







PRAISE FOR AMONG THE IRANIANS

“Packed with fascinating insights into an ancient and widely misunderstood culture, it is part-travel guide, part-sociological analysis, part-autobiography—and a must-read for anyone who wants to know the real story about life in Iran.”

—Sarah Arnott, correspondent, The Independent

“Sofia Koutlaki has opened a window onto ordinary Iranians and their everyday lives. She takes us inside the home, but also out into public spaces, and shows us, with love, an Iran rarely seen by outsiders and a culture whose subtleties she has penetrated with skill and understanding. Her book is essential reading for outsiders who want to understand Iran. Iranians abroad too will find much here to please—and perhaps surprise—them.”

—Ziba Mir-Hosseini, author of Islam and Gender: The Religious Debate in Contemporary Iran, and co-director of the award-winning film Divorce Iranian Style

“An excellent, useful introduction to Iranian culture and customs for people who have never been to Iran, or potential visitors. … The fact that the author has lived in Iran herself as a member of an Iranian family, enables her to go into greater detail on Iranian customs and habits of life than has been done in most other previous books.”

—Michael Axworthy, author of A History of Iran: Empire of the Mind

“This book provides a fascinating insight into the realities of daily life in Iran. Looking beyond the grim news headlines, the author paints a sympathetic and evocative portrait of the Iranian people, their habits, customs, and histories. It will become essential reading for anyone planning a trip to Iran, or who simply wishes to get to know the Iranian people better.”

—Dr. Stephanie Cronin, Oriental Institute, University of Oxford
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The seed of this book lay dormant in my mind for almost ten years until I visited the Word Into Art exhibition at the British Museum in September 2006. As I stood looking at the work of an Iranian photographer, I overheard an Iranian woman trying to explain to her non-Iranian companion what each element in the photograph “meant” to her. While the friend listened to the explanation and things began to make sense to her, I had the idea: what if there were a book that contained a basic grounding in Iranian culture, a sort of handbook?

An hour later I sat at the Café Nero in Oxford Street, scribbling bits that eventually found their way into the present introduction of this book, and a few weeks later, my old colleagues and friends Catherine Madinaveitia, Alex Harvie, and Hayedeh Mashayekh met for lunch off Trafalgar Square in central London. I sounded my idea out to them and I started writing.

People in three continents have had an input into turning the idea into a book. In London, Alex has been the good fairy of this book: she took the idea under her wing, sprinkled her magic dust, and turned it into a viable proposal. She read the first chapters while the tone was establishing itself, and has since given of her time and shared her valuable experience whenever I asked her. I cannot thank her enough.

Many thanks go to Catherine who helped with the search for a home for this book and also read earlier drafts of the first chapters with the keen eye of an English teacher. Sarah Arnott read and made useful comments that improved the clarity of the first two chapters and Appendix A. London publisher Nick Brealey saw the potential of the idea and referred it to Intercultural Press in Boston, and later met with me. His input gave firm direction to my idea, and I thank him for everything.

In Boston, Erika Heilman and Jennifer Olsen helped the project find its feet, especially at the beginning of the writing; later on they managed the project efficiently and were very good at putting up with the inconvenience and distance in our communications. Thank you for everything you’ve done, even for the little things I don’t know about but you must have done to make this project become reality.

Intercultural Press editor, Rebecca Greenberg, ironed out inconsistencies and, with her probing questions made significant improvements on the text. The clarity of the text owes a lot to her and I thank her profoundly.

The one person who has been with me for the long haul was Hayedeh Mashayekh. In her capacity as an experienced cook, she provided the delicious recipes included here, and checked Chapter 9 more than once. But that was not all—she read every chapter line by line with patience and the thorough and experienced eye of an editor. Her office in Tehran shared by Zohreh Hedayati Bidhendi has been a welcome space where they generously shared their deep knowledge of Iranian history and culture with me. Zohreh also lent me books and looked up facts for me. I would like to thank them both for their time and hospitality.

During writing, Soraya Javanmard and Mariam Samavati, who participated in my English class at the Noqte Atf Institute, Tehran, helped with research and lent me books. Thank you both.

Over the years many Iranians, too many to mention, have unwittingly provided material that has found its way here, and helped me learn much. Among of all these, my husband Hossein Fakhri Moghaddam’s family must always occupy a very important place. Mâmân-jun, the embodiment of selfless devotion until the end of her life, and Hâj Nâsser, or Âqâ-jun as we, his children and grandchildren called him, embraced me as a daughter from the moment they met me and taught many of the things I know about Iranian culture. In my mind, Iranian everyday culture is intertwined with their memory. They are out of reach to thank now, but may their souls live on in bliss.

Thank you, Hossein, for collecting information for the business chapter, for sharing my life and putting up with my moods for these last twenty-three years (and with no end in sight).

Finally, I should add that any errors and inaccuracies, of which there must be many, as always remain my responsibility.


INTRODUCTION
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In recent years Iran has been featured regularly in world news: the ongoing nuclear issue, the Iranian outlook on the Palestinian issue, and the launch of the Omid satellite into space in February 2009 to name a few. In addition, the unrest that followed the presidential election in June 2009 when Mr. Ahmadinejad was elected for a second term was beamed to every corner of the world through official news channels, on Web blogs, and on social networking sites, keeping Iran at the forefront of the news and once more heightening the world’s interest in Iran.

During the post-election unrest, Greek friends and family, disturbed by the news footage shown on their TV screens, rang me to ask whether we were affected by the events. I reassured them that we were all right: apart from the streets around Tehran University and some other areas in the center of the city where shops closed early—places people avoided for a few days after the elections—life continued as normal in the rest of the city, as in the rest of Iran. People went about their daily work, visited each other’s houses, shopped, held wedding celebrations, and youngsters went to their language and swimming classes. This is the image of Iran that this book presents.

I am writing this Introduction in Tehran in early August 2009, a few days after my return from a trip to my native city of Athens, Greece. Greeks generally know a little bit about ancient Iran, mostly from their school history books, but modern Iran remains, for the most part, a mystery. Three chance encounters I had while in Greece typify common attitudes about Iran and its people outside the country.

In a street in central Athens, a young man distributing free samples of beauty products offered to sign me up for a promotional course of beauty treatments. I excused myself, saying that I live in Tehran. He paused. “Do you go there on the Metro?” My reply, “Well, first on the Metro and then by airplane,” was met with a blank stare. “Tehran, you know, Iran?” I tried again.

“Oh, yes … Is it safe there? No bombs, no terrorists?”

In a conversation with a relative, she reported that the young son of a friend who had recently visited Iran expressed the view that, culturally, Iran is “forty years backward.” For a few days afterward I was mulling this idea over, trying to work out what exactly he may have had in mind, until one day at my local bank a chance conversation with a bank employee shed some light. During her visit to Iran, the employee loved the atmosphere and the community spirit. She liked the fact that families spent time together enjoying themselves in parks. She found Iranians cultured, refined, polite, and welcoming, and was impressed by the fact that even very young children behaved with respect. These are practices and pastimes that were current in Greece and elsewhere many years ago, and conjure up images of close family relationships and traditional values.

These indicative responses and the many more I have heard over the years range from total ignorance, to negative and sometimes patronizing attitudes, to positive appreciation and a wish to know more about Iranians. To my mind, such comments highlight the need to understand the culture of this intriguing nation, now more urgently than ever. Thus this book was born.

It is late Thursday evening as I write. The notes of a violin waft through the mesh screen, accompanying a hoarse, male voice with a sad tinge, singing of Love, the aching feeling in the pit of the stomach, “the desire of the moth for the star.”

I try to ignore the singing and get on with my work. The man walks up to the little park to the north of our block of flats, but he returns to stand under the eastern windows again, singing of how his heartstrings are bound inextricably with the Beloved’s strands of hair.

I take a 500-tuman note out of my purse, put on a white chador, and open the mesh screen. He doesn’t see me at first, but then he looks up. He is tall and thin, with tanned skin and untidy hair. The paper money, limp as a withered leaf, floats down to the pavement. He picks it up and touches his forehead with it. “May God bless you, pilgrim lady, may your table be full of His blessings.” He resumes his song.

The second floor neighbor calls him from her window and throws down some money and a wrapped candy.

“May you always taste sweetness, pilgrim lady; may God reward your kindness.”

The music reminds me of pre-EU Athens, where I was born and grew up, the memory vague as a dream. Tehran is in many ways similar to the Athens of my youth: the traffic and the summer heat (still the same), the smog, the pickup trucks buying metal, from old crockery to decommissioned refrigerators and discarded water boilers.

The minstrel walks down to the next street. I close the mesh screen, thinking about the time and the long distance, physical and psychological, I have covered over the years.

In October 1986, during my final year of studying English literature at the University of Athens, I received an envelope bearing a series of postage stamps featuring flowers of various colors and some writing in Arabic script. It had come all the way from Iran. Out of curiosity I slit open the envelope before I returned to our flat on the third floor. To my 23-year-old self, Iran was attractive and intriguing at the same time: an ancient nation that had waged war against my ancestors five centuries before Christ, and was now presented in the news as a land of fist-shaking mobs of unshaven men and of women wrapped in black veils from head to foot, embroiled in war with its neighbor Iraq. That was all I knew about Iran at the time.

The envelope contained a letter written in German from Hossein, an architecture student in Tehran currently working and learning German in preparation for his move to study in Germany. He talked about his family of two brothers and two sisters, and of his hobbies, drawing and reading, but the writing had nothing of the fluency and the air of European glamour that the letters from my other pen friends from Germany, Italy, and the Canary Isles had. Unlike those letters, it ended up in the bottom of my desk drawer, unanswered.

I forgot about Hossein until the spring of 1987, when I received another letter from him accompanied by a color photo: a young man with raven-black hair and a benign smile, seated in front of a row of potted red geraniums. Hossein was coming to Athens.

This letter could not be ignored. I imagined the possibility of a tall, dark stranger arriving at our front door one day, speaking German—not something that would impress my parents. But how could I prevent it? Since he had found my address via the Goethe Institute in Tehran, where more appropriate to meet than at the Goethe Institute in Athens, where I spent the free time between my lectures every week? I wrote back that he would find me every Tuesday afternoon between 4:00 and 6:00 in the foyer of the Institute, Omirou Street, behind the Catholic Church. Tuesday, May 5, 1987, the day I met Hossein, was my first brush with Iranian culture. Less than a year later, I married him, and we settled in England, where we both worked and studied until 1997. Then we moved to Iran for three years, and then back to England until 2007, when we came back to Tehran once again.

Over the years, I have observed the lives and the practices of Iranians in Tehran and in London. This book is the distillation of these observations, and as such they are made from my vantage point and are not exhaustive or infallible. Through my marriage to Hossein, I entered a certain religious and social milieu in his native city, Tehran. This is a social circle in which the men now in their 70s and older own small shops or artisan workshops, and the women of the same age move mostly within their family circles. Their sons have either continued and expanded the family trade or entered the Tehran Bazaar, with a few of them entering tertiary education. Their daughters have had some schooling—some have finished high school—and married within their class. But the young men and women of the third generation now increasingly go to university. On the whole, the social milieu within which I move in Iran is of a traditional, religious character, affording me a specific and unique window into Iranian culture.

As we begin the analysis of Iranian culture and customs, I want to add a caveat here. Many of the practices and social rules I describe should be seen as tendencies, not as absolutes, in the sense that they can be deviated from and broken. Some may sound unfamiliar to Iranians living abroad, or indeed to those within Iran who belong to another social class. Bear in mind that Iran is a vast country of over 70 million inhabitants belonging to various ethnic groups. The population of the capital, Tehran, now numbers about 14 million people, and just like every megalopolis, it is the home of wide cultural variations in customs and everyday practices. Nonetheless, even if some of the details I describe are specific to people I have encountered, the tendencies are universally recognized by Iranians as their own.

A long, exciting relationship with Iranian culture started on the day I met Hossein, intermittently as a student and continuously as a foreign bride. I learned many things by trial and error (lots of them!), others by observations and probing questions: How to say what you mean, how to mean it without saying it, how to negotiate the politeness maze, the concept of “dirt,” folk beliefs about food, how to dress so as not to give wrong messages, along with intriguing details such as how to fill up the petrol tank according to gender. In short, I had to learn everything about Iranian culture from the basics to the subtleties of love and arguing. This book distills that experience.

This book was written for curious and discerning Western readers who want to see behind the negative images and get insight into a culture that is very little understood and appreciated in the West. I hope that the readers of this book will have the same kind of experience as my friend Alex, who came to Tehran on business in the summer of 2000. She said she enjoyed her visit to Iran because I helped her understand the whys and the wherefores of what she saw and encountered. So we will set off on a journey similar to the one I began over twenty years ago, and we will observe and analyze behaviors in which some motifs recur with regularity and blend with each other.

Given the amount of material that I could have included in this book, Among the Iranians is something of a sampler, much like a buffet full of tempting dishes but, alas, one can only have one plateful altogether, one bite of each dish. I had to be selective and adhered to two criteria. First, I have included lesser-known information that, in my opinion, would be of interest and practical use to readers, and second, I have tried to focus on the many positive aspects of Iranian culture in order to paint a picture of Iran that is not often shown.

A story is told of how Jesus Christ and his disciples passed by the rotting corpse of a dog. “What a disgusting smell!” the disciples complained. “What bright, white teeth!” Christ said, because he didn’t like any of God’s creatures to be spoken of in a disparaging way. “Don’t act like flies,” he told them, “who fly around so many beautiful things but eventually settle on filth. Don’t notice only people’s defects.”1 In this book I have tried to follow this advice.

Having lived among Iranians in England and in Iran for the last twenty years, I have observed a decisive period for the Iranian nation. The end of the Iran-Iraq War, called by Iranians the Imposed War, in August 1988 marked the beginning of a new era of peace, reconstruction, and social change. Less than a year later, in June 1989, the leader of the Islamic Revolution, Imam Khomeini (known in the West as Ayatollah Khomeini) passed away, leaving behind a religious, political, and social legacy whose impact is still felt in Iran and in other parts of the world.

Iranian society is now in transition, and its traditional culture is undergoing change. At different points in this book I hint at practices that are changing or are on the way out. To some Iranian friends who read and commented on the text before publication, the practices and customs I write about brought back childhood memories and nostalgia for the Iran of their grandparents, while to others they are still very much a live, vibrant part of their everyday lives.

Numerous factors are at play, some similar to those in other societies, some specific to the Iranian reality. At this point in its history, the Iranian nation is young, in the sense that young people form the largest social group. In 1976 the population was 34 million, in 1989 it reached 50 million, and twenty years later it has stabilized at over 70 million.2

This population explosion means that more than half of the Iranian population are now in their thirties or younger and have not experienced life before the Islamic Revolution. These young Iranians formed 40 percent of the voters in the 2005 presidential election,3 and in the June 2009 presidential elections they constituted the majority of the electoral body. According to the governmental body overseeing the June 2009 presidential elections, 46.3 million Iranians were eligible to vote. These many young people compete for limited life opportunities—admission to universities, jobs, housing, suitable marriage partners—which poses a serious challenge for the government and across society.

I hope to be able to help you discover everything you might want to know about Iran, and I hope that you will find the process as enjoyable as I have—and still do. And so the big journey continues, for Iran, for America, and for every one of us. Only God knows what’s in store. So, as the Iranians say, “What must one do? Tavakkol be Khodâ’”—or, in other words, In God We Trust.

SAK, Tehran, August 2009

TRANSLITERATION NOTE

I have adopted a simple, accessible transliteration system that accurately represents current standard Persian pronunciation rather than spelling.

The English letters and letter combinations have approximately the same sounds as in English, e.g., ch as in chair and sh as in shop, apart from the following:

kh: voiceless velar uvular with scrape, approximating to ch in the loch and as in the German doch

q: voiced or voiceless uvular plosive, according to phonetic context; approximating the first sound of quorum but articulated deeper in the throat

gh: voiced uvular fricative, similar to the French r

zh: as in leisure

a: as in hat

â: as in bath

u: as in zoo

Words and names that have become standardized in English follow their established spelling, e.g., Isfahan, Ramadan, and Imam.
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