
didn’t want or need any foreigners so why didn’t I leave, and so on, in Farsi, 
for about an hour.

It also included the accusation of dancing—we had a party last night (good 
timing: martial law was imposed at 6:00 am this morning. By then most 
of our guests were home!)—and drinking and playing loud music (Robin 
Archer’s Menstruation Blues!).

The mood was ugly. I was in a terrible position. Because if it looked as if 
I understood, it could be taken that I agreed but on the other hand I had 
to try to understand so as to understand what was going on. Then I had to 
argue back that my God didn’t demand that I wore the chador though he 
did demand that I pray but differently from the Muslims.

Then after a seeming eternity and still all in Farsi, I had to turn it into a 
joke and act it out, trying to say that I found it difficult to wear the chador 
anyway because it slipped off and maybe I would and maybe I wouldn’t but 
God, my God, would decide. (I forgot to mention their terrible diatribe 
against foreign women wearing sundresses.)
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By the time I got back inside I was shaking like a leaf. When Robin came 
home and heard she had the embassy ring the police and so tonight we have 
two policemen hidden across the road with orders to shoot to kill anything 
moving towards our house, and other police chiefs are on patrol.

Sunday morning, Robin goes on holidays for two weeks. And on Sunday, 
they say, there will be more riots because the Shah is leaving the country on 
a visit. On Thursday, I have a lunch with Princess Ashraf and Helvi Sipila 
at the Palace, before I try to leave for Bangkok. Ashraf returned today but 
nobody knows it. She is the focus of a great deal of hatred stirred up by the 
Mullahs. I think I mentioned (?) that there is also no longer a Minister of 
Women’s Affairs.

My God. People have criticised me for being too careful (‘Never wear a 
sundress. Really?’) and exaggerating (‘you weren’t really stoned, surely’) but 
my observations and analyses have been fairly accurate on the whole. Who 
knows what will happen next. And that includes at the Centre.

I must be wise and go to bed. Tea or no tea. I’ve really been shaken. I’ll finish 
tomorrow.

Saturday 9 September 1978, morning

Letter to family at home

I’m still a bit (ha!) shaken and surprisingly close to tears but I guess that will 
disappear as I get into this appalling work.

Another workday. The army is everywhere. Whole convoys passing down 
the street outside. Tanks etc. bayonets and submachine guns. Pari was 
attacked on the streets yesterday, physically, after the man had tried to run 
over her and her sister. Phew. Sitting here in the office we can hear the sound 
of firing. The death toll plus wounded must by now be enormous.

The demand is for an Islamic State—the stripping of women’s right to 
work, to participate, to abortion, to her children, to support, etc. A return 
to repudiation, polygamy, short term marriages (sireh), segregation and 
seclusion. Foreign women are ‘haram’—filth and forbidden. Iranian women 
must conform.

But the violence against women at present is localised and random since 
the main focus is the burning, rioting, gunning, blood and slaughter. And 
that is indiscriminate: men, women and children with or without a chador.
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Saturday 9 September 1978, mid-afternoon

Continuation of the letter to family

Now the streets outside are eerily deserted, because the tanks are blocking 
them, I’ve just been told, except for the sirens of fire engines. Above is the 
sound of military planes and helicopters.

I want to get this posted today so I’ll close. I wish I’d heard from you or 
Kathryn.’

Saturday 9 September 1978

Letter to Ann D., New York

Here we had flowers two days ago. Submachine guns—at Maide-e-Sepah—
today. Tomorrow worse is feared.

There is no more ministry for women. Sazeman-e Zanan buildings are 
being stoned. Princess Ashraf has been threatened with a Kangaroo court 
trial (at best). And generally nothing will keep the men from plunging into 
this Century, but they and their religious hypocrites will trample down 
the women.

Tuesday 12 September 1978

Letter to Mustafa J., ECWA, Beirut

Not only have I been travelling but I returned to a delicate and worrisome 
situation and have been concerned with the safety of my (female) staff and 
the future of our (women’s) project. So I write from one delicate situation 
to another.

… Did that bomb explode in a building in your area? I thought I recalled 
you saying that the headquarters were near you. What is the future there? 
Here?

Tuesday 21 November 1978

Letter to Jeremy P., Commonwealth Secretariat, London

One or two telegrams have breached the postal strikes, tear gas and flames 
which ring the Centre at present, and I have been tempted to write to you.
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… Also greetings to A. whom I had arranged to be invited to an international 
meeting of women here but things have changed somewhat recently.4

Wednesday 17 January 1979

Letter from Marie S., US Embassy, Iran

Here in Tehran all is quiet tonight. Yesterday, the Shah’s departure was 
greeted with JUBILATION. I got caught in the mobs in the afternoon, 
coming back into town from Chemisan. All the cars had their headlights on.

By the time we got to Roosevelt Avenue we met the cars with people leaning 
out giving the V sign, waving white flags. The street was full of young 
people—all very excited and happy (a number of young girls, also, in the 
usual tight jeans. Wonder how they’ll do with Khomeini).

They were making sure everyone had heard the news. And all of us answered 
with the headlights and the horn tooting. The noise and the traffic jams in 
front of the US Embassy went on for at least 4 hours. Strange to be caught 
up in something like that, and feel so out of it.

Iran will see many changes. They could be for the good. I certainly hope 
they’re not as bad as so many of us fear.

4	  On 1 December, a roneoed sheet, in English as well as Farsi, began circulating around, addressed:
In the name of Allah
To the foreigners whose governments support somehow or another the regime of the shah.
No doubt you are aware of the present liberating movement of Iran’s nation. Our goal is to get 
rid of the internal autocratic monarchy and external exploitation. We want to build an Islamic 
Republic in Iran, so as to be able to think freely and gain freedom and live on the basis of 
justice and then base our relations with other nations according to mutual respect and fairness. 
Knowingly or unknowingly, you are acting for the benefits of our nation’s enemy, somehow or 
other … your presence in Iran is considered as an obstacle for our Revolution. 
We give you and your family one month period to leave this country.
Then after we will take all the remaining foreigners as our enemies and fight them off 
categorically. … We have asked all our people to prepare a list of addresses of foreigners … 
of their district and working place [and] prepare themselves for struggle.
Signed: University Pand for Islamic Republic in Iran.

It was a time of controlled panic in the communities of foreigners. There was a strict curfew. Each 
morning, the rioters would spill out of the bazaar, the university and elsewhere and heap in a pile and 
burn anything that they could pull from banks, offices and other buildings. Most foreigners had decided 
to leave but the number of airlines flying into Iran was decreasing daily. It was easy to buy a ticket but 
almost impossible to get on a plane with it. Then one had to leave the airport early evening in time to 
reach home before the curfew. It was increasing difficult to get enough petrol for the daily trip to the 
airport.
I finally managed to catch a Lufthansa flight out of Tehran towards Europe in early January, just before 
Khomeini’s return. I left a burning, turbulent Tehran behind me. I could hardly breathe until the plane 
was out of Iranian airspace.
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1 February 1979

Letter to Ruth L., Suva

I apologise for the brevity of the note I sent with Peggy. I think that I am 
sick (gastroenteritis, nightmares, etc.) but also culturally dislocated. The 
latter Anne can attest to, even when I was in Iran. I seem unable to talk 
to, to communicate with people and certainly unable to relate to anything 
outside of myself.

And Canberra is such a barren desert after the riches, yes, terror and fear 
etc. but the unending learning etc. of Iran and the whole region.   have been 
meaning to write to you, Anne, Pari, etc. but I seem paralysed. I seem to 
have snapped a bit last night so perhaps I will pull out soon.

6 February 1979

Letter to Mary Thom, Ms Magazine, New York

I leave the editing to you but with some strong reservations which I will 
put bluntly: 

1.	 I do not believe that the Shah was totally wicked. Indeed, I believe that 
he was at the same time both a benevolent dictator (of the likes, e.g. of 
Sihanouk) and a despot. Hence, I will not put my name to any of the 
bigotry fashionable in the West over the last decade. Except: there was 
without doubt torture and imprisonment. However, as I experienced it, 
it was the psychological terror and oppression which most debilitated 
both individuals and the country.

2.	 I have no grounds for believing the Opposition, i.e. the religious, 
would be less despotic. On the contrary, I think they have even less 
regard for human life and the appalling lives of the mass of the people. 
Furthermore, I see them as having institutionalised sexual perversion 
and the degradation of women as unlicensed manipulators for their own 
ends: the satisfaction of power and wealth.

I managed to get out only in mid-January. Life there was never easy, but 
the last months were filled with terror and fear. The Centre continued its 
work—it is now relocated to Bangkok—but with shooting all around, riots, 
bomb threats, death threats, little or no petrol, or electricity, or food, or 
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Living inside a revolution

heating, or oil. No money, no communication with the outside world. The 
strain was immense. You were never quite sure you would still be alive at the 
end of the day, or night.

… I am alive and very much the richer for having lived and survived those 
years. Not as a person but in terms of what I have seen and learnt.

16 February 1979

Draft manuscript originally for publication in Ms Magazine, New York

On New Year’s Eve, 1977, when President Carter and Rosalyn were in Iran 
on a brief visit, the Shah proposed a toast to the President at a formal dinner 
televised nationwide in Iran. President Carter replied with a toast to both 
the Shah and to Princess Farah, known in Iran as the Shahbanu; or ‘woman 
of the Shah’.

This kind of honour to a wife was without precedent in an Islamic country. 
There was an immediate outcry from the Shah’s opponents, an opposition 
that crystallised last September during a demonstration at the Shayyad 
Monument, when a large placard picturing the naked Shahbanu in bed 
with Jimmy Carter was waved throughout the crowd. The image bore 
testimony to the religious legacy of Islam; if a man violates tradition by 
acknowledging a woman in her own right, then he must surely be having a 
sexual relationship with her.

In the complex myriad of forces that led to the change of power in Iran, none 
is more important than the struggle between two powerful and entrenched 
elites, the Shah’s secular dynasty, and the Islamic religious absolutionists. 
Rapid modernisation and its conflict with religious traditions and customs 
have created massive discontent.

The Shah’s power has been broken, his regime and all that it stood for—
industrialisation, social reform, political repression and a pro-western 
outlook—now belongs to the past. The real question is the kind of regime 
that succeeds him—when the façade of unity based on a common hatred for 
the Shah among the religious, the students, the oil workers, the terrorists, 
the Marxists and the liberal democrats finally cracks apart.

The outcome of this struggle is maybe even more critical for the women of 
Iran than for the men. Even the few feminist winds of change that have been 
gently sweeping this arid country, tolerated or superficially supported by the 
Shah as part of a ‘Western’ image, will be stifled.
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31 July 1980

Excerpts from an interview with Elizabeth Reid by Anders Jerichow, 
printed in the Danish newspaper Berlingske Tidende

The takeover of power by Khomeini in Teheran has been an enormous blow 
against the Iranian women. As soon as he came to power the age of marriage 
was lowered and family laws were removed. It was reintroduced that a man 
can get a divorce without the woman being asked beforehand. And women 
in the public sector were forced to wear the veil.

Already while I was in Tehran, Iranian women started to wear the veil 
(chador), women who earlier on would have sworn that they would never 
wear it again.

We carried out an investigation into the reason why the chador had returned 
and very strangely everywhere we got the same answer. Every (woman 
interviewed) said that they had a dream or some kind of revelation which 
had urged them to wear the veil.

… For the men the revolution was a much more active fight than it was for 
the women, but I will still maintain that the Iranian women are enormously 
strong. Islam makes the women stronger personalities than Christianity. The 
Muslim women are taught individual strength, not all the nonsense about 
love which the West goes on about. And Iranian women protest against 
interferences with their rights.

When thousands of women demonstrated against the chador on March 8, 
it was an act of immense courage. None of them could have confidently 
expected to return home alive, but the march continued for several days, for 
even though the Iranian women have been put years back in development 
they will not allow themselves to be left out of the revolution. The last words 
from the Iranian women have not been said in this matter.
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