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Mary Winsor Introduces
Madame Dolatabadi

It was at Paris. We were lobbying the International Woman's

Suffrage Alllance--or at least, trying to lobby it. Through the
gloomy, cavernous halls of the Sorbonne darted hither and
thither women from all parts of the earth, many wearing their
beautiful native costumes. We listened to the babel of tongues,
trying to pick out the delegates from among the small Iry. My
attention was caught by a figure advancing toward us, carrying
with her a distinct atmosphere. She held her head erect, with a
proud and defiant carriage; her large dark eyes and her strong,
intellectual features were of the Persian type. She stood oul

among the crowd of women as the "parsees” of Bombay stand out
among their Indian fellow citizens, even after hundreds of years
residence on a foreign soil still preserving their racial
characteristics and that strong individuality that enables Lhem to
dominate the business and social life of their city. This woman, 1
said to myself, is somebody. It will be worth while to talk to her.
And so we made the acquaintance of Madame Sedighe
Dolatabadi. She invited me to visil her, both at the College de

Bouffemont, situated in a heavenly old park near Paris, and at
the College Feminin in the city, where she is living and studying,
as well as at the Sorbonne. For the Persian government wants
Madame Dolatabadi Lo be the inspector of girls' schools in
Teheran, and is paying her expenses while she completes her
educatlon in France. This distinction did not fall into her lap
unsought; she earned it by years of struggle and courageous
championship of women and women's rights. For Madame
Dolatabadi in spite of her youth is one of the pioneer Feminists
of her couniry.

We arranged for her to meet some of the members of the
National Woman's Party. Anita Pollitzer, Mrs. Dexter Otey and
Editha Phelps listened to the story of a girl's struggle for freedom
and equality of opportunity in such a distant land--so different
from our western world, and yet so familiar, for is not woman's
battle for emancipation the same the world over? Our Persian
heroine's expcricnces with her relatives, with the representatives
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of religion, savoured much of similar experiences at home. She

told the tale with great good humor, and we laughed with her,
seeing how much allke are men, in hot or cold climates,

And the outcome of it all is that we now have a Persian
representative on our International Advisory Council, who will

organjze a Persian committee for us and keep us in touch with
the progress of women in that disiant land.

The Blossoming of a Persian Feminist

She was born in an aristocratle family of Teheran. Her

father was Hadji Mirza Hadi Dolatabadi--"Hadji." one who has
made the pilgrimage to Mecca, and "Mirza"” a title. He was a priest
of high rank, holding the position second only to the Grand
Priest of Teheran. There were five brothers: she was the
voungest member and the only girl. Al six years of age her father
said to her: "Thou knowest I do not love girls, for I do not think
Lthat they can study and acquire knowledge as men do. But the
mother was enchanted that thou wert a girl and adores thee. For
this reason I will bring up my daughter as | bring up my sons
and will provide an education by one of the most eminent
professors in Persia for all of you together. It thou studiest well, I
will cherish thee as a son, but if not, I shall write in my journal
that I do not love girls.” "That was all.” said Madame Dolatabadi,
"'that my father ever said to me on this subject, but it was
enough.” The teacher instructed them in the Persian and Arabic
languages. the Koran, mathematics, history of Persia, general
history, geography of the Orlent and general geography. When
she was twelve her father examined her and was so well pleased
that he made the professor a present of a Koran, worth two
hundred dollars. Her lessons were then to stop, for at twelve
years it Is customery for girls to take the vell. Her [ather,
however, not being a fanatic, but a broadminded, progressive
and tolerant man, permitted her to finish the study of Arabic with
her eldest brother. Arabic is the language of the Koran, and this
knowledge was destined to be of the greatest value to her in her

struggle with the priesthood.
She had never been taught any manual occupation, and at
fourteen her mother Insisted that she should learn such feminine
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work as sewing, both machine and hand, lace-making and

embroidery, housekeeping and cocking, and she had charge of
the family in all its ramifications, including the households of
her married brothers.

When she was sixteen her father wished her to marry a

physician of aristocratic family, good, intelligent and cultivated,
but forty years old and utlerly uncongenial. Madame Dolatabadi
resisted as long as she could, but at seventeen the marriage took
place. Some years afterwards her mother died. and as her

father's state of health made it necessary that someone should
sleep in his room to look after him, and trained nurses nol
abounding in Persia, he married a young girl by whom he had
two children. Madame Dolalabadi continued to act as his
secretary until his death two years later, when his widow married
again and Madame Dolatabadi adopled the children whom she
dearly loved.

[n 1914, when she was twenty-two years of age, she went to
[spahan, the ancient capital of Persia; a place much less
Europeanized than Teheran and infinitely more beautiful.

One of her reasons for this move was the desire to be near
her eldest brother, who had succeeded io her father's position as
head of the [amily and was the high priest and the director of the
priests’ committee there.

Her husband was much displeased with her, because she
had no children, had adopted her father's children. and had
taken up Feminist interests and activities. He urged her to retum

to Teheran, but she knew that the women of Ispahan were very
backward and longed to remain there and help them. He took
another wife, though Madame Dolatabadi had warned him that
such a step would cause her to separate from him. Finally he left

her in anger without saying good-bye, and she never saw him
again. He was not malicious or bad, but utterly uncongenial. The
laws of Persia permit the husband to divorce his wife, with or
without her consent, but the wife is obliged to get her husband's

permission, and in order to secure this it is sometimes necessary
for her to leave all, or a part of her dower in the man's hands. As
Persian women are without training or opportunity to eamn their
living, this sacrifice of the dower is a grave matter.

Before leaving Teheran, Madame Dolatabadi had managed

to obtain a certificate enabling her to set up a private school for
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girls and a license to establish a Feminist newspaper: both of

which were unheard of in Persia. Her school was the "mother of
all the schools,” as she proudly told us. (Public schools for girls
were a different matter and I shall have something to Llell of them
in another chapter on Persia.) She chose a directrice, a lady
named Badr Dodja, who had been trained in the American
Mission School. It was gratifying to us as Americans te hear that
Madame Dolatabadi highly esteemed the American Mission
School and spoke most cordially of its work. This enterprise met

with strong opposition from the priests, but after a year of
conflict she was able to establish it firmly.

Much more serious difficulties arose over the Feminist
newspaper which Madame Dolatabadi insisted on conducting in
her own name, and which was called "The Voice of the Women."”

For five weeks she printed it and then appeared an article in
which she put this question to the priests: "Why are the peasant
women allowed to go about unveiled, and why do they enjoy
entire liberty?" The next day she received a telephone message
from her elder brother, that she was to come to him at once, a
propos of her newspaper. Madame Dolatabadi sald with a
chuckle, that this summons arrived just at the moment when she
was in her bath, and we too laughed to see that the telephone
even in faraway Persia has the same tactless habits that it
displays in this hasty and informal land.

It was at midday that she reached her brother's home and
found him at dinner in the cellar, as thal was the coolest and
most comfortable place in the house. The priests always eat
alone, without their family. Her brother invited her to dine with
him which was a great compliment. She declined politely and her
brother then informed her that she must give up the paper. On
inquiring why, she was told that it was not for her to ask the
reason but to obey. A servant who was waiting on her brother
with basin, soap and water to wash his hands, then interrupted
to ask some question as to his duties and was answered. She

then said, "Pardon me, my Father (her brother as the head of the
family in her father's place would be addressed as "father”). You
permit this servant to ask a question, why not me?" The servant
being a man was of course a privileged character, but her
brother very amiably answered, "Well, 1 will tell you the reason. |

am the director of the Priests Committee; we have had a sitting of
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the committee today on the question of you and your newspaper.

We discussed the article on the veiled women and decided that
the paper must stop because it is a Feminist paper and printed
openly in the name of a woman. If this is not agreed to at once.
we will go to the newspaper office and break up everything
there.” She replied. "I have never written anything against our
religion, 1 have only asked a question.” To this her brother
answered, "1 know that you are right, and I am glad that you are
publishing things about women. But the priests don't
understand that, and you must yield, for you are compromising
my position as head of the Priests' Committee.” Madame
Dolatabadi then wrote out a statement, saying thal she and her
brother had nothing to do with each other, that she was entirely
separate from him and would never see him. This was to be
shown to the priests and from then on she agreed never to see
her brother, so that he might be freed from any responsibility for
her and her actions. So for two years she led a lonely life, one
brother dead, two brothers gone away, and now thus aliented
from her eldest brother.

By cutting herself off from him she had hoped to gain the
right to work in peace. But the priests were not done with her
yel. A few days afterwards as she was busy in the printing
house, her women came to her in great alarm, crying out that the
building was surrounded by men. She looked out and saw two
hundred Mohammedans. she could see their turbans: they were
evidently waiting to fall upon her as she came out. Her women
said that she would be killed, that they must spend the night in
the building. But the office was not a convenient place to spend
the night and Madame Dolatabadi calmly told her women to veil
themselves and she did the same, and they all walked out., The
Koran forbids a man to lay his hand on a veiled woman, and so
they passed through this crowd of angry men in perfect safety.

In the next issue of her paper she published a defiant
article, "Long Live the Freedom of the Press.” "O Ispahan!” she
cried, “What a shame thou art so beautiful a city! the air here is

so pure, everything is beautiful to see and to eat! Thou art the
ancient capital of Persia--men, very intelligent, such as my father
and my great grandfather, Mola Ali Nourri, made thee famous.
But now fanaticism triumphs everywhere, narrow-minded and

Intolerant creatures swarm like microbes in the milk, they poison
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everything. Liberty is dead!”

After the publication of this article for two years the paper
came out, unmolested--2500 copies each Saturday. The young
men read it even more than the women. Ilts circulation spread
into Afghanistan, England, even the United States, through the

American Mission School.
{Another article on Persia will follow.)
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