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xx INTRODUCTION: A PERSONAL ODYSSEY 

But Iran is also home to mainstream Sunni Muslims as well as other 
smaller Muslim sects. And there are enough Iranian Christians, Jews and 
Zoroastrians to have their own special seats in Parliament. Most big Ira
nian cities have at least one church, synagogue and fire temple. The one 
faith shunned politically and persecuted exclusively on religious grounds 
is that of the three million Baha'is, whose break from Shi'ite Islam in the 
nineteenth century is still viewed as heresy. 

Iran is diverse politically too. Again despite stereotypes that haven't 
changed much since 1979, Iran has actually evolved a great deal since the 
shah departed. In some ways it is unrecognizable from the early days, and 
not only because the revolution's rigid rules relaxed enough to allow nail 
polish to be sold at every salon, perfumerie and department store, often in 
outrageous shades. 

So much has changed that, as Iran celebrated its twentieth anniver
sary in r 999, I decided another book was needed to put an extraordinary 
event into the broader perspective of modem history. But this book is 
quite different from my earlier book on the Iranian revolution's first 
decade. The first one was a chronological account of key events and 
major players. The voice and analysis in that volume were my own. 

This book is a human journey inside twenty years of Iran's revolu
tion. It's about the people and places that make up Iran and it unfolds 
through the pressing issues in Iranian life, from love and family to free
dom of expression, from religious reform to women's rights, from culture 
to economics. 

This time, Iranians speak for themselves about their ideas, experi
ences, dreams and frustrations. The issues and individual stories chronicle 
how the world's only modem theocracy gradually adapted-and how the 
revolutions within the revolution helped Iran become more modem and 
less theocratic. Together, they also offer a prognosis about the Islamic 
republic's future. 

Needless to say, a lot still hasn't changed. Many of the unusual 
rules-unusual in Western eyes, anyway-still apply. 

As the Lonely Planet guide advises a new generation of foreign 
tourists daring to visit Iran, "When making a personal compliment about 
someone-such as when telling a mother how handsome her child is-
always say mashallah. or "God has willed it,." for fear of invoking divine 
retribution. The idea is that all beauty and goodness are gifts of God
and can be taken away by Him at any time."• 

Understanding Iran isn't as easy as it once was-or at least as out-
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siders thought it was. But given Iran's history, resources and location, 
the country is no less important today than it was during the monarchy. 
The system has changed, but Iranians haven't. This book is written in the 
hope that sharing a personal odyssey through twenty years of Iran's his
toric revolution will help outsiders see what is there, not just what they 
want to see. 



216 THE LAST GREAT REVOLUTION 

Chahsadi told me. "We use gas and electricity in our homes, so there's no 
reason we shouldn't use it in our temples too." .· 

To understand what role Zoroastrians played in Iran's Islamic politi- . · 
cal culture, I went to see Parviz Ravani. In 1999, Ravani was serving hi& 
second-and he said final-term as the Zoroastrian member of Par · 
ment. I called on him in an office starkly bare except for a desk and th«t 
omnipresent photographs of Ayatollahs Khomeini and K.hamenei. 

Ravani was surprisingly candid. "The minorities have only five parlia . 
mentary seats to the two hundred sixty-five the Muslims have, so we 
really do anything in terms of significant legislation. And believe ~ 
there are things we'd like to change," he said. · 

At the top of the list were laws that discriminated against minoriti · 
by encouraging conversion to Islam. 

"For example, if my child becomes a Muslim, then all my pro 
will go to that child upon my death. None of my other children wh 
didn't convert will stand to get anything. That extends even to my neph 
If he becomes a Muslim, then all my property would go to him, not m 
own children," Ravani added. 

"That's a problem not just for Zoroastrians but also for Christi 
and Jews and any other religion too." 

Like the female members of Parliament-who actually outnum 
them-the five minority politicians tended to sit together during legis 
tive sessions, Ravani said. But they acted individually out of concern 
Muslim politicians might suspect any joint strategy was a plot ag 
them. 

"We're free to say what we want in Parliament. No one says, ' 
are you doing?' or 'You can't say that.' Most of the time we each 
about our people's problems. I talk six or seven times a year, which prob 
bly makes me the most active of the five minority members," he said. 

Overall, he added, Zoroastrians and the other minorities could be· 
worse off-even much worse off-considering the neighborhood. 

"Minorities live better in Iran than in other countries in this regio~ 
We do our religious things freely," he added, noting that he made wine at · 
home, as did many of his friends. "We're much more comfortable and 
much safer than Muslims in India or Christians in Saudi Arabia," he sai 

Zoroastrians, Jews, Assyrian Christians and Armenians: Cili. "" 
minority with two seats) are also more fortunate than other lnino · 
Iran, including Sikhs, Catholics and especially the Baha'is, who don't 
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special political representation. Their electoral choices are limited to 
Muslim candidates.22 

Like members of the other recognized minorities, many Zoroastrians 
told me that they fared better after the election of President K.hatami, 
who was born and brought up in Yazd. His father, a powerful cleric, had 
worked closely with the local Zoroastrians. 

"Khatami has lived among us and knows us well," Ravani said. "He 
knows we want coexistence." 

Yet after almost three thousand years, the Zoroastrians were also 
leaving Iran. 

Ravani's wife and two children lived in Toronto, where she was study
ing pediatrics in a Canadian university. And the brother of Rostam Chah
sadi, the Zoroastrian high priest in Iran and technically in the world, was 
also a prominent priest-in Los Angeles. Neither case was unusual. As 
the twentieth century ended, California could claim more Zoroastrians 
than Iran. 

SHIRAZ 

Its inhabitants are, amongst all Persians, the most subtle, the most inge
nious, the most vivacious, even as their speech is to this day the purest 
and most melodious. 

-EDWARD Browne, 
A Year Amongst the Persians, I 893 

Iran was born around Shiraz. More than 3,500 years ago waves of 
Aryans, a nomadic Indo-European people who much later would inspire 
the country's modern name, moved from chilly northern climes to the 
grand oasis near the Mountain of Mercy. Ever since then, the area 
around Shiraz has inspired the country's deepest passions-about the 
raptures of the soul and the mysteries of the spirit, about lyrical poetry 
and about the roses that abound almost year-round in its vast gardens 
and along its boulevards. 

In the medieval world, Shiraz was one of Asia's most important and 
innovative cities. It was known for learning and art, painting and litera
ture. Inspired by his hometown, an architect from Shiraz later provided 
the design for the Taj Mahal in India. By the eighteenth century, Shiraz 
was Iran's national capital. 

By the revolution's twentieth anniversary, however, Shiraz was, alas, 
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