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Abstract 

 

Culture Shock, Trauma, Exile, and Nostalgia in Iranian-American 

Literature 

 

Carmen Amrina Reza, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Mohammed Reza Ghanoonparvar 

 

This thesis is concerned with the concepts of exile, trauma, and nostalgia and how 

they all come together to create a sense of culture shock that the subjects of my thesis 

encountered.  Azar Nafisi, Nahid Rachlin, Tara Bahrampour, and Azadeh Moaveni, are 

all Iranian-American authors, and despite their different life experiences and ages, they 

all encountered culture shock as it related to male-female relations, Iranian gender norms 

and issues of sex and sexuality and treatments and views of the female body as it relates 

to reproduction.   
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

When I first undertook this thesis, I did not know what I 

would expect from my research, but my findings have been quite 

interesting.  I chose my topic of culture shock in Iranian American 

literature because I was fascinated with this phenomenon, 

especially as it pertains to Iranian Americans.  I have read memoirs 

by other ethnic groups, but their concern was not focused on the 

culture shock that they experienced in the United States, but with 

the Iranian American authors, this was not the case.  I found that 

they were quite concerned with culture shock not only in America, 

but also the shock that they experienced while in Iran.   

According to Paul Pedersen, culture shock is “…an 

internalized construct or perspective developed in reaction or 

response to the new or unfamiliar situation.”1  I believe this to be a 

                                                 
1 Paul Pedersen, The Five States of Culture Shock:  Critical Incidents around the World (Westport:  

Greenwood Publishing Group, 1995), vii. 
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very relevant definition of the term because “culture shock” is a 

very personal thing and is different for every person for different 

reasons and based upon different experiences.  But once an 

individual migrates from their country, whether it is by choice, 

such as through immigration, or being forced, as in exile, 

acculturation takes place.   

Tohidi states that “all immigrants experience acculturation, a 

process involving changes in values, beliefs, attitudes, and 

behaviors.”2  She continues, in Iranangeles, that some people may 

constantly feel alienation in the new society, while those who 

assimilate into the host culture will be less likely to feel alienation, 

and thus, their culture shock may tend to decrease.  During the 

process of acculturation, as stated by Nayereh Tohidi, people will 

acquire a new identity when elements of the host and home 

cultures are integrated.  When people do not integrate elements 

                                                 
2 Nayereh Tohidi, Iranangeles, Iranians in Los Angeles, ed.  Ron Kelly and Jonathan Friedlander 

(Berkeley, University of California Press, 1993), 176. 
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from both the host and the home cultures, alienation can occur, and 

thus, further culture shock can occur.3   

In an article entitled “First generation Iranian immigrants and 

the question of cultural identity:  the case of Iowa,” the researcher 

states that the social problems that Iranians face tend to be 

“adjustment to American society” and “social isolation and 

loneliness.”  He further states that these problems can be caused by 

failure to assimilate into the new host culture.  But what is very 

interesting about his findings is the fact that men tend to suffer 

more from these problems than women.  For example, 68% of men 

and 60% of women reported having problems adjusting to 

American society while 52% of men and 46.7% of women 

reported having feelings of social isolation.4  As a survey by 

Tohidi shows, “…changes in traditional conceptions of 

womanhood, manhood, and marriage-from an autocratic male-

                                                 
3 Ibid. 
4 Mohammad A.  Chaichian, “First generation Iranian immigrants and the question of cultural identity:  

The case of Iowa,” International Migration Review 31, no. 4 (1997). 
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dominated model to a more egalitarian one-are taking place faster 

among Iranian women than among Iranian men.”5  This process of 

acculturation, as one can see, influences the amount of culture 

shock that a person experiences when coming to a new host 

country. 

While doing my research, I also found that many authors 

discussed the concepts of exile, refugee status, and identity, which 

is also related to the concept of “culture shock.”  In Iranian 

Refugees and Exiles Since Khomeini, there are three ways to define 

a refugee: legally (as stated by national or international law), 

politically (meeting political exigencies), and sociologically 

(reflects an empirical reality).  The UN Protocol defines a refugee 

as “a person who owing to well-founded fear of being persecuted 

for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a 

                                                 
5Nayereh Tohidi, Iranangeles, Iranians in Los Angeles, ed.  Ron Kelly and Jonathan Friedlander (Berkeley, 

University of California Press, 1993), 178.  
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particular social group or political opinion.”6  As is the case with 

many Iranians who came to the United States and Europe prior to 

or after the Islamic Revolution, many of them can be defined as 

being refugees.  The method of emigrating abroad can also play a 

role in the degree of culture shock that a person experiences.   

Exile is defined as “…a living that embraces both the spaces 

of „here,‟ present, host county, and „there,‟ past, home…For exiles, 

return to their homeland stays a strong part of their life.”7  

Furthermore, Salman Rushdie compounds on this idea by stating 

that “„Exile is a dream of glorious return‟ that must remain 

unrealized.  What turns an émigré, expatriate, refugee, immigrant, 

or a person in diaspora into an exile is this double relationship to 

location:  physically located in one place while dreaming of an 

unrealizable return to another.”8 

                                                 
6 Mehdi Bozorgmehr and Georges Sabagh, Iranian Refugees and Exiles since Khomeini, ed. Asghar Fathi 

(Costa Mesa, Mazda Publishers, 1991), 123. 
7 Halleh Ghorashi, Ways to Survive, Battles to Win:  Iranian Women Exiles in the Netherlands and the 

United States (New York, Nova Science Publishers, Inc., 2003), 130. 
8 Ibid. 
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The Iranian diaspora comprises refugees, exiles, and 

immigrants, and based upon these designations and classifications 

that culture shock develops and forms in each individual in a 

different way.  For the four authors and their respective memoirs, 

there are many reasons for their feelings of culture shock and 

alienation in their respective societies.   

TARA BAHRAMPOUR 

Tara Bahrampour, whose memoir is entitled To See and See 

Again, A Life in Iran and America, is an interesting case at hand.  

She was born in America, but lived in both Iran and America 

before finally moving to America prior to the Islamic Revolution.  

She would live in Iran, and then come to California with her 

mother and brother for a few months, enrolling in school and being 

simultaneously exposed to Iranian and American culture.  

Furthermore, her mother is American and her father is Iranian, but 
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is a quite Americanized Iranian who came to the United States for 

university, which is where he met her mother.   

When she comes with her mother and two siblings to 

America, ultimately leaving Iran behind for about two decades, she 

could be classified as an immigrant to America.  She came to 

America when she was nine years, and always told herself that she 

would not stay in America longer than she had been in Iran; 

meaning that before nine years, she would go back to Iran.  But of 

course this would not come to fruition.  For her, assimilation was 

not quite hard, considering that she was already raised in an 

American environment.  Although she misses Iran when she first 

comes to America, she soon makes friends and assimilates into the 

American culture and her group of friends.  She soon becomes an 

American girl, dating American boys, and doing things that Iranian 

girls she knows, such as those in her family, would not be able to 

do or would not be allowed to do.   
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The culture shock that she experience is not towards 

American norms, but is directed towards Iranian culture.  For 

example, when her cousin Reza, who has lived in both Iran and the 

United States, then decides to move back to Iran, allows his 

mother, Homa Khanoum, and his sister, to choose a girl for him to 

marry, and the mere fact that he actually does marry the girl, 

creates a sense of alienation to both her aunt and cousin, not to 

mention the Iranian culture.   

AZADEH MOAVENI 

Azadeh Moaveni is an Iranian-American in the fact that both 

her parents are Iranian, and she was born and raised in the United 

States.  When she originally goes to Iran, choosing to live there for 

a few years, despite the fact that she is an Iranian-American, she 

essentially goes to Iran as a foreigner.  Her parents originally came 

to America as students, but after the Islamic Revolution, made 

America their permanent homes.  Even though she was raised in an 
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Iranian household, having been raised by her mother and 

grandparents, she herself thought that when she went to Iran, she 

would find her real home, but she finds herself a stranger in Iran, 

and soon has to learn the realities and complexities of her culture 

and ancestral homeland.   

She soon experiences her own bit of culture shock in her new 

host society when is in a hotel and begins a conversation with an 

Islamist television network correspondent, who observes that he is 

a pious Muslim man.  He begins the conversation by asking her 

“How do you think young people deal with their physical needs?”9  

Rather than allowing her to answer the question, he begins to 

discuss the concession of sigheh or temporary marriage that is 

permissible within Shia Islam, but is forbidden in Sunni Islam.  

Through the tenor of their conversation, he continues to ask her if 

she would be willing to have a sigheh marriage with him. 

                                                 
9 Azadeh Moaveni, Lipstick Jihad (New York:  Public Affairs, 2005), 73-74. 
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A few years later, goes back to Iran, first to visit, but then 

decides to live there.  Once she is engaged to be married, at the 

time being pregnant, she and her fiancé Arash must go to a 

premarital class before they can get married.  While in the class, 

she is quite surprised and shocked when the teacher, dressed in a 

maghnaeh, states “Ladies, you must also derive pleasure from 

sexual interactions.  This is natural and nothing to feel ashamed of.  

Don‟t be embarrassed to ask your husband to be patient.  If he does 

not know, you can tell him:  women‟s bodies are different.  They 

are built differently, and this matters.  Why?  Because for women, 

arousal takes longer.”10  Azadeh thinks to herself, “Since when 

had the government concerned itself with women‟s sexual 

fulfillment?  Since when had it, in fact, acknowledged that women 

had sexual desires at all?  This seemed rather at odds with the 

authorities‟ general hostility toward pleasure and the flesh.”11  It 

                                                 
10 Azadeh Moaveni, Honeymoon in Tehran (New York:  Random House, 2009), 142. 
11 Ibid. 
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would be this type of culture shock that she would continue to feel, 

despite the acculturation that would take place. 

AZAR NAFISI 

Azar Nafisi was born and raised in Iran.  Her upbringing 

would be considered a westernized and modernized one.  Although 

her father‟s side of the family was a religious Shia one, she was not 

raised to be very religious.  Instead, her father emphasized to her 

the cultural pre-Islamic legacy of Iran, rather than the Islamic one.  

She would be able to identify more with this culture rather than her 

own Islamic Iranian culture in which she was raised and lived.   

Her parents were modern and politically active, with her 

father being, at one point, the mayor of Tehran, and her mother, for 

a certain amount of time, serving in the Parliament.  But even 

though her parents raised her in a more modern environment, her 

mother was still quite conservative and traditional in her viewpoint 

when it came for Azar to get married.  Rather than allowing her to 
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finish college before getting married, her mother preferred for Azar 

to be married when she was eighteen years old.  She got married, 

not because she wanted to, but because she was pressured into 

marriage by her mother.  When she finally got married, she was 

not able to consummate the marriage with her husband.  She felt 

afraid, isolated, and lonely.  But when she finally did, it was not 

because she wanted to, but she merely pretended that she was not 

there in order to endure it.  For many years after, she would 

constantly feel shame.  But what is quite surprising was that when 

she came to America, she did not experience the culture shock that 

one would expect from an Iranian.  On the contrary, it was in 

America where she thrived and met her second husband, Bijan. 

NAHID RACHLIN 

Nahid Rachlin‟s life story and experiences are quite different 

from those of the other women that I am discussing.  Rachlin spent 

the first few years of her life living in south Tehran with her Aunt 



 13 

Maryam and grandmother, living in a more pious environment 

with more pious people, an environment full of love and warmth.  

But soon this pace of life would change and her father would bring 

her back to Ahvaz to live with him, her real mother, Mohtarram, 

and her siblings.  This new environment would be quite different 

from the one that she was used to with Maryam and her 

grandmother, Aziz.   

In her new home, she experienced a sense of self-exile, 

feeling alienated from her new family.  She did not feel that she 

belonged, nor did she try to become a part of the family; she did 

not even call Mohtarram „mother,‟ she merely called her by her 

first name.  She was shocked by the fact that her parents got 

married when Mohtarram was nine years old and her father was 

twenty five.  She states, “We [Nahid and Pari] promised each other 

that we would marry only for love.  Arranged marriage was a 

disaster, we decided.  Look at Mohtarram and Father; they were 
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more like father and daughter than husband and wife.  Look at all 

the girls at school, engaged to men they hardly knew and had to 

share a life with.”12  She further says, “I imagine her and Father 

together in bed on their wedding night, he experienced with 

women, and she completely innocent, no breasts, no pubic hair.  A 

child next to a grown man.”13 

When she would finally be allowed to come to the United 

States for school, she would also experience culture shock and 

alienation.  This culture shock would be quite prominent when it 

came to relations with men.  When she was out with a guy, he 

parked his guy and then began to touch her breasts and kiss her.  

Rather than wanting him to continue or to feel anything, she felt 

nothing and her flesh felt numb.  She stopped him continuing to 

touch her breasts, and when he asked why, she said nothing.  She 

                                                 
12 Nahid Rachlin, Persian Girls, A Memoir (New York, Penguin Group, 2006), 66. 
13 Ibid., 287. 
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did not understand the American culture and all the nuances that 

occurred between the sexes.   

As opposed to expectations of women in Iran, who were 

supposed to be pure, chaste, and virgins before they got married, 

not associating with males prior to marriage, she found in America, 

that this was not the case.  In St.  Louis, where she was attending 

college, she found that American girls were supposed to be 

sociable, smile, and go out with boys, because if she did not, and 

stayed home on Saturday nights, she was considered a “loser.”14 

But once she because assimilated into American society, the 

amount of culture shock that she experienced would decrease. 

Despite the environments in which these four women were 

raised and lived, the culture shock and alienation that they felt was 

quite prevalent when it came to sex, its expectations, and male-

female relations.  

                                                 
14 Ibid., 143. 
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Introduction 

 

The concept of exile is not a new or undocumented subject.  

There are many interpretations of exile based upon the context in 

which one is talking.  For example, many authors have stated that 

East Bengalis, when they were fleeing to India during the 

Liberation War of 1971 were exiles.  But many other researchers 

and scholars write that these Bengalis were in reality refugees.  

According to Zolberg, Suhrke, and Aguayo, refugees are “persons 

whose presence abroad is attributable to a well-founded fear of 

violence, as might be established by impartial experts with 

adequate information.”15   

Usually the difference between a refugee and an exile is the 

concept of choice in the decision to leave one‟s homeland.  As a 

survey performed in 1987-1988, in which the questionnaire was 

                                                 
15 Mehdi Bozorgmehr and George Sabagh, Iranian Refugees and Exiles since Khomeini, ed.  Asghar Fathi 

(Mazda Publishers:   Costa Mesa, 1991), 123. 
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translated into Persian and Armenian, showed that exiles reasons 

for leaving Iran were “disapproval of revolution or new regime,”16 

while the rest were coded as “political-general, life-endangered, 

religious-general, persecution or pressure on minorities, political 

repression, and lack of freedom.”17  Those people who left Iran as 

immigrants gave mainly educational reasons. 

Whereas a refugee may leave either by choice or because of 

some catastrophe such as war or natural disaster, as in the case of 

the 1971 Liberation War in what is now the modern nation of 

Bangladesh, exiles many times are people who leave out of 

necessity rather than choice, either due to a change in government 

and persecution due to religious or political conviction.   

According to Paul Tabori, exile is “…forced separation from 

one‟s native homeland, expulsion from home or the state of being 

expelled, banishment; sometimes voluntary separation from one‟s 

                                                 
16 Ibid., 125. 
17 Ibid., 125. 
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native country.  The state of banishment can also be one of 

devastation and alienation.  Enforced removal from one‟s native 

land, according to an edict or sentence, penal expatriation or 

banishment, is another version.”18  Another accurate definition of 

exile is this:  “An exile is a person compelled to leave or remain 

outside his country of origin on account of well-founded fear of 

persecution for reasons of religion, race, nationality, or political 

opinion….”19  This is actually quite a very encompassing 

definition, as there are many examples of exile that fit within this 

category.   

For example, the first recorded tale of exile is from ancient 

Egypt, as told by French Egyptologist Francois Joseph Chabas.  

Sinuhue was an Egyptian man who exiled by the Pharaoh of Egypt.  

In his many years of exile, he traveled to many countries, until he 

finally swallowed his pride, and asked forgiveness from the 

                                                 
18 Paul Tabori, The Anatomy of Exile (London: Harrap and Co., Western Printing Services, 1972), 23. 
19 Ibid., 27. 
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Pharaoh, in order to die a prince with a princely burial ceremony.  

He had performed an act deemed so horrible that he chose to go 

into exile and flee the cruel power of the Pharaoh against whom he 

had committed the act.  But rather than go into exile, many people 

in his same position chose the ideal of justice rather than retreating 

from the reality of dying in poverty and in a foreign land.20   

A further well-known example of exile is recounted both in 

historical records and the Old Testament.  This exile is the exile of 

the Jews under the reign of King Nebuchadnezzar, King of 

Babylon, which occurred in 586 B.C., in which the Kingdom of 

Judah and Jerusalem came under the control of the Babylonians.  

According to W.J.  Martin, deportation “…was first mentioned as 

an instrument of subjugatory policies of Babylonia and Assyria in 

cuneiform documents as early as c.  1280-1261 B.C.”21  This exile 

would continue until 538 B.C. when Cyrus the Great defeated the 

                                                 
20 Ibid., 43-45. 
21 Ibid., 54. 
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Babylonians and allowed the Jews to return to Jerusalem and 

rebuild the Second Temple.  But with the destruction of the Second 

Temple by the Romans, the Jews would remain in exile until the 

creation of the modern nation of Israel.   Although this example of 

exile is quite an old one, it is indeed a classic example from 

antiquity that was finally remedied in the modern era.  The next 

case of exile is one which occurred in the modern era; the Islamic 

Revolution, which occurred in 1979. 

In the aftermath of the Islamic Revolution, both refugees and 

exiles constituted the people who left Iran to resettle abroad.  But 

within the group of Iranians who left, there can be many 

categorizations.  One such category is that of an asylum-seeker.   

In this instance, the asylum-seeker is one who in exile, but who 

tends to be at the bottom of the economic ladder and tends to find 

it hard to assimilate.  Although this has indeed happened to 

Iranians that have moved abroad, some of the Iranian-American 
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women who have been studied tend to be from a group of people 

that have been categorized as political refugees but also correspond 

with the definition of exiles in that they left Iran in order to avoid 

persecution, and when they arrived in their host countries, they 

integrated quite easily.   

Although Azar Nafisi and Azadeh Moaveni can both be 

categorized as political refugees, for the purpose of my study of 

them, I have chosen to categorize them differently.  Azar Nafisi is 

a political exile due to the fact that she was a professor in Tehran, 

but due to her political/cultural opinions on the status of women 

and minorities in Iran, she found it hard to stay in Iran and teach, 

so she chose to move with her husband and children to the United 

States.   

Azadeh Moaveni can also be considered to be a political 

exile in the fact that while she was a journalist in Iran for Time 

Magazine, living with her husband and son, she too found that she 
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could not continue to live in Iran and be a journalist under 

Ahmadinejad due to the harassment and pressure facing her as a 

journalist.  So rather than stay in Iran with her family, she and her 

family move to London, and continue to reside there.  But rather 

than emphasize their positions as political exiles, I will focus on 

Azar Nafisi‟s situation as being a cultural exile, and Azadeh 

Moaveni‟s condition of being an Iranian exile.  Azar Nafisi, in 

many ways, is very similar to Nahid Rachlin, in their 

categorization of cultural/inner exile. 

In the case of Nahid Rachlin, her position as cultural/inner-

exile/self-imposed exile will also be discussed in conjunction with 

Tara Bahrampour‟s condition of being not only an Iranian exile 

when she first leaves on the eve of the Revolution, but also on her 

return to Iran in the 1990s.  In conjunction with the concept of 

exile, despite what type of exile each woman can be categorized 

as, the phenomenon of culture shock also plays a very important 
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role in the concept of identity, personal development, and sense of 

self.   

In the book entitled The Five Stages of Culture Shock, Paul 

Pederson discusses the various theories of “culture shock.”  The 

first theory states that “culture shock” is actually a disease process 

that results in temporary or permanent disability that “…could 

presumably be controlled with the right treatment.”22  While 

Furnham was reviewing the literature on culture shock, he found 

eight weaknesses to the disease model for culture shock.  The first 

weakness is that it is seen as a “…grief-like mourning reaction 

over having lost back-home relationships.”23  As Furnham points 

out, not all people experience grief or any mourning, and many 

experiences with culture shock do not focus on the idea of loss or 

grief.  The second aspect of the disease process called “culture 

shock” assumes that all people encounter culture shock when 

                                                 
22Paul Pederson, The Five Stages of Culture Shock, Critical Incidents Around the World (Westport, 

Connecticut:  Greenwood Press, 1995), 4-5. 
23 Ibid., 5. 
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entering a new environment, but this is not always the case, and 

not all people encounter culture shock.    

Thirdly, culture shock is viewed as a process of “natural 

selection,” but this retrospective rather than predictive and not 

supported by research.  The fourth aspect of this disease process is 

“…blamed on unrealistic expectations by sojourners in the new 

settings.”24   As Pederson points out, there is not a proven 

relationship between unrealistic expectations, poor adjustment, and 

the experience of culture shock.   

The fifth deficit explanation for the disease theory of culture 

shock states that culture shock is blamed on negative life 

experiences that can cause life to be interrupted in unexpected 

ways.  But this also has its fault in the fact that it cannot be 

adequately determined what the causal relationship between 

                                                 
24 Ibid., 5. 
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distressed people and negative life events is.  Which one causes 

which?25   

The sixth factor is that “…culture shock is blamed on a clash 

of values and their consequent misunderstandings and conflicts.”26  

But again, there exists in a fault in this explanation in the fact that 

there are some values and norms that people can adapt to, and 

value conflict itself cannot account for all-encompassing 

phenomenon of culture shock.  The seventh explanation states that 

culture shock is due to some individuals‟ deficiency in skills that 

accounts for the inability of unskilled individuals to adjust.  This 

does not take into account individual ability or socialization.27  

This aspect of the disease model of culture shock blames the 

phenomenon of culture shock on lack of social support.  Pederson 

states that it is difficult to quantify social support and develop a 

                                                 
25 Ibid., 5. 
26 Ibid., 5. 
27 Ibid., 5 
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mechanism to test the idea of social support.28  Yet there is a 

different theory of culture shock that has been expounded and 

about which much has been written. 

The different theory of culture shock put forth by Juffer is 

that it is caused “…by a „growth experience.‟”29  This positive 

explanation presents culture shock as a positive experience which 

results in personal growth, development, and learning.  It is viewed 

as a normal experience.  Pederson states that the positive-

educational approach to culture shock rather than the disease, 

pathological model is favored in the literature.  The Growth Model 

as expounded by Furnham and Bochner (1986) states that there are 

six predictors that will determine how and whether a person will 

experience culture shock.   

The six factors are that control for initiation with the host 

culture is important, “a range of intrapersonal factors such as age, 

                                                 
28Ibid., 5. 
29 Ibid., 7. 
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previous travel, language skills, resourcefulness, independence, 

fortitude, ambiguity tolerance appearance, and other personal 

factors will make a difference.”30  The third class states that 

biological factors relating to overall health and physical condition 

can determine the outcome of culture shock.  Other important 

factors include having a good support network and a clearly 

defined role.  Also, characteristics of the host culture will play an 

important role.  Finally, geopolitical issues and conditions in the 

host country during initial contact will be an important factor.31 

Pederson further discusses approaches that need to be taken 

in order to deal with culture shock.  As T.L. Coffman and M.C. 

Harris (1984) state, when a person goes abroad, they need to 

acknowledge the fact that during any transition period, there will 

be shock and discomfort that they will encounter, and that these 

things are not unusual, but are usual and normal.  It is a normal 

                                                 
30 Ibid., 9. 
31Ibid., 9. 
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response to change.  Secondly, the person needs to maintain their 

personal integrity and self-esteem, especially in an environment 

where they may experience a loss in personal status.  Thirdly, the 

visitor must be able to adjust to change on their own time, rather 

than a specific timeline.  Fourth, by recognizing the patterns of 

adjustment, the visitor will be able to gain new insights and 

understandings.   

A fifth factor to remember is that, by labeling the symptoms 

of culture shock, a person will be better able to cope with this 

phenomenon, and by knowing that others have also experienced 

culture shock, this can be comforting in and of itself.  Sixth, being 

well-adjusted in one‟s home country does not mean that one will 

be able to cope adequately while in the host country.  In fact, many 

people who have been well-adjusted back home tend to have more 

problems in the host country, while some people who have 

problems in the home country, bring those problems to the host 
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country, which creates maladjustment issues.    Lastly, although 

one cannot prevent culture shock, one can be better prepared for 

the changes that they will experience in a new country by doing 

things such as learning the language, learning the customs, 

traditions, and norms of the host country, and spending time with 

people from the country.32 

For the women that I will be analyzing, they also felt culture 

shock in a variety of ways and in a variety of situations.  They did 

not all experience culture shock in the same ways, and some 

tended to cope better than others when it came to the changes that 

they experienced, whether it was in Iran or America.  It is to my 

analysis that I now turn. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                 
32 Ibid., 9-10. 
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Tara Bahrampour 

  

Tara Bahrampour is an Iranian American who has an Iranian 

father and an American mother.  Rather than being a second-

generation Iranian-American, she is from the generation of 

Iranians who lived in Iran but came to Iran just prior to the Islamic 

Revolution or in the midst of it.  Being an Iranian-American who 

actually lived in Iran, I believe that this gives her a different 

perspective on the customs and norms of Iran than most second-

generation Iranian-Americans experience.  For example, while she 

was in Iran, she would be around many members of her father‟s 

family, including her extended family.  She was exposed to the 

Persian language and Persian culture at an early age.   

 But to her, even when she spoke Persian at a young age, she 

was not as connected to the language as she was to English.  In her 

home, even in Iran, they did not speak Persian, but rather English.  

One day, while having a discussion with how “un-Iranian” and 
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unfeminine Tara is, Baba, her father, gets mad at her mother and 

says “Well, you never spoke Farsi to them!” and both Tara and 

Mama retort back simultaneously, “Well, neither did you!”33   

Although she spent her life until the age of nine in both Iran 

and America, she was more comfortable in English, although she 

was exposed to Iran and its sounds.  In turn, her and her brother Ali 

came up with a game in which they would mimic the sounds of 

Persian TV and news, but the words would not make sense, but 

they would have the same rhythm and rhyme that Persian would 

have.  She says “we make up Farsi-sounding sentences, keeping all 

the same pauses and inflections.”34  This ability to play with Farsi 

shows how disconnected to the language that she is, and it is only 

through this relationship that she can play this game.  As Babak 

Elahi states, “…in losing a naturalized relationship to her mother 

tongue, the exile becomes aware of the foreignness of languages in 

                                                 
33 Tara Bahrampour, To See and See Again ( Berkeley, University of California Press, 1999), 196. 
34 Ibid., 57. 
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general….”35  In this case, it shows just one way in which Tara 

Bahrampour becomes an exile to Iran and part of the culture.   

But the exilic condition of Tara Bahrampour occurs in other 

ways as well.  As her father laments at the fact at how un-Iranian 

Tara is, she states that “In Farsi there is a word for a person who 

lets Westernness take over his Iranianness.  It is a derogatory term, 

coined thirty years ago to describe Iranians who replaced their own 

cultural traditions with Western ones.  The word is gharb-zadeh-

“West-struck…Maybe, with my half-American genes and my U.S. 

birth certificate, I was always too Western to ever be called West-

struck.  Even in Iran, I was never really on the road to becoming an 

Iranian woman.”36  After she sees her childhood friend Carla, 

from Iran, she states “We already knew we would never wear 

chadors in our real lives; no matter how many dark, draped women 

                                                 
35Babak Elahi, “ Fake Farsi:  Formulaic Flexibility in Iranian Women‟s Memoir,” MELUS 33 no. 2 (2008):   

39. 
36 Tara Bahrampour, To See and See Again ( Berkeley, University of California Press, 1999), 194. 
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we passed on the sidewalk, we would end up in minidresses and 

tights like our mothers.”37 

The feeling of exile that she experiences creates feelings of 

culture shock that she suddenly has to face.  For example, once she 

and her family move to the United States due to the Islamic 

Revolution, and she is no longer living in Iran, she experiences 

culture shock since she is not in constant contact with the 

traditions, customs, and people.    One such incident takes place at 

a family get-together.  Her cousin, Fereidoon, wants her advice on 

whether or not he should sleep with his girlfriend.  Rather than 

acting normal and natural, she is taken aback by his question.  She 

is also surprised, even mad, when he says that the reason he wants 

to sleep with her is because she is a virgin.  As the course of their 

conversation continues, he asks her if she has had a boyfriend and 

how old she was when she slept with him.  When she finally says 

                                                 
37 Ibid., 354. 
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the name of the boyfriend, she goes to the bathroom and locks the 

door.38 

 But the reaction she receives from Baba and Mama is 

anything but calm, but rather one of irritation.  When Tara tells 

them that she talked to Fereidoon the night before, Baba 

immediately asks “What exactly did you say?  Why?  Why did you 

tell him that?  After all those years of being so careful!  How could 

you forget?”39  In response, she says “It was so late.  I was tired.  

And I don‟t know, I just figured we were both growing up in 

America…I guess I didn‟t feel that insulted.  I felt like it was a 

normal thing to talk about.  I mean, he‟s been raised in 

America.”40    Baba and Mama lament at the fact that she was so 

open, stating that this will now make it harder for her female 

cousins to date and have relationships in America.  Finally Baba 

asks “But why Fereidoon?  They‟re really going to wonder at your 

                                                 
38 Ibid., 170-171. 
39 Ibid., 172. 
40 Ibid., 172-173. 
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judgment.  Telling Fereidoon, of all people.”41  She says to Baba 

“No one else would have asked.  If Fereidoon had been like them 

and lived in Iran longer, he wouldn‟t have asked either.”42  And 

Baba says, “If you had lived in Iran longer, you would have known 

not to answer.”43  This exchange with her father shows the 

audience just how much of an outsider of the culture Tara really is.   

This incident corresponds to the Reintegration Stage of the 

Growth Model of Culture Shock.  In this stage, “the anger directed 

inward during the disintegration stage of culture shock is now 

redirected outward at „others‟ who are to blame for the 

situation…instead of taking responsibility for 

misunderstandings…persons in the third stage are more likely to 

blame others.”44  Tara exemplifies this stage when she says 

blames Fereidoon‟s  asking her such personal questions on the fact 

                                                 
41 Ibid., 173. 
42 Ibid., 173. 
43 Ibid., 173. 
44 Paul Pederson, The Five Stages of Culture Shock, Critical Incidents Around the World (Westport, 

Connecticut:  Greenwood Press, 1995), 134. 
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that he did not live in Iran longer, and thus would have known not 

to ask such questions.  She does not blame the end result on her 

own naivety, and she does not see that she could have not 

answered him just like Baba said, or she could have made 

something up.  But rather, she only sees faults with Fereidoon.   

Furthermore, this exchange exemplifies a survey that was 

conducted in Los Angeles among the Iranian population.  This 

population, like other Iranian populations in other cities, consists 

of a large amount of exiles.  This study showed that “young Iranian 

males had more dating experience and changed girlfriends more 

frequently.”45  The test conductors also determined that “it is not 

only the older generation that promotes double standards, but also 

some young Iranian men themselves.  While some feel it is their 

right to take advantage of opportunities here to date and have 

intimate relations, they criticized Iranian women for taking or even 

                                                 
45 Shideh Hanassab, “Sexuality, dating, and double standards:  young Iranian immigrants in Los Angeles,” 

Iranian Studies 31: 1 (1998):  68. 
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wanting the same opportunities.”46  This is characteristic of the 

exile group trying to retain its cultural cohesiveness and identity.   

Another example of culture shock actually takes place when 

she finally returns to Iran.  Needless to say, the way she imagined 

Iran is not the way that it actually was.  One reason for her shock 

when she arrives in Iran is due to the phenomenon of nostalgia and 

its role in constructing the past and its influence on the present and 

future.  Nostalgia is defined by Svetlana Boym as “a mourning for 

the impossibility of mythical return, for the loss of an enchanted 

world with clear borders and values.”47One preoccupation of Tara 

Bahrampour is “nostalgia for a lost childhood…with a nostalgia 

for a lost (prerevolutionary) nation or home.”48  Due to the trauma 

of the Islamic Revolution, one can say her life was interrupted.  As 

Cathy Caruth explains, “trauma is not locatable in the simple 

                                                 
46 Ibid., 68. 
47Nima Naghibi, “Revolution, Trauma, and Nostalgia in Diasporic Iranian Women‟s Autobiographies,” 

Radical History Review no 105 (2009):  80.   
48Ibid., 80.   



 38 

violent or original event in an individual‟s past, but rather in the 

way that it‟s very unassimilated in nature-the way it was precisely 

not known in the first instance-returns to haunt the survivor later 

on.”49     

This sense of nostalgia manifests itself prior to her departure to 

Iran, once she graduates from university.  She states that “…as 

much as Mamam might have liked Iran, lately she worries that I 

am Iran-struck.  Maybe it‟s true.”50  But even her cousins, who are 

forty years old, live together, and talk about returning to Iran and 

finding jobs and wives, have this sense of nostalgia.  As Mama 

states, “How can they stay fixated on that stuff?  It‟s not healthy.  

They‟re smart, they‟re good-looking, they could do anything they 

wanted here if they would just stop this Iranian back-beating and 

take an interest in what‟s around them.”51  This combination of 

trauma, nostalgia, and exile creates a state of culture shock that 

                                                 
49 Ibid., 80. 
50 Tara Bahrampour, To See and See Again ( Berkeley, University of California Press, 1999), 196. 
51 Ibid.,  197. 
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manifests itself when Tara goes back to Iran after being gone for 

over a decade. 

The picture she has of Iran is full of women wearing chadors 

and dressed all in black, of a quite religious country.  But as she is 

traveling, she finds that this is not necessarily the case.  For 

example, before she leaves for Iran, she buys fabric for her black 

hejab, which happens to be quite a large piece.  When she gets on 

the plane to Tehran, a man sees her scarf and says “You don‟t need 

such a big one.  Look it‟s her first time back.  Look at what a big 

scarf she has brought.”52  As she looks around her, she sees that 

“none of the other women in the cabin are wearing scarves like 

mine.  Theirs are sheer and colorful; a few are fringed with gold.  

A middle-aged woman in front me ties on a leopard-spotted 

scarf.”53  Before the Revolution, she observed that when women 

covered themselves, they either wore black hejabs or chadors.  

                                                 
52Ibid., 214. 
53 Ibid., 214. 



 40 

When she herself went to a holy mosque in Qom, she had to wear a 

black chador to enter the holy area.  Before the Revolution, she did 

not see women wearing different colored chadors and hejabs like 

fashion, but they wore them for religious reasons.  But this would 

not be the only sense of culture shock that she would experience. 

Another such culture shock she experiences is when she is 

finally reunited with her Uncle Zia and Aunt Massi, after going 

through security, being questioned, and finally having her 

American passport confiscated.  Massi  “…hurries over and gives 

me a big hug, but when I try to hug Zia he jumps three feet 

back”54 and says “Never do that!”55  She is confused and shocked 

and does not know what to think about his outburst.  When they 

are finally in the car and driving home, Zia gives her a kiss and 

                                                 
54 Ibid., 217. 
55 Ibid., 217. 
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says “Now I can kiss you.  Never try to kiss me in a public 

place.”56   

Her memories of Iran were of a time when there was not so 

much segregation between the sexes; a society in which morals 

were not so rigidly enforced and observed by the governmental 

authorities.  When she was in Iran, an uncle and niece could hug 

and kiss without a reprimand from the government.  But in the 

wake of the Islamic Revolution, all this would change, and if a 

man and woman were talking or embracing, the government would 

automatically think something sinister about the encounter.   

 One reason for her wanting to return to Iran was to rediscover 

a part of herself, and to see the Iran of her childhood; her old 

home, her family, the streets.  According to Svetlana Boym, “the 

desire to return and restore one‟s imagined past is…called 

„restorative‟ nostalgia which seeks to rebuild the crumbled ruins of 

                                                 
56 Ibid., 218. 
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an imagined past.”57  She terms it “ „reflective‟ nostalgia which 

„dwells in algia, in longing and loss, the imperfect process of 

remembrance.”58  This is very relevant to the case of Tara 

Bahrampour.  In her remembrance of Iran, she talks about the good 

things, as if nothing bad ever happened.  It is an “imagined past” 

because in every past bad things happen, not just got good ones.   

For example, one way in which she has a sense of this 

nostalgia occurs when Tara goes back to where her family lived 

prior to the Islamic Revolution.  In a book that she finds, it says 

“Mama‟s Phone Book Do Not Take.”59  As she reads it, “names 

and numbers, people spilled out into the world; even these old 

street names no longer exist.  None of this can be dialed:  

American Embassy, American Hospital, American Wives Club.  

Tara‟s ballet.  Community School.  Frigidaire repair.  The German 

                                                 
57 Nima Naghibi, “Revolution, Trauma, and Nostalgia in Diasporic Iranian Women‟s Autobiographies,” 

Radical History Review no 105 (2009):  80.   
58 Ibid., 80. 
59 Tara Bahrampour, To See and See Again ( Berkeley, University of California Press, 1999), 245. 
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Club, the Hilton Hotel, the Iran-America Society.  Louise the 

Piano Teacher.  Snow White Nursery School.  Soghra‟s husband 

Amoo Hossein.  Sanjar the vet, Mr.  Mostafa the Violin Teacher, 

Zaven the Cellist.  And Dr.  Zangeneh, who correctly predicted I‟d 

be as tall as Mama.”60   

This life that she lived in Iran was not usual for most 

Iranians, but was the life of an exile, expat, and insider.  To her, 

seeing this book reminds her of the loss she and her family 

experienced when they left Iran for America.  This not only was a 

loss for her family, but the loss of an entire way of life, the loss of 

a part of Iranian history, one that could never be recovered.  By 

seeing this phone book, she is taken back to her childhood.  She 

also sees her father‟s old business cards of his architectural firm in 

Iran, and wants to run around and show everyone these cards, to 

show people that their life was actually the way that she 

remembers it, that this was indeed their life, but even Banu-Aqu 
                                                 
60 Ibid., 245-246.   
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retreated behind the curtain,61 giving the impression that even she 

does not remember, nor believe, that Tara‟s life was how she 

imagined it. 

Tara‟s sense of nostalgia, one in which she hears the story of 

how her grandmother and her grandfather married, creates a sense 

and longing creates culture shock for her of culture shock for her.  

For her grandmother, getting married at ten years old to a man 

much older than her was nothing unusual, but it was a shock to 

Tara.  So when she is on a bus traveling through Iran, the incident 

that takes place is indeed a bit shocking.  While she is on the bus, 

an older woman with her son on the bus tries to get Tara to marry 

her son, Abol-Ghassem.  Despite the fact that they have nothing in 

common, and they know nothing about each other, the mother 

believes that it was meant by God for them to get married.  When 

Tara finally tells the woman that it would not work because of her 

lack of Farsi, the woman finally gives up, but continues to lament 
                                                 
61 Ibid., 246. 
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this fact.  Tara believes it to be a mini-khastegari, stating that 

“everyone might have such similar experiences that people could 

almost become interchangeable.  A particular girl may have her 

eccentricities, but nearly every girl will cook and clean and bear 

children.  That woman beside me could not imagine what it might 

mean to be a single woman in America; she envisioned a parallel 

world to Iran, in which I was twenty-six and still not married, and 

that, more than anything else, became my defining characteristic.  

So why should I not carry on my life here, where there is a man 

who needs a wife?”62 

Tara‟s experiences in Iran, both in her childhood and her 

return after the Islamic Revolution, would impact her perception of 

culture shock.  Both the phenomena of nostalgia and exile would 

create culture shock in which Tara would have to come to terms.  

After her travels to Iran, the sense of nostalgia and loss would still 

be there, and would remain there, since it this sense of loss that 
                                                 
62 Ibid., 297-298. 
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survivors constantly try to recover but never do.  It is the same 

sense of nostalgia and loss that would greatly influence Azadeh 

Moaveni as she herself goes to Iran for the first time in her adult 

life. 
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Azadeh Moaveni 

 

The case of Azadeh Moaveni is quite different from that of 

Tara Bahrampour.  Azadeh Moaveni was born and raised in 

northern California, being the child of Iranian immigrants who 

came to America in the wake of the Islamic Revolution.  As she 

puts it “My father was an atheist (Marx said God was dead) who 

called the Prophet Mohammed a pedophile for marrying a nine-

year-old girl.  He thought the defining characteristics of Iranian 

culture-fatalism, political paranoia, social obligations, an 

enthusiasm for guilt-were responsible for the failures of modern 

Iran.  He wouldn‟t even condescend to use the term „Iranian 

culture,‟ preferring to refer, to this day,  to „that stinking 

culture…‟”63   

She talks about the Iran that she remembers in which she 

“…was unleashed , and wanted to stay forever in this country 

                                                 
63Azadeh Moaveni, Lipstick Jihad:  A Memoir of Growing up Iranian in America and American in Iran 

(New York:  Public Affairs, 2005), 22.  
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where I could romp about freely.  In Iran I could play wherever 

and with whomever I wanted-in the street, in the backyard, with 

the caretaker‟s daughter, with my brand-new duck..”64  Her 

memories, like that of Tara Bahrampour, are good.  She does not 

remember anything bad that happened in Iran while she was there.  

Yet she never lived in Iran; she only visited while she was a young 

child.  During that time, she stayed with her close relatives, and 

that is the most exposure to Iran, its culture, and the people that she 

had ever experienced prior to going to Iran and living in 2005. 

 She considers herself to be an exile of Iran, stating that  “…as 

a girl raised on the distorting myths of exile, I imagined myself a 

Persian princess, estranged from my homeland-a place of light, 

poetry, and nightingales-by a dark, evil force called the 

Revolution.  I borrowed the plot from Star Wars, convinced it told 

Iran‟s story.”65 

                                                 
64 Ibid., 3. 
65 Ibid., vii. 
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 She believes that she is an exile, first by giving the hostage 

crisis of 1979 as a reason.  Due to the treatment of Iranians at the 

hands of Americans in the midst of the hostage situation, many 

Iranians would try to become the perfect Americans, trying to 

speak English impeccably and without an accent.  But in the case 

of her mother, she would constantly shake her fist at the television, 

continuing a tirade against U.S. involvement in Palestine and Latin 

America.  In addition to this difference, Azadeh talks about the 

different sights, sounds, and smells that her close friends would 

encounter when they came to her house.  One more difference that 

she discusses to show her status as an outsider in America is 

exemplified on the first day of class when school started.  When 

the teacher was calling roll, she would ease through all the names, 

but once she slowed down, Azadeh knew that it was her name the 

teacher was at, knowing that the teacher would mispronounce it, 

but only hoping that the teacher would not ask her to tell the class 
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where she was from.66  She knew she was different, and thus 

thought that she must only be a true Iranian, and exile. 

Part of her belief in being an exile is in the fact that the 

stories her family told her about Iran created in her a sense of 

nostalgia.  Many of these family members themselves were first 

generation Iranian immigrants who are “…torn between an 

idealized and increasingly unattainable cultural past and the reality 

of living in a society in which their „Iranianness‟ is tolerated but 

neither appreciated nor promoted.”67  Her sense of „Iranianness‟ 

and belonging she owed to her mother and grandparents, people 

who felt like outsiders in America, like many first-generation 

Iranian immigrants do, as stated in a study among Iranian 

immigrants conducted in Iowa.  The nostalgia is what Azadeh‟s 

family has to hold onto, being in America and another culture.   

                                                 
66 Azadeh Moaveni, Lipstick Jihad:  A Memoir of Growing up Iranian in America and American in Iran 

(New York:  Public Affairs, 2005), 8-9. 
67 Mohammad A Chaichian, “First generation Iranian immigrants and the question of cultural identity:  the 

case of Iowa,” 31 no 4 (1997):  614. 
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Her family tries to mold their life in America to replace the 

one that they lost in Iran.  She states that “it was only once we 

arrived in Iran that the mystery of our life in California began to 

make sense.  I finally saw the world that had been left behind, and 

the world our existence in California was dedicated to 

recapturing.68  This nostalgia for Iran is what induces Azadeh to 

work in Iran as a journalist for Time magazine. She does not even 

believe  that she is an American, or even a hyphenated-American, 

stating that “I had never felt American at all, and so I dispensed 

altogether with the idea of becoming a hyphenated American…In 

my own mind, I was just plain Iranian; even though the second I 

opened my mouth, my sentences bubbled with those unconscious 

„likes,‟ and anyone could tell that California figured in the 

story…Soon I came to assume, with reckless confidence, that since 

I was Iranian, I would feel at home in the one place I was meant to 

                                                 
68 Ibid., 5. 
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belong-Iran.”69  But she finds that this is not the case once she 

actually goes to Iran.  

 Her form of exile that she experiences is not that of being an 

Iranian exile living abroad, but rather, she encounters this state of 

exile once she returns to Iran to be a journalist.  Her state of exile 

coupled with nostalgia for Iran creates an inevitable culture shock 

experience for Azadeh in Iran.  Through the nostalgia imposed on 

her by her relatives, the trauma of the Islamic Revolution, and 

exile, “the idea of „going home‟ to a place mostly foreign to her is 

an example of the ways in which the conditions of exile, of a 

persistent longing to return to the home country, are conjoined 

with the effects of trauma, an event experienced „belatedly, in its 

repeated possession of the one who experiences it.‟”70  But she 

finds that she cannot consider Iran her real home.   

                                                 
69 Ibid., 28. 
70Nima Naghibi, “Revolution, Trauma, and Nostalgia in Diasporic Iranian Women‟s Autobiographies,” 

Radical History Review no 105 (2009):  88.  
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 After a few months of being in Iran, she had an encounter 

with a Shiite cleric that created a sense of culture shock with which 

she had to deal.  She was talking to a cleric in Qom regarding 

exporting the revolution.  During the course of the conversation, he 

asks her if she lives in Cairo, in which her response was that she 

used to live in Cairo.  Rather than continue the interview, as 

Azadeh wanted, he asks for her number and asks again if she lived 

in Cairo all alone.71  While she is shocked by this encounter, 

coming home and telling her aunt and uncle what happened, they 

snort and laugh, acting as if it is completely normal.   

As the reaction of her aunt and uncle showed, when refugees 

return to their country, they are surprised by their relatives, the 

“…stayees accepted the status quo…those living there had time to 

deal with the upheaval naturally and out of necessity and that it 

                                                 
71Azadeh Moaveni, Lipstick Jihad:  A Memoir of Growing up Iranian in America and American in Iran 

(New York:  Public Affairs, 2005), 99-100.  
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was they who „stuck‟ in the time when it happened.”72    She soon 

learned how the clerics truly were, saying that “convinced their 

worst sin was sloth, I had not assumed they were equally 

lecherous.  One really could not have a proper conversation with a 

cleric…A one-hour interview with a mullah inevitably cycled like 

so:  first fifteen minutes:  Gaze averted, stares at own feet, wall, 

space, anywhere but two-foot radius around opposing female.  

Second fifteen minutes:  Slowly casts glances in direction of head 

and talking voice.  Third fifteen minutes:  Makes eye contact and 

conducts normal conversation.  Last fifteen minutes:  Begins 

making googooly, smiling in impious fashion, and requesting one‟s 

mobile phone number.”73   

She states that “it was only time after time, after repeated 

exposure to womanizing clerics…who ordered assassinations like 

gangsters, who gave Friday sermons attacking poodles, that I came 
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to understand the virulence of my father and my uncle‟s hate for 

the Iranian clergy…As the gravity of the Islamic Republic‟s 

hypocrisy revealed itself, I came to the slow, shocking realization 

that Iranian society was sick…The Iran I had found was spiritually 

and psychologically wrecked, and it was appalling.”74  According 

to Oberg, one such stage of “culture shock” that people experience 

when in new surroundings, and in this instance, Azadeh Moaveni‟s 

experience is one of surprise, anxiety, even disgust and indignation 

after becoming aware of cultural differences.”75  She shows this 

by her disgust at how morally bankrupt the Islamic Republic is, 

especially considering the way that Shiite clerics treated and acted 

towards women, and their general conduct regarding the opposite 

sex.   

Another such culture shock experience that Azadeh faces 

while in Iran deals with one of her cousins.  In this encounter, she 
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is watching a movie, what Azadeh thinks is an old German, and 

soon finds that it is an old pornography film.  She sees that the man 

in the film is plying the legs of the woman open, and her cousin 

Mira asks why he is doing that.  Azadeh says that he is pleasuring 

her, and then Mira asks “But why there?  Like that?”76  Azadeh 

then responds by saying “That‟s where her, uh…that‟s a very 

sensitive spot.”77  She then goes on to say, “What was it with 

young Iranians?  How could they be so obsessed with sex, yet 

know so little about it?”78  She continues to discuss her cousin‟s 

relationship with her boyfriend, stating how they would have sex 

but she would “technically” still be a virgin.  She is conflicted on 

whether or not she is supposed to tell her cousin that she is 

supposed to enjoy sex too.  She observes that “progress in gender 

relations circa Tehran 2001 meant that men were now willing to 
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marry women who slept with them during the dating phase.  But 

that didn‟t mean they would marry the ones who had acted like 

they liked it.”79   

This shows the reader how Azadeh encounters shock at the 

double standard that is exemplified in Iranian society.  As Persis 

Karim believes, “Western readers encounter some of the most 

problematic ways in which women have had to navigate life in the 

Islamic Republic.”80  This episode of culture shock exemplifies 

what Oberg (1960) calls the Crisis stage.  During this stage, “initial 

differences in language, concepts, values, familiar signs and 

symbols lead to feelings of inadequacy, frustration, anxiety and 

anger.”81  This is indeed what happened to Azadeh as her 

frustration at the ignorance of her cousin and sex soon becomes 

apparent to her. 
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After living in Iran for over a year, she leaves Iran, uncertain 

of when she will return.  But after living in Lebanon for a few 

years, she again returns, this time believing that she can settle there 

for good.  She meets Arash, her future husband, in Iran.  Before 

they can get married, they have to complete blood tests and attend 

a premarital class, in which sex and contraception usage is 

discussed.   

They are separated by sex, and in Azadeh‟s class, the 

instructor “…waved about a blue condom, explaining the various 

forms of birth control available to brides-to-be…The instructor 

finished the birth control lecture with an admonition:  „It‟s very 

important that you don‟t get pregnant too quickly.  You should 

wait at least two or three years and see whether your marriage is 

going to work out.  If you don‟t have a child, you can easily get 

divorced after a couple of years and reenter society with your 

prospects intact.  That‟s not going to be the case for a divorced, 
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single parent.”82  The instructor continues by discussing how 

women should get pleasure from sex, just like men.  Azadeh is 

shocked that the Islamic Republic actually cares about the sexual 

pleasure of women, or even acknowledged that women had sexual 

desires.83  This is very striking, given the fact that “many Iranian 

families still subscribe to the traditional notion that men have 

uncontrollable sexual needs that must be satisfied.”84  This 

experience of Azadeh Moaveni can be classified as the autonomy 

stage.  In this stage, “the person begins to establish an objective, 

balanced, and impartial view of the whole situation.  It is now 

possible to experience both the positive and the negative aspects of 

the host culture situation.”85  She is choosing to live, marry, and 

have a child in Iran, thus accepting both the good and bad things 

about the country.   
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83 Ibid., 142. 
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When she is pregnant with her son, Azadeh was quite 

surprised and shocked by how Iranians discussed whether she 

would be having a c-section or vaginal delivery.  Even though she 

and her husband had moved in together prior to marriage, she was 

still uncomfortable that “…distant relatives demanded to know in 

the first minutes of a conversation whether I would be delivering 

the baby from between my legs.”86  In a society as conservative as 

Iran, with a taboo on discussing sex, she finds it very surprising 

that Iranians were so frank in this matter.  Again, she finds herself 

in the autonomy stage, not being as hostile to this situation as she 

would have been previously.  At this point, she would be a bit 

more comfortable with the norms of life in Iran. 

But once she gives birth to her son, Azadeh discovers that 

she can no longer live in Iran and raise her son.  She finds life in 

Iran to be too difficult and the norms in the society too strict for 

her and her family.  But more important than this, the Islamic 
                                                 
86 Ibid., 222. 
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Republic makes it harder for her to work as a journalist.  Due to 

the restrictions and constant pressure placed on her by the regime, 

she chooses to move to England with her husband and son.  She 

herself finds that she is “…now properly in exile-a condition that, 

in its essence, implies a forced rather than voluntary absence from 

one‟s country.”87  So she not only is an exile when she goes to 

Iran, but she defines herself as an exile of Iran.  Being an exile 

while both in Iran and outside of Iran would not only identify 

Azadeh, but would also be an issue with Azar Nafisi and Nahid 

Rachlin. 
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Azar Nafisi 

 

Azar Nafisi is an Iranian-American woman quite different 

from Azadeh Moaveni and Tara Bahrampour.  Unlike Tara and 

Azadeh, Azar was both born and raised in Iran and lived there 

throughout her adult life.  She lived through the Islamic 

Revolution, seeing the upheaval that it caused.  But it is the United 

States that she now lives with her husband and two children.   

Azar Nafisi can be categorized as both a cultural/inner exile 

and political exile.  Her state of being a cultural/inner exile 

occurred while she was living in Iran, prior to her coming to the 

United States, while her position as being a political exile occurred 

once she left Iran to settle in the United States.  She herself states 

that she left Iran with her family because she felt that she could no 

longer be a professor and teaching by remaining in the Islamic 

Republic. 
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Stuart Hall defines cultural identity “…in terms of one, 

shared culture a sort of collective „one true self,‟ hiding inside the 

many other, more superficial or artificially imposed „selves,‟ which 

people with a shared history and ancestry hold in common.”88  

The second definition incorporates the fact of difference, “…which 

constitutes „what we really are,‟ or rather-since history has 

intervened-what we have become.”89  In the case of Azar Nafisi, 

culture and ethnicity would play an important role in her 

categorization of cultural/inner exile. 

She was born and raised in Iran to Iranian parents, yet the 

world in which she was surrounded was unlike most Iranian 

households.  For example, Iranian families tend to be private and 

would not reveal private matters.  But her family, on the other 

hand, was quite different.  She knew about her father‟s numerous 

affairs, stating “my father cheated on my mother to have a happy 
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family life.”90  Furthermore, he also wrote and published a 

memoir, left behind an unpublished memoir and fifteen hundred 

pages of diaries.  After her father died, her brother found some of 

his unpublished works in which “…he is surprisingly frank about 

the vagaries of his upbringing, including his sexual dalliance at the 

age of eight with the neighbor‟s daughter.”91  Her mother in turn 

would constantly discuss her private life, especially her late and 

first husband Saifi, yet always saying that she did not speak about 

it.   

She was by far closer to her father than to her mother.  At 

night she and her father would spend time together, without the 

interference of her mother.  They shared their love of stories, and 

he taught her about the Shahnameh.  This is one thing that they 

would share in common.  In addition, her father would defend 

Azar and her actions to her mother countless times during the 
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course of her childhood.  During one of these instances she 

remembers overhearing one such argument that was specifically 

about her, and her father was defending her.92   

Azar came from a middle to upper-class family, and as such, 

her life growing up was different from many of the Iranians in 

society.  For example, she and her mother wore Western clothing, 

not the traditional chador that was common among the lower and 

traditional classes of Iranian society at the time, a stratum of 

society that had not been greatly affected by the modernization 

programs of the Shah.  Azar recollects going to ballet classes, toy 

shops, and chocolate shops, and eating ham and mortadella with 

her father.  Although her father‟s family was religious, their 

religiosity did not affect her or her father. 

Another aspect of her life that makes it different from those 

of other Iranians in the society is the coffee hour that her parents 

would have in their home on Fridays.  During this time they would 
                                                 
92 Ibid., 26. 
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invite different individuals to their home in order to discuss the 

politics and issues of the day.  Those people present during these 

coffee hours included army generals and ambitious young men, all 

concerned with their own affairs and the affairs of Iran.  As Appiah 

states it, “…it is largely through „language and literature‟ that 

individuals and nations „articulate‟ their deepest concerns.”93  

During the time that her father was in jail, her mother served for a 

time in the Parliament, entering Parliament a few months before 

Azar‟s father went to jail, continuing the coffee hours,  but 

including prominent officials and journalists, most of them males, 

calling them her “male friends,” and stating that she got along 

better with males than with females.  Unlike many women of her 

time, Azar‟s mother Nezhat had some political connections that 
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she could claim as coming from her work in Parliament, rather 

than the connections being those of her husband.94   

In addition to her Western upbringing where the parental 

roles and influences were reversed, Azar was also surrounded by 

rather Western-minded and progressive, strong women.  One such 

woman was Ameh Hamdan.  She was among some of the first 

Iranian women to be sent to Europe for school in the 1920s.  When 

she returned to Iran, she did not marry like many Iranian women 

did, but rather she began working, and eventually became a 

prominent provost of a girls‟ high school in Tehran.  Azar 

describes her as not being feminine like most Iranian women, but 

instead being concerned with teaching Azar and girls like her to 

not take their rights for granted.  Azar would soon find out what it 

was that she found so “romantic” about Ameh Hamdan; it was the 

fact that “…in a society where „femininity‟ was so over-defined, 

her refusal to comply with conventional notions of womanhood 
                                                 
94Azar Nafisi, Things I’ve Been Silent About, (Random House, New York, 2008):  149.  
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was both courageous and exceptional.  Women like her were 

pioneers-highly educated, usually unmarried-who dedicated 

themselves to their work and developed a style that was 

deliberately unfeminine.”95  This woman was not considered to be 

physically attractive, and when her parents were thinking of 

sending her abroad to school, many of Azar‟s mother‟s friends 

warned her not to let her be like Ameh Hamdan.  Due to Azar 

Nafisi‟s relationship with her father and her strong role models, 

she indeed had a different upbringing than the other Iranian-

American writers.  She is not as concerned as Azadeh Moaveni 

with her Iranian identity.  She does not have the same issues or 

struggles with her Iranianness. 

Azar Nafisi is an Iranian, but her identity is not tied to her 

ethnicity.  One definition of an ethnic group is that it is “a segment 

of a larger society whose members are thought, by themselves 

and/or others, to have a common origin and to share important 
                                                 
95 Ibid., 92. 



 69 

segments of a common culture, and who, in addition, participate in 

shared activities in which the common origin and culture are 

significant ingredients.”96   

Azar Nafisi is Iranian by birth and background, but she does 

not adhere so rigidly to the norms and values of Iranians.  When 

she reaches marrying age, or the age that her mother thinks is 

appropriate for marriage, she tries as long as possible to delay 

marriage, not really liking the prospective suitor that her mother 

liked.  When she [Azar] “…announced that I would not marry 

Behzad Sari because I did not love him, she [Mother] blamed it on 

reading too much poetry and consorting with Father‟s family, who 

conspired to prevent me from marrying him.”97   

Her role models in Iranian culture were not former kings or 

queens, but rather it was Rudabeh and Forough Farrokhzad, one a 

character from the Shanameh, and the other a female poet who was 
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not the typical Iranian woman in the fact that she married for love, 

then left her husband and family in pursuit of a love affair, and also 

wrote quite passionately and frankly about love and sex, two things 

that were not openly discussed in Iranian society.  For Azar, what 

was most fascinating about these two role models was the fact that 

they were both quite bold and frank, attributes that were denied in 

the Iranian culture.  It was through numerous literary works, by 

both Iranians and non-Iranians alike, that Azar Nafisi drew her 

strength and in which she identified.  She did not see herself as 

being an Iranian girl whose goal in life was to get married and be 

the perfect housewife and mother to some Iranian man. 

When she marries her first husband, it is a rushed marriage, and 

somewhat forced by her mother.  She does not love him, but 

marries him because of pressure from her mother.  She also 

married him because she saw the possible benefit of it; to come to 

the United States and study at university.  But when she arrives in 
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Oklahoma, she finds out a secret that he has.  He had not explained 

that “…he had lived for four years with an American woman who 

people thought was his wife.”98  Furthermore, she had “…always 

had contempt for men who studied abroad, lived with American 

women, and enjoyed not just sex but a kind of intimacy they never 

would know with the wide-eyed virgins they married, but who 

wouldn‟t think of marrying these foreign concubines because they 

were, as my mother would say, „a girlfriend and not a wife.‟”99   

This coincides with the finding that “because of pressures 

from the Iranian community, some men feel that they cannot 

develop the same kind of relationships with Iranian women that 

they can with non-Iranian women.  They find it easier to establish 

intimate relationships with women of other nationalities.”100  As 

Persis Karim states, in the literature of Iranian-American women, 
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there “…are the tensions between Western and Iranian culture, 

between Islamic and, say, American culture and values….”101  

Azar Nafisi‟s memoir is a piece of literature that quite exemplifies 

this statement.  Her cultural expectations of Iranian men were quite 

different from that of other women in the society, or even women 

from her mother‟s generation.   

Through the many examples previously stated, one can say 

that Azar Nafisi‟s ethnic and cultural identities are not as strong as 

those of other Iranians.  She expounds in her memoir that “over the 

years Iran acquired for me a paradoxical identity:  it was a concrete 

place, defined by where I was born and lived, the language I spoke, 

the food I ate, and at the same time it was a mythical notion, 

encouraging all manner of virtues and values, a symbol of 

resistance and betrayal.”102  One instance of betrayal that creates 

in her a sense of being a cultural exile is when one of her relatives, 
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Haji Agha Ghassem, fondles her as a child.  He is known as Haji 

because this is the name bestowed on someone when they return 

from Hajj in Mecca.   

Azar describes him as being a pious man who “…never 

looked my mother in the eye”103 and who curtly stated one day, 

after her cousins saw some silver spoons, “…that to eat from silver 

is banned in Islam.”104  As she would soon see, this piety for 

which he was known, was a lie.  When she is six years old, he 

initially comes to visit her and her family in Tehran.  On one 

occasion, he looks at Azar and warns her mother that “…this 

child…is at a dangerous age and many are not like us, God-fearing 

men.  I see you have men servants about, and perhaps this 

child…should wear more modest clothes, to cover herself.”105  

That same night, her parents went to a party and Agha Haji 

Ghassem comes into her room in the middle of the night and grabs 
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and fondles her before leaving.  Despite this sin that he commits, 

he does not acknowledge it, nor does he try to apologize for it.  

Instead, he still pretends that he is still a pious Muslim man.  He 

would fondle and abuse her on two more occasions in which he 

would come to visit in Tehran.   

Her father, in his memoirs, “…describes…the prevalence of 

a certain form of pedophilia in Iranian society, one that arises from 

the fact that, as he sees it, „contact between men and women is 

banned and the adolescent male cannot be close to any women 

other than his mother, sisters, or aunts.‟  His view is that „most 

lunacies are rooted in sexual deprivations.‟”106  Despite the fact of 

the prevailing norms, customs, and ideas of the times in Iran, Azar 

cannot and does not forgive, justify, or try to explain away the 

abuse that she endured.  She still believes that it is her uncle‟s fault 

and not hers, nor is his sickness rooted in the cultural norms of the 
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time, but rather that there was something wrong with him and that 

only he could be blamed.   

But she would also look at it within a larger context in which 

it was a social malaise rather than a personal experience.  She 

believes that “…it made me feel as if I had some power over the 

reality I could not control.  It was both soothing and disturbing to 

know that what happened to you was common, not just in your 

own country, but the world over….”107  This recurring incident in 

her life was a form of culture shock for her in the fact that it was a 

member of her family who abused her, and this relative had the 

appearance of being a pious and holy man, and had the title to 

support it.  But for her, in the Iran that she knew, this type of thing 

did not happen.  She did not expect it to happen to her.  For her, 

due to her upbringing and experiences in life, her affinity to Iran 

and her ethnicity were not quite strong, as her decision to leave 

                                                 
107 Ibid., 55. 



 76 

Iran was hard because she knew that she may never see her mother 

again, but was not as upset about not seeing Iran again.  

It was not Iran that she would miss, but it would be her 

mother that she would miss and long for.  Even now that she is 

living in the United States, she is an exile of Iran, being able to 

return to Iran, but not able to leave the country.  As her mother 

once stated as they were talking about Azar moving to America, 

“Poor Azi, always moving from one place to another, never 

enjoying your life, never having a real home.”108  It is indeed the 

exile who had no home, always living between homes, and Azar is 

indeed one such person. 
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Nahid Rachlin 

 

Nahid Rachlin is quite different from the other women in that 

when Nahid left Iran and came to the United States, she came 

primarily for educational reasons, with the intention of returning to 

Iran when she finished college.  Father tells Nahid “you must 

promise you won‟t try to imitate American girls, their ways.  And 

under no circumstances should you get ideas in your head about 

American men.  You‟ll come back.  There are men here who like 

educated women.”109  When she left, she did not miss Iran or the 

sights and sounds as much as she missed her sister, Pari and her 

Aunt Mariam, whom she considered her mother.   

Her alienation mainly begins when she is taken by her father 

from her Aunt Mariam, whom she thought was her mother and 

with whom she lived for the first nine years of her life, and is 

forced to live with her father, mother, brothers, and sisters in 
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Ahvaz.  When she gets to Ahvaz, she sees that “most of the women 

walking around were not wearing chadors and were dressed in 

fashionable, imported clothes.”110  When she sees her birth 

mother, Mohtarram, Mohtarram gives her a tentative and hesitant 

hug while that of Maryam‟s was firm and loving.   

When she goes to her room and lies down on the bed, “the 

soft springs of the bed felt strange; I was used sleeping on a 

mattress rolled out on the floor of my room or under the mosquito 

net set up on the roof.”111 When she wakes up the next day, she 

finds that the sights and outside her window are not like that of 

south Tehran with her Aunt Mariam.  She sees that “outside, the 

square was already filled with people gathering around carts 

carrying a variety of merchandise- produce, clothes, household 

gadgets.  A row of Arab women, balancing pots on their heads, 
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passed by in a line.  It was all strange.”112  As Edward Said states, 

“[exile] is the unhealable rift forced between a human being and a 

native place, between the self and its true home; its essential 

sadness can never be surmounted.”113  

The questions that would continue to haunt Nahid throughout 

her life were why her mother, Mohtarram, had given her away to 

Maryam, and not some other child.  What was it about her, Nahid, 

that made her mother give her away and not another child?  Did 

her mother ever really love her?  As Vahabzadeh declares “when 

one is forced out of his or her original social context and is 

suddenly deprived from all that is familiar, experiencing in pain 

and anguish a deep cut in one‟s existential continuum, one often 

remains helplessly retrospective with respect to his or her 

experience of departure….”114In one instance, when Nahid is 
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back in Ahvaz with her family, Mohtarram is talking to some 

women, and when they find that Nahid is back with them, one 

woman says “You must be so happy to have your child back 

again.”115  Mohtarram flatly says that she missed her so much, 

and it is then that Nahid knows that she is lying.  Over the next few 

months, Maryam, Mohtarram, and Aziz tried to talk to Father to let 

me Maryam take Nahid back to Tehran, but he refused, stating that 

Mohtarram was her mother and she was to stay in Ahvaz, where 

she would have a father to look after her.  During this time, even 

Mohtarram stated that Nahid was Maryam‟s daughter, and did not 

even try to claim Nahid as her own child.  Father refused, and 

Nahid‟s hope gradually faded.  She knew that she was to remain in 

Ahvaz for good. 

The longer she remained in Ahvaz, the closer she became 

with her sister Pari and her brother Parviz, while her relationship 

with her sister Manijeh only got worse, with her mother and father 
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it remained the same.  Her surroundings in Ahvaz were a mixture 

of both Islamic and Iranian values and some Western ones as well.  

For example, the women did not wear the hijab or chador, but wore 

Western clothes.  Their parents believed in arranged marriages, 

and while they believed that their sons should be able to go 

college, even going abroad, they did not believe in education for 

their daughters, but rather they should marry as soon as a suitable 

suitor came along.116  The city of Ahvaz was no different.  There 

was a mixture of both conservative and “modern” Iranians, Arab 

Iraqi Sunnis, and some British and Americans all living in Ahvaz.  

Romance was forbidden, yet love songs were blaring from the 

radios, American movies were shown in certain cinemas while a 

mosque across the street preached against seeing movies and such 

worldly pleasures.117  This confusion and clashing of values 

would only further alienate not only Nahid, but her sister Pari. 
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Nahid and her sister Pari, unlike the Iranians around them, 

had dreams and ambitions outside of getting married and having 

children.  Pari wanted to be an actress like Judy Garland, while 

Nahid wanted to be a writer.  Unlike many women in the family, 

Pari and Nahid wanted to marry for love, not have an arranged 

marriage.   Pari had a relationship with Majid, who worked in a 

boy‟s high-school.  One day he met her at school in his Buick and 

she even got in the car and let him kiss her.  Nahid states “my heart 

was pounding loudly in my chest.  Pari had entered a forbidden 

realm, condemned not just by people in Maryam‟s milieu but even 

by the more modern Iranian society.”118 Both girls made a 

promise to only marry for love, as they had decided that arranged 

marriage was a disaster.  They did not want to be one link in a long 

chain of tradition.119  They wanted to be different from other girls 

in the society.  
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 Just like Pari, Nahid had a romantic experience before 

marriage with a foreign boy named James.  His father was British 

and his mother was Iranian, and unlike most Iranians, they lived on 

the other side of the river, on the side where the foreigners mainly 

resided.  She goes on a boat ride with him, where it takes them to 

the side where the foreigners reside, then they hold hands as they 

take a walk.  They eat ice-cream and sit on a bench and talk, and 

then James kisses her.  The only reason he stops kissing her is 

because two Iranian men walk by.  Nahid states “suddenly I 

understood what Pari meant when she spoke of being 

inflamed.”120  When she is walking down Pahlavi Avenue on her 

way home she says that “I caught glimpses of my reflection in 

store windows.  My reflection seemed unfamiliar.  There was a 

glow on my face, as if something was about to open up for 

me.”121  She knew how Pari felt when she was with Majid, and 
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wanted to have this type of experience in a relationship, not that of 

her mother and father. 

As Amos states there is the form of internal exile in which 

“…the subject does not necessarily exist in exile outside these 

boundaries…”122 and “these individuals/groups occupy disparate 

„spaces‟ within the same „place.‟”123  For Nahid Rachlin, she 

lived in Iran, but was a cultural/inner exile in the fact that she did 

not adhere strongly to Iranian culture of norms, but wanted to live 

and different life than that of her mother, sisters, or Aunt Maryam.  

For her, she did not adhere so strongly to her Iranian ancestry.  It 

was unbelievable that her mother was married at the tender age of 

nine while her father was thirty-four, and that her mother was nine 

when their marriage was consummated.  She found that her mother 

and father‟s relationship was not that of husband and wife, but 

rather was one of a mother and father.  Beyond this, she found that 
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this was the case of many girls in her high school who married 

older men.  This was also the case with her sister Pari.  Taheri, 

Pari‟s fiancé begins to speak to Pari as if she is her father, not his 

fiancée.  She did not think or behave like a traditional Iranian girl. 

 Her ties to Iran are not as strong as those that tie Tara 

Bahrampour or Azadeh Moaveni.  Nor is she as sentimental about 

Iran, the people, or the language, in such a way as Tara 

Bahrampour and Azadeh Moaveni.  Dr.  Wittlin stated that “…any 

major artist and truly creative mind was a foreigner in his own 

country-that, by being different, strange, non-conformist, all 

essential criteria of the creative spirit, he exiled himself from the 

world of common sense.”124  Such examples of creative, reknown 

people who have done this are Edgar Allan Poe, Pushkin, and 

Kleist.  Nahid Rachlin can also be categorized as such.   

Her creativity was present even when she was living with her 

family in Ahvaz.  After she hears a story about a jeweler that their 
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mother used to see, she constructed a story about a love affair that 

occurred between the handsome jeweler and Mohtarram.  She then 

hid the story from Father by placing it under her bed mattress.125  

She constantly wrote stories, whether it was about a possible love 

affair between her mother and a jeweler, or that of a bookstore 

owner in the city.   

She also writes a story “…based on the plight of the woman 

who had been tempted to abandon her blind child, the story 

Maryam and Hamideh had spoken of that day in Tehran.”126  

When Mrs.  Soleimani asked the class their opinion, some of the 

students thought that it was sad or that it didn‟t sound real, but 

their teacher states that it was a realistic depiction of the plight of 

Iranian women.  Mrs.  Soleimani tells Nahid and the other girls 

that they should want more out of life than of just being a wife and 

a mother.  She also stated that the girls should try not to be ruled 

                                                 
125Nahid Rachlin, Persian Girls, (Penguin Group, New York, 2006):  67-69.  
126Ibid., 74. 
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and controlled by their much older and experienced fiancés.  

Finally she told Nahid that she should fight her father to be 

allowed to go to school and go her own way in life, rather than 

doing what her father wants her to do.  She found that what Mrs.  

Soleimani said resounded with her and Nahid found herself 

agreeing with her. 

Nahid would go to Tabatabai Bookstore and get different 

books from Jalal, the owner, to read.  She not only read certain 

books that the government deemed to be revolutionary, but Father 

believed that she was also writing stories that could possibly get 

the both of them in trouble with SAVAK.  One day she goes to 

school and finds that Mrs.  Soleimani was not there, that she had 

been forced to resign and no one knew where she was.  Then one 

day in October, she went to the bookstore and found that Jalal was 

nowhere to be found and that his bookstore was boarded up.  She 

would never know what happened to him, only being able to 
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imagine what happened.  It is at his point that her father tells her 

that he is allowing her to go to school in America.  Her creativity 

and rebellion led the way for her to go America and pursue of 

dream of going to college and becoming independent. 

 As such, she exiled herself while she was living in Iran.  She 

was a part of the society, but not truly like other people.  She did 

not believe in arranged marriages, using her parents‟ marriage as 

proof that they do not work.  She was equally distraught when her 

closest friend, companion, and relative Pari marries a dramatic 

man, who turns out to not only be a liar, but is also cruel and will 

not allow Pari to leave the house without his permission. 

When she arrives in America, she is surprised, to say the 

least, at the social norms of Americans, and specifically American 

girls.  Prior to coming to America, her main exposure to America 

was through the films that both she and Pari saw.  At first, her 
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“…isolation felt like freedom….”127  She soon found that she was 

different from the other girls, observing that “the ideal young girl, 

one whom the staff and parents approved of and promoted, was a 

good Christian who dressed properly and was agreeable and 

sociable.”128  Unlike the proper Iranian girl, who was supposed to 

wait for an appropriate suitor to come along, and who was to not 

wear things that would draw attention to them, American girls 

were supposed to dressed up and smile, and go out with different 

boys and attend different social functions.   

Her expectations about American girls and boys would be 

further dashed as she ventures about St.  Louis.  One day while she 

is at a diner, in 1965, and she is reading a Time magazine, a young 

man with blond hair and blue eyes, approaches her.  He introduces 

himself as Bill Owen and she introduces herself as Nahid 

Mehramy.  They go for a ride in his car.  Once they park in a quiet 

                                                 
127 Ibid., 142. 
128 Ibid., 143. 
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spot, he grabs her face in his hands and begins to kiss her.  Rather 

than her heart being inflamed like it was with James in Ahvaz, she 

says “I felt nothing.  It was if I were asleep or my flesh was 

numb.”129  She states that she is used to being wooed first before 

anything would happen.  When Bill grabs her breast, she resists, 

and when he asks why not, while breathing faster, she remains 

silent.  He is exasperated and sighs, then drops her off at the 

college.  When she says that the next time he is in town to let her 

know, Bill says that he would, but quickly drove away.  For her 

“this encounter seemed to be part of an American code I didn‟t 

quite comprehend.”130   

She is still at a stage of culture shock in which she is trying to 

learn the cultural norms of America.  Her brothers, Parviz and 

Cyrus, who also lived in America, chose not to go back and forth 

to Iran, even though they had the means to do so.  According to her 

                                                 
129 Ibid., 156. 
130 Ibid., 156. 
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brothers, “…it was difficult for them psychologically.  It had taken 

a long time to understand the cues of this new culture and to finally 

become a part of it.  It would be jarring to go back and forth.”131   

For Nahid, it would be many years before she would finally 

go back to Iran.  She would go back for the first time after she 

married and had her daughter.  When she finally goes back, it is 

after the Islamic Revolution and the downfall of the Pahlavi 

regime.  The second time that she returns to Iran is when her sister 

dies a mysterious death.  During this time in Iran, she finds that she 

is further alienated and exiled from Iran, finding that Iran is no 

longer a home, especially since Pari is now dead and she can no 

longer have a home or a life with her Aunt Maryam.  Nahid now 

realizes her exile status. 

 

 

 
                                                 
131 Ibid., 157. 
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Conclusion 

  

Within the framework of exile are different examples of 

exiles and the reasons for becoming one.  For example, Nahid 

Rachlin and Azar Nafisi would be cultural/inner exile, whose exile 

occurred while in Iran, rather than when they left.  Azar Nafisi 

grew up in a more Western and modernized family than many 

Iranian women in the society at large.  Azar Nafisi‟s role models 

were strong women who went to college and pursued their careers, 

always maintaining their values and goals, and not bowing down to 

pressure to get married, having children, or being the quintessential 

Iranian woman.  Unlike many Iranian women, she was closer to 

her father and lived in an environment in which her father was 

quite open about his thoughts, events of his life, and his 

upbringing.   

In the case of Nahid Rachlin, her alienation and exile 

stemmed from her early childhood when she was abruptly taken 
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from her Aunt Maryam, the only mother she ever knew, and forced 

to live with Mohtarram and Father, her birth parents, and her 

brother and sisters.  She never called Mohtarram, “mother” and 

would still consider Aunt Maryam her mother.  Her alienation and 

exile would only continue as Mohtarram remained quite detached 

with her, ignoring her while constantly pampering her sister 

Manijeh.  The questions of her early childhood and her mother‟s 

reason for giving her up would only continue to be unresolved 

questions for her.  The cause of Pari‟s mysterious death would also 

constantly be a ghost that would always haunt her. 

 The exilic condition that Tara Bahrampour faces occurs 

when she to the United States, and one in which she feels when she 

returns for the first time to Iran after more than thirteen years of 

being gone.   

Azadeh Moaveni, through the myths of exile, and the dreams 

of nostalgia that her family instills in her, creates in her a feeling of 



 94 

being an Iranian exile, living in America, separated from her 

homeland and everything that is familiar to her.  For her, and for 

many exiles, “…exiles everywhere emulate the Jewish experience 

and seek the same kind of panacea for their plight as pariahs.”132  

She considers herself an exile; she feels that she is different from 

everyone and refuses to even consider herself an Iranian-

American.  Her sentiments can be expounded when Abbas Milani 

states that “exile is coterminous with awaiting and transience, and 

with the solitude of the stranger; it begets and breeds a near 

neurotic dependence on news from „home.‟  Exiles refuse to 

recognize the permanence of the status quo.”133  To her, the most 

logical thing to do in order to feel that she belongs and is not 

different is to go back to Iran and be with Iranians.  But when she 

returns, she finds that she is not like the Iranians in Iran.  She finds 

                                                 
132 Abbas Milani, Lost Wisdom:  Rethinking Modernity in Iran, (Mage Publishers, Washington D.C., 

2004):  158. 
133 Ibid., 158. 
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that yet again, she is different, and that she is indeed an Iranian-

American. 

This wave of exiles inside and both outside of Iran is not the 

first incidence of the exilic condition among Iranians.  For 

example, the first large-scale exile of Iranians created the Hindi 

School of Iranian poetry and criticism.  Just as Iran was about to 

embark upon modernity, its inception was thwarted by Shah 

Abbas.  Many intellectuals, afraid of what would happen to Iran 

under the radical Shiite ideology, and the threat of war by Afghan 

invaders, chose to flee to India and established the Indian 

school.134 

The second wave of exiles from Iran occurred with the 

Constitutional Revolution in 1905-1907.  “When reactionary forces 

tried to resurrect oriental despotism in Iran, many of the most 

prominent advocates of democracy and rule of law, fearing for 

                                                 
134 Ibid., 160. 
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their lives, fled the country.”135  These intellectuals fled to 

Europe, mainly Germany, and formed many intellectual 

organizations.  One such organization, called the “Berlin 

Committee,” had many Iranian poets, writers, and scholars to count 

in its rank.  This group of Iranians also published the journal 

Kaveh, which turned out to be one of the most important 

publications in exile and would help change the „intellectual 

landscape‟ in Iran.136   

But as it is well-known, the most recent and perhaps most 

traumatizing of the exodus of Iranians is the Islamic Revolution in 

1979, an event that continues to influence Iran and Iranians, both 

inside and outside the country.  But even more, it has affected the 

intellectual life of the Iranian community .  As Abbas Milani 

states, many of the Iranian intellectuals have assimilated to a 

certain degree, learning and writing in both English and Farsi, nor 

                                                 
135 Ibid., 161. 
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are they intimidated by the West or ignorant of Iranian history and 

cultural heritage.137  He states that Nahid Rachlin‟s “…forte is 

describing the plight of Iranian émigré women, while he believes 

that Azar Nafisi, Marjane Sartrapi, and Firoozeh Dumas “…offer 

different views of the plight of women in Islamic Iran.”138  

This phenomenon of exile experienced by all the Iranian-

American women creates also culture shock that the women must 

face and deal with accordingly.  Although each woman 

experienced different examples of culture shock and reacted 

differently to each situation with which they were faced, one thing 

that all the women had in common was that they experienced 

culture shock when it came to male-female relations, or concerns 

about gender and sex.  It is only through their writing that these 

Iranian-Americans are able to articulate their sense of exile, 

                                                 
137 Ibid., 165. 
138 Ibid., 166. 
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trauma, loss, alienation, and culture shock, and hopefully, 

ultimately come to terms with it. 
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