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ABSTRACT 

Iranian Americans are a little-known immigrant group in this country for 

several reasons. First, they are a relatively small group in proportion to other 

immigrant groups (i.e. Hispanics and Asians). As of 1992, immigration data from 

1979 to 1992 shows that 206,545 Iranians immigrated into this country (Bozorgmehr, 

1996). Current estimates state somewhere between 800,000 to over 1 million Iranians 

live in America, mostly in urban areas such as Los Angeles and Washington, D.C. 

(www.persianoutpost.com). Second, because they are a smaller ethnic group and tend 

congregate to larger cities in this country, they are less noticeable. Finally, and 

perhaps the most important reason, is because they want to be unnoticed due to the 

backlash from the Islamic Revolution of 1979, affecting Iranians and Americans in 

both countries. 

Since 1979 a new generation of Iranians Americans has been born. They are 

incorporated in the American workforce, educational system, and other parts of 

society. While their parents may know much about the language, the society, and the 

culture of Iran, their offspring are struggling to understand who they are, living in 

what Karim and Khorrami (1998) call "A World Between." Therefore my research 

question is: To what degree do the first, one-and-a-half, and second generation Iranian 

Americans retain their cultural ties to Iran? 
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While the first-generation Iranian Americans maintain many of the cultural 

practices, there seem to be exceptions to the expectation of the one-and-a-half 

generation group. This is likely due to the group having a more diverse background 

and socialization because most of them were raised in countries other than America, 

although they were raised in Westernized countries. The second-generation 

immigrants maintain their cultural and ethnic identity to the home country, but not to 

the degree the first and one-and-a-half generation groups maintain their identity. They 

were socialized in America and were influenced by the external factors of this culture 

more so than the Iranian culture they were taught within the home. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The purpose of my thesis is to understand to what degree Iranian Americans 

maintain their ethnic or cultural identity in America. I chose this research for a 

number of reasons. First, Iranians are a little known immigrant group that have had to 

deal with culture shock and identity issues in this country, so I am interested in finding 

out to what degree they maintain their cultural identity while living in this country, 

measuring variables such as language, cuisine, family and peer influence, and media, 

music, and movie ties. Secondly, I am interested in studying this group qualitatively, 

having more of an interest in the personal struggles of Iranians rather than 

quantitatively measure the patterns in cultural retention (although I included an ethnic 

identity scale to quantitatively measure their personal identity). Thirdly, I have a 

personal interest in understanding how other Iranians maintain or struggle with their 

own identity in such a diverse culture, as I have recently begun to pay attention to my 

own identity struggles. And although not of primary importance, I will briefly address 

the differentiation between Iranians and Arabs in the Middle East because there is 

confusion that convolutes the groups and creates mistaken identity, leading to false 

discrimination or prejudice based on incorrect assumptions. Therefore, I hope to add 

to the previous research and encourage further research of this little-known group. 

I feel this is a timely study, with the advent of technology and globalization, 

there are numerous changes occurring politically, economically, and culturally 

between the Middle East and the West. From the reign of Shah Reza Pahlavi of Iran 

to the present, many changes have influenced peoples' perceptions of Iran. The 
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primary reason for these changes and attitudes between Iran and the West stems from 

the one historical marker that Iranians, either in America or in Iran, measure their lives 

by—The Islamic Revolution of 1979, led by Ayatollah Rhuhollah Khomeini. 

As with all revolutions, The Islamic Revolution was born out of a difference of 

ideology; a desire for change in society and to make life better for all people in Iran. 

The Shah had interests in westernizing Iran, while Ayatollah Khomeini had an interest 

in maintaining and strengthening the Islamic culture and religion for all of Iran. This 

conflict set the stage for what would be the most traumatic change of the twentieth 

century for Iran and the Middle East. Robin Wright (1989) states that in fact the Shah 

was so Western-minded that, 

...he sought to modernize ancient Persia by breaking the hold of tradition, 
both social and religious, that he believed prevented progress.... Reza Shah 
demonstrated marked contempt for tradition, especially Islam. Streets were 
plowed through mosques and religious institutions, bazaars, and other old 
quarters. Religious judges and taxes and Islamic laws were secularized, often 
according to European standards under the control of the central state; the 
clergy were thus deprived of major sources of power, income and input into 
the system. Elementary and religious schools run by the mullahs were put 
under a government of ministry and their curricula standardized, again based 
on the European model. 

...Reza Shah restored the old Persian solar calendar in place of the Arabic 
lunar standard used by Muslims elsewhere. He purged Arabic words from 
Farsi...he banned the veil and commanded that both sexes adopt Western 
dress. In general, Westernization became synonymous with modernization—
in a country with a civilization that dated back thousands of years. (Pp. 43-
44) 

Ayatollah Khomeini, however, had a different view of society. The Shah was 

undoing what the Ayatollah believed needed to be maintained; to follow the words of 

the Koran, establish a strong religious-based curriculum, and cover up the women and 

not exploit them as Westerners did. Essentially the Ayatollah sought to maintain the 
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Islamic identity that had been a part of Iran for 1500 years. During Khomeini's earlier 

years in Iran and after he was exiled, many uprisings and demonstrations took place, 

letting the Shah know that he was not listening to the religiously- and politically-

minded citizens of Iran. Amin Saikal (1980) describes the Ayatollah's agenda and the 

Shah's miscalculations of Khomeini's influence succinctly: 

Although the Shah succeeded in crushing the uprising, and exiled Khomeini 
in 1964, he failed to cut off the latter's ties with the Iranian masses: After 
fourteen years in exile, Khomeini found the opportunity to call his followers 
out onto the streets against the Shah.... The catch words of the diverse groups 
became `down with the Shah and his oppressive and corrupt rule,', and `long 
live Khomeini, Islam, democracy, freedom, and equality,'.... As 
subsequently became clear, the influential Khomeini and his orthodox 
followers wanted an Islamic Iran, governed by Islamic law, with balanced 
socio-economic development but no foreign interference and without what 
they regarded as the Western-based immoral aspects of the Shah's 
modernization. (P.193-194) 

In the end the Shah lost control over the nation. The Ayatollah, at the age of 

80, had no previous political experience but had the support of the masses. He forced 

the Shah to back down and concede his land, country, and people he loved so much to 

the new Islamic leader. 

Once the initial revolution subsided and the Islamic precedent was established, 

there was a new-found hatred towards the West, and especially America. From the 

American standpoint, however, the negative and stereotypical attitudes against Islam, 

and Iranians specifically, stemmed from the hostage situation of 1979-1980, where 52 

Americans were held hostage for 444 days by a fundamentalist Islamic anti-American 

group. This obviously had a negative impact on American-Iran relations. It was also 

a key factor in motivating many more Iranians deciding to emigrate to America 

because of the extreme differences between the monarchal system of the Shah and his 
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Western ideology and the theocratic, conservative system of the Ayatollah.' 

Additionally, between 1980-1988 America was indirectly involved in the Iran-Iraq 

War, as America was supplying arms to Iraq, thus further debilitating relations 

between America and Iran. 

In 1997 President Khatami, a liberal in comparison to most leaders in Iran, was 

voted the new President of Iran. The largest population of voters, the young, college-

age generation, voted him in because they wanted drastic changes in Iran. Such 

changes included eliminating the imposition of the wearing of the veil by women and 

allowing more freedom of the press. They also wanted more public interaction 

between the sexes without state control. Most Iranians also wanted Iran to be more 

accepted in the world, culturally and economically. 

Currently Iran and America continue to disagree on many political and 

economic issues: America's placing economic sanctions on Iran, and the intolerance 

of Islam and inhumanity in Iran, according to American standards. But culturally the 

barriers are falling. For example, Iranian movies are winning top honors and praise at 

American and international film festivals, sporting events are occurring between the 

two countries, and the ever-popular rugs are a main economic and cultural export of 

Iran. 

Geographically, Iran is part of the newly designated Middle East. Lewis (1998) 

clarifies: 

`Middle East' is self-evidently a Western term, and dates from the beginning 
of this century.... It is even used by the peoples of the region it denotes to 

1Approximately 40,000 according to Bozorgmehr, 1996. 
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describe their own homelands. This is the more remarkable in an age of 
national, communal, and regional self-assertion, mostly in anti-Western form. 

Mansfield (1991) further explains: 

...a modern English term for the most ancient region of human civilization. 
Before and during the First World War, the Near East,' which comprised 
Turkey and the Balkans, the Levant and Egypt, was the term in more common 
use. `The Middle East,' if employed at all, referred to Arabia, The Gulf 
Persia (Iran)/Mesopotamia (Iraq) and Afghanistan. After the First World War 
Allies had destroyed the Ottoman Turkish Empire and established their 
hegemony over its former Arab provinces, `the Middle East' gradually came 
to encompass both areas. 

Iran is a part of the rich history and culture historically known as Persia. 

Although it has gone through numerous changes and conquests, it still maintains many 

of the Persian traditions. Frye (1975) offers much to the history of Persia/Iran, which 

he says began with the creation by the Median, which was then followed by the 

Achaemenid empire, between 559 and 330 B.C. Alexander the Great conquered 

Persia as the dark ages emerged, but it was revived by the Sassanian empire in 

approximately A.D. 224-630. Finally, around A.D. 630, the Arabs conquered Persia 

and brought with them the new ideology and religion of Islam. Frye says, "Iran 

accepted Islam but changed it by making of it an iranicized, international religion and 

culture not wedded to Arab or Bedouin customs and beliefs" (p.4). In the age of 

Islam, during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, Turks and Mongols invaded Persia, 

devastating its political and cultural foundation. Persia was torn internally until the 

sixteenth century, when imperial greatness rose, this time not so much in foreign 

conquest but in unifying Iran politically, culturally and religiously under the Safavids. 

During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries Persia went through a period of 

short-lived dynasties, ending in the early 1900's with the Qajar dynasty. In 1905 
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Persia had an incompetent ruler and was in a state of corruption. But in 1921 Colonel 

Reza Khan of the Cossack Brigade and a group of reformers wanted to make 

governmental changes. He led a march into Tehran and forced the cabinet to resign. 

He then set up a new government, with Khan as commander-in-chief. Soon thereafter 

he controlled the government and established himself as prime minister. Reza Khan 

reorganized the government and established new financial institutions. Although the 

new government was opposed by the religious leaders, Reza Khan maintained his 

control, retained the monarchy, and made himself Shah. In 1925 he officially crowned 

himself Shah, or King, and declared the end of the Qajar dynasty: "He took the name 

of Pahlavi for his dynasty. In 1935 he officially changed the name of the country from 

Persia to Iran" (Mansfield, p.212). 

With the exception of one brief coup d'etat between 1925 and 1979, Iran 

established itself as a strong country economically, politically, and culturally. It allied 

itself with many of the Western states and adopted much of the Western ideology. 

However, Western structure and ideology made its Islamic religious history and 

culture of secondary importance. By 1979 the Islamic fundamentalists, led by 

Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini, had drawn the line between religious and secular 

ideology. This became the catalyst for the Islamic Revolution that overthrew the Shah 

and returned the clergy to power. 

In many Middle Eastern countries politics and religion overlap to form the 

government — in Iran's case the Islamic Republic. There is a marked distinction, 

however, between Iranians and other Arab nationalities. The difference is most 
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evident in Muslim sects, Shiite and Sunni. Iran is the only country of the region that is 

predominantly Shiite, while the remainder of the Middle Eastern countries practice the 

Sunni sect. Mansfield (1991) describes the similarities and differences: 

There is no great doctrinal difference between Sunni and Shiite Islam: they 
agree on the absolute centrality of the Prophet in the religion and on most of 
the historical details of his life; there are no major differences in ritual; and on 
theological matters there is a broad consensus. The division is historical and 
political. The Shiites believe that the Prophet should have been succeeded by 
his cousin and son-in-law Ali. (P.136). 

Thus the Shiites believe that the role of the leader, or imam, is handed down through 

lineage. The Sunni, on the other hand, believe that the leadership should be passed 

down to the one who is the most educated and trained in Islamic studies. 

Another cultural difference between Iranians and Arabs is language. In Iran 

the national language is Persian, or Farsi; in other countries the languages differ, from 

Turkish to Arabic. However, there is a connection between Iranians and the Arabic 

language. Albert Hourani (1991) and Bernard Lewis (1998) maintain that in Iran the 

Arabic language is still used for religious purposes and law, although Farsi is still used 

as the official language of the country. Lewis says that, 

The Iranians, possessors of an ancient written culture, did not lose their 
language or cultural identity. Though they adopted Arabic as the language of 
religion and law, of culture and science, and contributed mightily to Arab 
cultures, they did not become Arabic speakers; nor did they become Arabs as 
did their Western neighbors. They retained their language and their identity, 
albeit in a different form.... But it was still Persian. It was not Arabic and did 
not even belong to the same family of languages as Arabic. (P.54). 

This study is important to me for personal reasons because I was born in Iran 

and lived there for the first seven years of my life. I was adopted by a wonderful 

American family and have lived in America ever since. But as I moved from place to 

place, people automatically noticed me as being of a different ethnicity. I defined 
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myself as White because I was socialized in rural Wisconsin, a town with fewer than 

100 people of any other ethnic or racial group besides Western European. Once I 

moved to New Mexico I was perceived as Hispanic or Native American for the most 

part, but still I identified with "whiteness". It was not until I came to Humboldt State 

University that I began to fully question my identity and search for my roots. 

I began to reflect on Iran, trying to remember little things, the culture, the people, the 

language. Although I remember little of Iran, one conclusion from this study has 

reminded me that my constant tie to Iran was the variable of Iranian food. Every so 

often my adopted mother would make Iranian food and explain what it was. Taste and 

identification with dishes was the only thing I relied on to connect me with Iran. As a 

consequence of this study, I found out that many respondents have also connected 

food with their identity (see Discussion section). 

Is there a difference between first- and second- generation identity struggles? 

What differences are there? These are only a few of the questions that I will attempt 

to address in my study. I have begun with a brief historical background of the Iranian 

people, where they came from, and the difference between Iranians and Arabs. Next I 

will discuss the existing literature of this minority group in America, followed by the 

methodology and description of my sample. I will then discuss the results of my 

study, followed by the conclusion, implications, and the need for further studies. 



LITERATURE REVIEW 

According to Mehdi Bozorgmehr and Georges Sabagh (1988), during the 

period 1950 to 1977 a total of 34,855 Iranian immigrants were admitted to the United 

States. In the following eight years, 1978-1986, an estimated 103,712 immigrants 

came to the United States. The increased number of immigrants in the latter eight 

years represented mostly those who fled the Islamic Revolution. Bozorgmehr (1995) 

estimates that in 1990 there were over 285,000 Iranians in America. Approximately 

half of them were concentrated in the Los Angeles area, with most of the others spread 

throughout the New York/New Jersey and the Washington, D.C./Virginia/Maryland 

area. 

Bozorgmehr, Der-Martirosian, and Sabagh (1996) studied Middle Easterners 

and the migration patterns of four Middle Eastern groups: Armenians, Arabs, Iranians, 

and Israelis, in the Los Angeles area in the early 1990's. They conclude that Iranians 

represented 6.7% of all Middle Easterners in the Western world, and of those 29% 

resided in the Los Angeles area. 

According to Ansari (1977), it is difficult to study Iranians because they do not 

settle like other immigrant groups, in enclaves and boroughs. In his research of first 

generation Iranian immigrants he concluded: 

First, the pattern of Persian migration does not involve "chain migration." It 
is not basically a family migration. Eighty per cent of the immigrants in this 
survey arrived in this country as a sole member of their family...usually a 
student immigrant.... Second, the Persian migration is essentially the 
migration of the middle-class trained professionals...as a result of Iranian 
westernization, the immigrant is Americanized in his own country before he 
comes to America. (P.93). 

9 
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Hoffman (1989a) agrees with Ansari when characterizing Iranians as a 

fragmented community: 

Such fragmentation has been the result, not only of religious and political 
heterogeneity, but, also, of a fundamental style of intercultural relations 
directed toward the maintenance of internal differentiation rather than toward 
the outward communication of a collective solidarity or group identity. Such 
fragmentation has contributed to a certain lack of internal stability in basic 
units of community.... (P.37) 

But since those studies, rapid and extreme changes have occurred both in Iran 

and in America. Iranians are still stigmatized from the "hostage" incident of 1980, as 

well as the "terrorist" label that has been placed on all Iranians, including those who 

were in America before the Revolution occurred. Ansari (1977) relates that they tried 

to avoid being identified as Iranians to prevent acts of hostility towards them: 

...characteristics of the Iranian's social life in this country are his privacy and 
his self-isolation.. combined with a high degree of suspicion and 
distrust...there are of course political reasons for such widespread suspicion 
and distrust. (P.88) 

Ansari (1992) attributes their desire for anonymity to the continuous historical 

situations of oppression, constant Muslim Shiite and Sunni division, and direct and 

indirect foreign domination from both the East and West, among other factors. 

Other research addresses Iranian ethnic associations and organizations in the 

Washington, D.C. area. BiParva (1994) used a snowball sample to find out what types 

of Iranian associations and organizations in the D.C. area existed, and for what 

purposes. His results indicate that they were organized for the "preservation of the 

cultural heritage of Iran, structural social assimilation, and cultural assimilation" 

(P.392). 
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Farah Gilanshah (1986) has been collecting research on Iranian acculturation 

and Iranian immigrants settling in other parts of the country. In her first study of 

Iranians in the Minneapolis/St. Paul area, she wanted to find out if ethnic community-

forming behaviors among certain populations of Iranians were stronger than others. 

She located two groups that formed the Iranian community in the area. They 

comprised of a student colony and a traditional ethnic community. She found that the 

students segregated from other Iranians in the community on a cultural and physical 

basis. 

Gilanshah (1989) also studied Iranians in Greenwood, South Carolina, 

exploring the attitudes among Iranians about living there. She found that for the most 

part Iranians were happy to have settled in the south, for they were accepted in the 

community and they had a sense of happiness and satisfaction with their life. 

Shireen Ghaffarian (1987) studied the acculturation process between men and 

women. She found that middle-aged first generation Iranian men are more accepting 

of the American values than their women counterpart. She concluded that this may be 

due to the freedom and self-determination they experience as men in most societies. 

In another study (1998), she researched the implications of mental health on 

acculturation. She concludes that women were found to be more anxious and 

depressed. "Those who were culturally incorporated or culturally shifted tended to 

have better mental health than those who were culturally resistant... women had more 

depression, anxiety, and psychosocial dysfunctions than that of men" (P.7). 
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Dissertations have been written on the topic of Iranian Americans. Barati- 

Marnani (1981) applies Milton Gordon's theory of assimilation to first generation 

Iranian immigrants in southern California.2  He found that pre-migration factors such 

as education and age, and post-migration factors such as residence, family and 

children, and type of religion attributed to certain degrees of assimilation. He further 

found that Gordon's structural assimilation model was the type most reported, and 

identificational assimilation was the least reported. 

Mehdi Bozorgmehr (1992) wrote his dissertation on the different ethnicities of 

Iranians in Los Angeles. He studied the dispersion of Jewish, Armenian, Muslim, and 

Bahai Iranians throughout the Los Angeles area.3  Hanassab (1993) addressed the 

premarital attitudes of mate selection among young Iranian Americans. He studied the 

different attitudes between arranged marriages versus inter-marriages among Muslims 

and Jews.4  He found that Muslims had a more liberal attitude toward mate selection 

than Jews. Also, male attitudes were more liberal than female attitudes, and Muslims 

found it harder to marry outside their nationality than Jews. 

2  Milton Gordon's (1964) assimilation theory incorporates seven stages or types: cultural (includes 
changes in cultural patterns), structural (entering into the social networks or groups of the society), 
marital (intermarrying), identificational (developing a sense of ethnicity), attitude receptional (no longer 
encountering discrimination), behavior receptional (no longer encounter prejudices), and civic (do not 
conflict with dominant values or power). 

3  From this study Mehdi Bozorgmehr and Geroge Sabagh (1994) continued the study of religiosity and 
ethnicity of Iranian Muslims in Los Angeles. 
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Arlene Dallalfar's (1989) study is the only one to address Iranian immigrant 

women and their reconstruction of work, community, and ethnicity. Among her 

findings, Muslim and Jewish types of work differed because of economic survival, 

rather than for religio-ethnic reasons. As well, many of the women had to work from 

home or in underpaid work because of their lack of any work experience. 

Hojat, et at (1999) studied the attitudes of premarital sex, family, and child 

rearing among Iranians in America and Iran. Their findings suggest that the cultural 

practices of Iran are more conservative than in America. Among their findings, 

American attitude of premarital sex was more lenient than in Iran; that women were 

more conservative in Iran than in America. In both cultures, the idea of child rearing 

was important, suggesting that the role of women is of great importance in both 

cultures. Iranian parents, however, faced specific cross-cultural roles between parents 

and children in America. The parents relied on culturally prescribed Iranian roles in 

the household, but the children were socialized in schools and by peers, thus creating 

familial frustrations between the generations. More than half of the Iranians in both 

countries believed that having children is important. Finally, more than half of 

Iranians in America and one-third of the Iranians in Iran believed that divorce should 

be easily accessible. 

I found only one study on second-generation Iranian Americans. Ali Mahdi 

(1998) conducted a study using a questionnaire, including quantitative and qualitative 

data, to assess the ethnic identity of the second-generation group. The study found 

4  He applied the modern definition of arranged marriages as allowing the potential mates to meet and 
date under supervision, as opposed to the traditional method of not allowing the mates to meet until the 
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that, regarding language, over half of the population would like to learn Farsi, but 

nearly another half claimed they did not have the time or interest to do so. Over one-

third of the research population, including parents, spoke Farsi at home. As well, he 

states that, "while the majority of the respondents in the sample could speak and 

comprehend Persian, more than 60 percent could neither read nor write it" (pg.94). He 

concludes, 

Second-generation Iranians have shown a strong interest in maintaining a 
sense of their ancestral roots and culture. However, such a desire is 
predicated on an Americanized understanding of Iranian culture and 
conditioned by the characteristics of the American multicultural society. 
(P.94). 

There is limited research available on Iranians in other countries who are 

dealing with cultural conflicts. As these topics do not apply directly to cultural 

retention in America, I will not be addressing these papers except to recognize that 

there is research being done on Iranians in other parts of the world. Also, it is 

important to understand what issues Iranians face in other countries and what the 

similarities and differences are between other countries and our own.5  

There exists non-academic literature that offers further insight on Iranian 

Americans. The pictorial work Irangeles: Iranians in Los Angeles (1993) takes a look 

at Iranians in the Los Angeles area. The title Irangeles is synonymous with 

"Tehrangeles," combining Iran (Tehran) and Los Angeles to create an enclave in Los 

Angeles that is predominantly Iranian. The work includes interviews with first and 

wedding ceremony or afterwards, when the wife took off her veil. 
5  Sigrid Bafekr and Johan Leman's Highly Qualified Iranian Immigrants in Germany: The Role of 
Ethnicity and Culture, in the Journal of Ethnic and Migration Studies, 1999, 25, 1, pp.95-112; Maykel 
Werkuyten andn Shervin Nekuee's Subjective Well-being, Discrimination and Cultural Conflict: 
Iranians :Living in the Netherlands in Social Indicators Research, 1999, 47, pp. 281-306. 
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second generation Iranian Americans, backgrounds, and origins of Iranian customs 

and cultural practices, and the cultural dissonance that results from belonging to two 

very different cultures. Another work addresses the question of Iranian identity using 

poetry, short stories, and essays from Iranian Americans. Karim and Khorrami (1999) 

compiled a collection of works by Iranian Americans throughout America to share 

their experiences and understanding of identity and dealing with the cultural 

dissonance associated with belonging in two worlds. The following is an example of 

attempts to answer such questions of identity: 

By the time I figured out 
what made an Iranian girl 
good 
it was too late. 
I had already been corrupted by America, 
her loose hips and ungracious manner 
had watered me down further (P.108). 

Cultural Acquisition 

Culture programs us to define what is real, what is true, what is right, what is 
beautiful, what is good... We are programmed... We all have a tendency 
toward ethnocentrism as a result of our very inseparable relationship to our 
culture. (Gudykunst and Kim, quoted in Hoffman, 1989:277) 

I am interested in understanding how Iranian Americans maintain their cultural 

ties to Iran while in America. Diane Hoffman (1989) has researched Iranian 

immigrants and the impact of culture using the variable of language: "The acquisition 

of language is tied to social and cultural context, and the acquisition of culture occurs 

at least in part through language... ordinary discourse is `a powerful socializing 

medium..." (P.118). Iranian Americans tend to distance themselves from the host 



16 
culture. Yet, Hoffman agues that, "fluency in and use of English does not necessarily 

reflect any inner, deeply held commitment to `becoming American.' It is thus not 

related to `identification' with the host society or culture acquisition at the deepest 

level" (P.121). This is in conjunction with the fact that distancing themselves from the 

host country is consistent with maintaining an Iranian identity; that is, a "...willingness 

to use Persian can be taken as an indication of a growing sense of cultural and 

community identity" (P.123). The use of Farsi, the Iranian/Persian language, is also 

symbolic in that it expresses the Iranian attitude towards the American cultural 

experience. 

Hoffman (1989) maintains the point I made earlier: "...though Iranians shared 

the emphasis on acquiring English in order to succeed in school, they did not see any 

necessary link between this learning and stronger forms of cross-cultural identification 

and learning" (P.124). That is to say, they did not wish to "assimilate" wholly to the 

host country. Thus far this appears to be the only research available on cultural 

acquisition and Iranian Americans. 

Bozorgmehr, Der-Martirosian, and Sabagh (1996) studied ethnic language 

maintenance and English acquisition comparisons between first- and one-and-a-half 

generation Iranian Americans. Their study found that among first- and one-and-a-half 

generation Iranians, approximately 80% of first generation and 70% of one-and-a-half 

generation Iranian Americans spoke Farsi within their homes. The opposite pattern 

occurs when speaking English within the home (approximately 10% and 25%, 

respectively). Regarding English proficiency, 50% of first generation and 75% of 
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one-and-a-half generation Iranian Americans speak English very well. Among both 

groups, only a small percentage of Iranians speak only English, speak it well, or don't 

speak it well and not at all. 

Bozorgmehr (1996) briefly describes the emigration of Iranians and the long-

term differences between the generations when dealing with social integration (or 

assimilation), stating, "These generational differences suggest that as Iranian Jewish 

and Armenian children grow up, they may move away from the Iranian community 

and become oriented towards the general Armenian and Jewish-American 

communities" (P.228). He further states that those moves are also based on marriage 

practices. Thus, marrying an Iranian coreligionist is the first choice and an Iranian 

non-coreligionist a third choice, making a non-Iranian Armenian or Jew their second 

choice. This would further perpetuate the "assimilation" that many subscribe to. 

One of the variables I am interested in is the inclusion of media in identity 

maintenance. Hamid Naficy (1991) studied the practices of nostalgia among Iranian 

exiles in the Los Angeles area. He argues that the use of television and video 

programs created in Los Angeles symbolically construct ethnic and national identity. 

Many questions have been raised about the difficulties of self-identity and the 

experiences of first and second-generation immigrants from traditional cultures to 

postmodern cultures of the Western world. I will attempt to illuminate this difficulty 

through the use of face-to-face interviews and a brief survey with first, one-and-a-half, 

and second generation Iranian Americans. I am interested in comparing these three 
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groups in order to understand to what degree the generation gap influences Iranian 

cultural identity in the postmodern American culture. 

You are the best reason for my continued existence 
You are love's refuge, a warm roof over a home 

You are a love ballad, an eternal song 
Live long Ο land of Iran 

Naficy — From The Lover's Wind (1969) 



METHODOLOGY 

This research was conducted to better understand to what degree Iranian 

Americans maintain their Iranian identity using cultural practices. I chose this study 

because there is little research done on this population and to gain some insight on my 

own Iranian identity. Because Iranians are different, ethnically and culturally, from 

other minority groups in America, I am interested in exploring those differences and in 

finding a new approach to cultural identity besides the existing assimilation and 

multicultural models. My literature review on Iranian Americans found only a few 

qualitative research studies dealing with personal identity issues. Consequently, I 

designed an interview schedule (see Appendix A) and used it to conduct my 

interviews. Access to interview all respondents for this research was approved by the 

Human Subjects Committee (IRB Approval Number 00-106, December 2000). 

I conducted my interviews with respondents using a snowball sample, 

beginning with Iranian Americans in the Eureka/Arcata area of Northern California. I 

found one student who referred me to two professors, and they in turn referred me to 

other Iranian Americans in the community. There were approximately fifteen Iranian 

Americans and their families in the area, and I was referred to more in the Sacramento 

and San Francisco Bay Area. I e-mailed students (those who had access to the school 

e-mail account) or called those who weren't students and asked them if they would be 

interested in participating in my research. They in turn shared my research 

information with other Iranians and were told to expect a call from me if they were 

interested in participating. For those respondents who were interested, I set up a time 
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to meet the prospective respondents in an informal setting so they had the opportunity 

to meet me and ask me questions about the study and myself. This allowed for a more 

comfortable environment during the interview. I met them in their homes and in 

public places, whichever was the most comfortable to them. 

I tape-recorded all of the face-to-face interviews, with the exception of four. I 

also conducted telephone interviews with those respondents who lived out of state or 

with whom I could not meet face to face. I took notes during the telephone and non-

recorded interviews and transcribed the notes soon thereafter. 

Interview Respondents 

A total of 20 respondents participated in this study; 8 are first generation 

immigrants, 4 are one-and-a-half generation, and 8 are second generation Iranian 

Americans (refer to Table # l). I determined looking for the generation differences 

according to Bozorgmehr and Sabagh (1988). The first generation group are those 

who were born in Iran and emigrated to America as adults (age 18 and older). The 4 

one-and-a-half generation immigrants either came to America as children, older than 4 

years old and younger than 12, or moved to America after spending time in some other 

country other than Iran or America. For instance, one respondent was born here, 

moved to Iran at the age of 10, and then moved back to America when he was 18 years 

old. Another respondent lived in Iran until the age of 12, moved to Spain until she 

was 17, moved back to Iran to graduate from high school, and then came to the Unites 
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States. The second-generation group was born in America and have lived here all or 

most of their lives. 

Four of the first-generation immigrants, one of the one-and-a-half generation, 

and four of the second-generations' parents came to this country primarily to get an 

education. The remaining immigrants and their families originally came to America 

either after receiving their education in Iran and wanted to better their life situations, 

were political refugees or offspring of refugees, or were hoping to gain employment 

opportunities unavailable in Iran. 

Of the 20 respondents, 13 are full Iranian and 7 are half Iranian. I incorporate 

half-Iranians in this study because even though they do not experience the Iranian 

culture as full Iranians may, I feel they are in part influenced by their Iranian family 

members. Of the 7 half-Iranians, 5 are Iranian/American, 1 is Iranian/German, and 1 

is Iranian/French. 

Half of all respondents (10) live in Humboldt County, in Northern California, 8 

live in California's Central Valley- consisting of Sacramento and the San Francisco 

Bay area, 1 lives in Florida, and 1 lives in Mount Shasta City. The respondent in 

Florida and one respondent living in Berkeley were contacted via a telephone 

interview. All other respondents were interviewed face to face. 

Eleven of the 20 respondents are female, 9 are male. Ten of the respondents 

are married, and of those 9 have children. The age groups represented are between 20 

and 50 years old. Eight are in their 20's, five are in their 30's, four are in their 40's, 
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and three are in their 50's. Among the respondents, 16 are either currently pursuing an 

education or have graduated with a degree. 

Ethnic Identity Scale 

To better measure the respondents' ethnic identity quantitatively, I used Jean S. 

Phinny's Ethnic Identity Scale (see Appendix Β).6 After the face-to-face interviews I 

gave a copy of the scale to the respondents, along with a self-addressed stamped 

envelope so they could fill it out in their own time and send it back to me. As soon as 

I received the scales I entered the data. My response rate for the 20 identity scales 

distributed was 75%, or 15 of the 20. 

Culture Variables 

Culture is defined in two ways, material and nonmaterial. Material culture 

consists of clothing, machines, art, and other physical aspects. Nonmaterial culture 

includes language, patterns, and behaviors consistent with that culture. I have 

incorporated both types of culture in my study, using the variables language, family, 

religion, media and music, and cuisine. 

Since language is the basis for communication in all cultures, I included 

language to ascertain to what degree Farsi, the main language of Iran, is a part of 

Iranian American identity. I asked the one-and-a-half and second-generation 

6 Phinny, Jean S. (1992). "The Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure: Anew Scale with for Use with 
Diverse Groups." Journal of Adolescent Research 7,2: 156-176. 
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respondents how well and how often they spoke, read, or wrote Farsi, and how 

inclusive Farsi is in their socialization and upbringing within their family. 

The second variable I measured was family socialization. Since family and 

peers are the two major socializing factors among children, I asked the second-

generation respondents how much influence their family was on their own Iranian 

identity. Did their family maintain traditions and cultural practices? Or do they 

acculturate themselves more to the America culture? I included in this discussion the 

traditional customs such as No Ruz, or New Years, and asked of their knowledge or 

means of celebrating this Iranian tradition. 

The third variable, religion, is a nonmaterial culture that establishes beliefs and 

values, and materialistic practices, among various immigrant groups. Islam is the 

dominant religion in Iran, and I wanted to better understand how much impact religion 

had on all respondents. Therefore, I asked all respondents what religion they 

practiced, if they practiced religion at all. I further asked the second-generation 

respondents if religion was an important part of their identity, and how much influence 

their family was on their own religious beliefs and practice. 

Media and music as material cues of culture are two of the strongest cultural 

influences in America. Movies, television, Internet, radio, and newspapers and 

magazines inundate our lives with the influences of American culture. This variable 

helped me to better understand how much influence media impacted identity among 

Iranian Americans. Thus, I asked the respondents how much Iranian media consumed 

in order to maintain a sense of identity? Did they use the Internet or Iranian television 
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(available in San Francisco and Los Angeles) to keep up-to-date on Iranian politics, or 

Iranian entertainment such as movies (now internationally renowned) and musicians 

such as Gogoosh? 

A final material cultural variable 1 measured was cuisine. Food is another way 

of identifying with one's home country, maintaining an ethnic flavor that is 

incomparable to the host country. I suspected that the first-generation respondents 

would continue to cook and shop at Middle Eastern bakeries and delis more often than 

the one-and-a-half and second-generation Iranian Americans, since the first-generation 

had more exposure to the Iranian traditions and foods. But I also asked the other two 

groups about the influence of cuisine in their lives, and how much exposure they had 

to the ethnic foods of Iran. 
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Table 1: Demographic Breakdown of Respondents. 

Respondent Generation Married Children Occupation Age 
#1 One and half Yes 1 Aerobics 

instructor 
35 

#2 Second No No Student 22 
#3 Second No No Student/Rest. 

Man. 
20 

#4 First Yes 2 Rest. Man. 27 
#5 Second No No Journalist 30 
#6 One and half Yes 3 Doctor 45 
#7 First Yes 6 Mother/p.t. 

clerk 
56 

#8 Second No No Professor 37 
#9 First Yes 3 Mother 44 
#10 Second No No Student/barten 

der 
24 

#11 First Yes 4 Pilot 35 
#12 First Yes 2 Managerial 47 
#13 First Yes 2 Managerial 45 
#14 One and half Yes No Dental agent 26 
#15 First No No Student 37 
#16 First Yes Yes Finance 

manager 
54 

#17 One and half Divorced 1 Writer/.com 
editor 

52 

#18 Second No No Student 22 
#19 Second Yes No Artist 27 
#20 Second No No Student 24 

Total=20 
11— Females 
9 — Males 

8 — first 
4 — one and 
half 
8 — second 

11 — Marr. 
8— Single 
1-Divorced 

10 - no 
10 -yes 



DATA ANALYSIS 

The variables used to measure the degree of cultural identity were language, 

media, religion, cuisine, and family and friends with respect to cultures and traditions. 

I will address each generation separately while incorporating the variables, thus better 

understanding each generations' personal accounts of their means of maintaining their 

Iranian identity. 

First-Generation Iranian Americans 

One of the questions asked on the Ethnic Identity scale was if respondents 

participated in Iranian cultural activities, which includes speaking the language, eating 

the food, and celebrating Iranian traditions (see Appendix B, question #16). All of the 

first generation respondents (100%) agreed that they participate in cultural activities. 

Similarly, another question asks the respondent if they spend time finding out about 

their own ethnic group (see Appendix B, question #13). The majority of the first-

generation population does not spend too much time learning about their own group 

(66.6%). From the responses in the interviews, this is due to the fact that they are 

already comfortable and involved in the culture, so there is less to "learn," but still a 

desire to maintain their Iranian culture. The following narratives from first-generation 

respondents are examples of the difficulties or easiness that comes from participating 

in cultural activities. 
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Perhaps the most important variable regarding the degree of Iranian cultural 

retention is language, whether spoken, read, or written. It is the one means that 

inhibits or creates communication between peoples of different cultures. The first-

generation Iranians in America know English well, primarily because they were taught 

English in Iran. They maintain the language, but for some families it becomes 

difficult to speak Farsi with their children, as one respondent said: 

With our oldest, she speaks it and understands it because that's all I spoke at 
home. And with the next one it got more difficult because the youngest would 
bring English in, and it just becomes real difficult.... We speak English but he 
understands Farsi. (Respondent #9) 

For another family, when I asked them if Farsi is the primary language spoken 

in the home, they replied: 

Yeah. It always was, and is. We don't speak English...he [son] only speaks 
Farsi. He is very fluent...in Farsi. (Respondent #12) 

The conversation is always in Farsi. But 1 am really impressed, he [son] reads 
Newsweek and picks up social things, and historical things, and political 
things...whenever he talks about this, the words he doesn't know the equivalent 
of in Farsi, he asks us. (Respondent #13) 

Another respondent speaks Farsi to his kids and English to his wife. When I 

asked him if his kids speak Farsi, he replied: 

They understand. They don't answer Farsi, cause I'm the only person to talk 
Farsi with them. (Respondent #4) 

I then asked him if he would want his American wife to learn Farsi, to which 

he replied that it wasn't important. This may be due to the fact that he wants to 

embrace the American culture more than the Iranian culture because he sees more 

opportunities in America than in Iran. 



28 
When addressing the topic of Iranian media correlating with maintenance of 

identity, I asked the respondents if they followed popular culture, current news, and 

their opinion on the media and the stereotypes and images relayed to the American 

public about Iranians, Arabs, and the Middle East in general. Only two first-

generation Iranians living in Sacramento had direct Iranian television access from Los 

Angeles, and were the only two to subscribe to an Iranian newspaper published in 

Sacramento. There is some difficulty in getting Iranian television or radio reception 

from Los Angeles relayed to San Francisco, and then retrieved in the rural areas of 

Humboldt County and Northern California. The respondents living in these rural areas 

have limited access to Iranian media, whereas in the Bay Area and Sacramento it is 

easier to access. 

One respondent wished they had the opportunity to have Iranian television, but 

does have other forms of Iranian media: 

But radio and television we can't get here... I think it would be nice because I 
think it's good practice for them anyway. I really wanted a radio because I 
thought if they just heard the language and just didn't depend on me all the time. 
I have a lot of Iranian c.d.'s; my kids know Googoosh... if there are books by 
Iranian authors that I like...I'll buy it. (Respondent #9) 

Another respondent pays attention to the news, the Iranian movies when they 

come out. He also pays attention to the news by reading the newspaper, but mostly 

uses the Internet. 

Religion was one of the primary reasons many Iranians emigrated from Iran to 

America. The establishment of the Islamic Republic of Iran and the anti-Western 

sentiment swayed many nonbelievers to leave for a country that supported religious 

freedom and capital venture. I had assumed all of the first-generation Iranian 
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Americans in my study practiced Islam, but found that none of them practiced Islam. I 

had the opportunity to talk with one woman who belonged to one of Iran's religious 

minorities, the Zoroastrians, and how much it impacted her family's decision to come 

to America. Her family had to flee Iran and deny it as their country because of the 

persecution of being a minority group: 

...my parents came so many years after the Revolution. My dad tried to stay 
there and really make it, but what happened, because he was Zoroastrian, he was 
being persecuted for religion...they just left everything and left... My dad loved 
Iran, but when they take him and say, `Because you're Zoroastrian, either do this 
or we'll hang you,' he said, `No. I'm not going to stay in this country anymore. 
This is not my country anymore.' And after he left...I thought he was patriotic, 
but he has no desire to go back. 

I: Do you continue to practice Zoroastrianism and to pass it on to your children? 

R. I raised them with a philosophy. To me that's what I call Zoroastrianism.... But if they 
decide they want to be Jewish tomorrow, that's fine with me. (Respondent #9) 

Another woman's family celebrated religious traditions, but didn't practice the 

religion. This ambiguity is prevalent in Islam, as it is a religion, a tradition, a culture, 

and the lines can become confused at times. She restates, 

In my family I guess they celebrated traditions. They had some traditional 
religion, and it seems my mom's mother was religious, but other than that we 
don't practice... We are not practicing religion, but they [children] can choose. 
I'm against Islam. This is the feeling that you see. (Respondent #12) 

For one man, he is not religious at all, and feels that it is a waste of time: 

It's a waste of time. I think it's nothing important for me to waste my time. 1 
mean not that I haven't studied, I have studied lots of religions, but they're all the 
same, just a waste of time. (Respondent #4) 

When I originally began this research, I had not planned on including cuisine 

as a variable of cultural identity. It wasn't until I had begun interviewing and the 

respondents had brought up the subject of eating Iranian food in detail, describing the 

ingredients and tastes unique to Iran. I then reflected on my past and how my adopted 
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mother made Iranian dishes occasionally, enabling me to maintain some identity with 

Iran. I then made a point to include cuisine as a separate variable. As might be 

expected, the first-generation group retained eating Iranian cuisine because it was a 

part of their life in Iran. One woman describes the importance of Iranian cuisine and 

the healthy diet they maintain as a family, eating the natural and fresh dishes. Another 

family has incorporated the traditional dinner time with their family and has also 

incorporated the freshness of Iranian food into their diet. However, in their response 

they included the traditions that are related to eating time: 

It is a main part of the family environment. Mostly when you have supper, the 
family tries all the time to gather around the table. It's not something that if you 
are hungry you have it. You need to eat with the family at lunch time and dinner 
time; and even now we try to have breakfast together. (Respondent #12) 

Because tradition, Iranian, the food is fresh. It was in the morning the ladies 
would go shopping, which they would buy everything fresh. And this is one of 
the social gatherings because all the people, in the morning, start to go shopping, 
fresh breads and vegetables, or any such things, and bring it home and cook it. 
So there's another thing regarding eating the food is that the people who prepared 
the foods, they are very happy if other peoples come together and eat this. They 
feel very proud, and it is very important that it's delicious, and they feel full... It's 
some sort of relations. It's an important part of Iranian culture...it is nice to have 
guests; they feel this love for the guests. (Respondent #13) 

When somebody comes to your house, you try to do your best. This is a 
tradition. (Respondent #12) 

When I asked another woman how often they eat Iranian food, she replied, 

I would say about four times a week it's Iranian food, rice and khoresht, and the 
rest of the time it's like Western, you can just whip it up. You can't just whip 
up Iranian food in one hour...I just cook it all the time. (Respondent #9) 

I found that most Iranian men who married American women 

taught the women or the women taught themselves how to cook Iranian 

food. As one man states: 

My wife does these things. She cooks very well. I'd say ninety percent of food 
at home is Iranian. (Respondent #4) 
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I suspected that family and friend influence among the first-generation Iranian 

Americans would be strong, many still have family in Iran, and their children are 

raised with similar cultural influences as themselves. This proved to be difficult for 

many families because of American society and the pull toward socialization by peers 

and other external pressures. Among the first-generation Iranian Americans, I asked 

those who had children if they instilled or wanted to encourage their children to pursue 

some semblance of Iranian identity. One replied that he wasn't sure, because of the 

fact that he has attained the American Dream: "I want to fit in this culture, in the 

country we are really blessed in this Unites States to be who you are and not who your 

parents were." He further states, "I am Amercanized. It's beautiful. It's great to me. 

I fulfilled my dream of becoming an American citizen." (Respondent #11) 

I asked one Iranian mother whose children are half Iranian and half African 

American if she feels the children struggle with their identity, or if there is a strong 

sense of who they are, to which she replied, "They are like tons of steel; they are that 

grounded, that strong.... They're even more special in that they are not Iranian but 

American with that culture that I have cultured them with...." (Respondent #7) 

An Iranian couple try to balance out the best of the cultures they came from 

and are in and try to maintain some balance between them: 

I think that when you are American in other countries you need to accept that you 
are losing some part of your culture.... But there are some other customs, 
traditions, that are really good, and I'm trying to transfer them to my kids. 

She continues: 

I have friends who are American/Iranian families, and they try to keep the 
American and Iranian customs and traditions, but it's really hard; it takes a lot of 
effort. (Respondent #12) 
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Her husband adds, 

If people come here, if they have a good knowledge about their society, and their 
culture, and their traditions, and they know about the weak points, and the good 
points...you don't want to just prove that always their own culture is the best in 
the world... It really depends how the family tries to keep the traditions, and the 
language. One of the ways to keep tradition is just keep the language. 
(Respondent #13) 

One woman, who has three children, has no problem in maintaining Iranian 

identity with her children. They participate in No Ruz (New Years), and don't have to 

worry about problems in identifying as Iranian saying, "I've never practiced it, as far 

as saying, `Be proud that you're Iranian.' They know they're Iranian; they know 

there's a philosophy." (Respondent #9) As far as socializing with other Iranians, time 

is a major factor; they are too busy to get together for many gatherings. 

One Iranian man, when asked if he wished or encouraged his children to 

maintain a sense of Iranian identity, replied, 

I don't wish, but I mention that I tell them about Iran often. They have to know 
where the country is or what kind of culture it is. I teach them about Iran and we 
keep our word to take them there to see because they are wondering. 
(Respondent #4) 

And although he has other Iranian friends, when asked if he socialized with other 

Iranians, had dinners, and the like, he said that it was rare, perhaps once a year. 

I suspect that for most of the Iranians in this study, time was a major variable 

in gathering for traditional holidays and cultural practices associated with Iran, such as 

No Ruz or Chahar Shanbeh Suri, a secular thirteen-day celebration preceding No Ruz 

and incorporating practices to wish a better new year. 
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In sum, the first-generation Iranian Americans still maintain their cultural ties 

to Iran. But while they still know of their culture, they are having difficulties with 

their children maintaining the Iranian culture. Also, the Iranians living in urban 

Sacramento and San Francisco have easier access to the Iranian community via the 

print media or television, as opposed to those living in the rural area of Humboldt 

County. This may be why the parents living in Sacramento have an easier time of 

instilling the Iranian culture onto their children than those living Humboldt County. 

Yet there are a small number of the respondents who want to fully assimilate into the 

American culture, but will teach their children some of Iranian culture from time to 

time. And regarding religion, all of the first-generation respondents did not practice 

the dominant Islamic religion of Iran, which is reflective of why so many fled Iran — to 

escape Islamic persecution. 



ONE-AND-A-HALF GENERATION IRANIAN AMERICANS 

Most of the one-and-a-half generation respondents agreed that they too 

participated in cultural activities (75%), while the remaining percentage (25%) 

disagreed that they participated in cultural activities. Question #13 (see Appendix B) 

asks if the respondent spends time finding more about their own ethnic group. 

Seventy-five percent agree that they spend time learning about their culture, while 

25% do not. 

Among the four one-and-a-half generation Iranian Americans, most of them 

were raised in a third culture, whether it was in Spain or the Philippines. I asked them 

about their language maintenance. As they were growing up, English was a primary 

language in the home, but they were taught Farsi in the home or took lessons from 

somebody when they lived there. One respondent says, 

...we had taken some Farsi lessons from an Iranian friend who had lived 
there... But then when we went over there, being immersed in it, listening to the 
radio, and the television, and people talking, that was a big impetus to try to learn 
it, so within about 1 year I learned Persian. (Respondent #6) 

Another respondent had learned it from another source—her nanny: 

Actually the way I learned Farsi the best was from... our live-in maid, so she 
cooked for the family, and she cooked for us and took care of us children, and 
she had some, I think nieces and nephews, that were my age, and she would bring 
them over...And as a child you just pick things up; it's just much easier. 
(Respondent #1) 

Yet another respondent, who spent her teenage years in Spain before coming to 

America, speaks Farsi well, but also speaks Spanish well. Ironically, although she and 

her husband are both Iranian and were raised in Iran, and they both spent their teenage 

years in Spain, they both speak Spanish in their home, while maintaining Farsi when 

spending time with their family. And another respondent, who spent her first thirteen 
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years in the Philippines, also learned Spanish, but primarily spoke English in the 

home; Farsi was forgotten altogether in the home. Sometimes she would attempt to 

speak it, but because she didn't understand it she was perceived as "retarded" because 

it was expected of her to understand Farsi. Even now she struggles with it, saying, 

...my Farsi is broken; I can understand vastly more than I can speak. I'm still 
very self conscious about opening my mouth and being slapped down again. 
(Respondent#17) 

One respondent grew up with Farsi and English, so her parents/step-parent 

raised her in a very culturally strong Iranian home. When asked what the primary 

language was spoken in the home, she replied, 

Well, with my stepmother it was English, but my father and I, we both spoke 
Farsi, so I retained a lot of the language. (Respondent #18) 

Most of these respondents speak adequate Farsi still, but have difficulties when 

writing or reading, saying, 

I speak fluently, and I read minimally...as I've gotten older I've gotten tutors and 
I take time and I teach myself. (Respondent #18) 

I can speak conversationally. I write a bit, but not very well... And I can read 
some things, elementary things, but not very well. (Respondent #6) 

I can carry on a very basic conversation... I can sound out words, but I can't read 
fluently, so I would sound it out that way... writing it would be the same way. 
(Respondent#1) 

Media as an influential part of their identity differed among the one-

and-a-half generation respondents. I asked one woman whether she follows movies: 

R. Oh absolutely. I go out of my way to see them... 

I. Do you follow Iranian news? 

R. Not as much as I should...but I feel there isn't enough time in the day as it is... 
But if I was more current with what was going on there, I wouldn't feel as 
disconnected or out of the loop. 
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I. Is there an adequate amount of Iranian content spent in news reports, or is there a bias 
against Iranians? 

R. I think it has to be sensational for them to spend any time... I'd say there's a 
bias. I think it's less intense, but there's still the bias... I think it's softened 
towards Iranians, but not towards the country. (Respondent #1) 

One woman works for a web-based Iranian magazine out of San Francisco, so 

she has access to all the Iranian news and culture through the Internet. She is also 

involved with theater and writing, so her attention to media is primarily through the art 

and theater and Internet rather than television, movies, and newspapers. But she is 

very aware of the portrayal of Iranians and Middle Easterners in general in the popular 

literature and magazines: 

In articles I've read, one in Life magazine about two years ago, there was a photo 
spread about religion, but only perhaps two Islamic photos, although some say it 
is the fastest growing religion in this country, but much more emphasis on 
Christianity. But the real key was that all of the photos from every other religion 
were "human interest" photos...like kids at baptism or whatever, and the ones 
representing Islam had no faces. It was the group of men with their backs to the 
camera praying, and that sense of facelessness with backs to you. Those are 
editorial choices, but I thought it was really revealing of the attitude; even as 
something as sympathetic, and that was the best they could do. 

She relates her interest in other forms of media and popular culture: 

I very much watch them [movies].... Googoosh hasn't penetrated beyond the 
Iranian community... but I've gotten to like Googoosh very recently. 
(Respondent #17) 

Another respondent and his family follow the Iranian movies, either renting 

them or taking his family to the theater, not so much for himself or his wife (who is 

also Iranian), but for their kids: 

I think they enjoy being able to listen to the Farsi and understanding it. 
(Respondent #6). 

However, the respondent does not follow the news as much for two 

reasons: 
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...every once in awhile on the Internet Ι 'll check Iran news or one of these 
services, but I don't follow Iranian affairs too much. It's too fatiguing for me to 
try to when there's so much going on there. When there's only some bit of news 
it's hard to decipher one way or another. You don't hear a lot about Iran in the 
news. It used to be the hostage crisis time, and most of it was negative...but it 
would be nice to know a little bit more about what's happening. 

1. Do you feel there are biases or negative implication against Iranians? 

R. I think there's a bias... I think it's more in the media than the people. When 
people are talking about Iranians, usually it's about a fundamentalist or 
repressive kind of society, and the fact that Iranians are a very friendly and warm 
people is usually overlooked...well some of it is still because of the hostage crisis 
and because of the bad relations that have been present for the past 15, 20 years. 
(Respondent #6) 

A very accomplished art manager who started an organization for Iranian 

artists on the East coast, and then opened her own gallery for up-and-coming Iranian 

artists on the West coast, wanted to expand beyond the art world: 

I've wanted to make it [gallery] holistic, so we brought music into the picture. 
We would have music showcases, mostly Iranian contemporary music that's 

merged with jazz or anything else. Then we would do book readings; all these 
books that came out I would want the writers to come and read here. So it was a 
whole approach to the culture that I liked that was mixed. So 1 could do music 
and it wasn't just straight classical stuff; it was very integrated. I could do the 
writing, which was in English, but it was about Iran, so it was speaking to 
[husband] and I kind of people, and then Iranian Americans, and then older 
Iranians who were interested in seeing the effects... We went to Googoosh...we 
watch the movies. (Respondent #18) 

Anther respondent does follow the music and goes to concerts when it's 

feasible. She related that she had the opportunity to go see Googoosh in concert when 

she came to San Francisco, so she uses music as her main connection to Iranian 

identity. 

Religious practice among the one-and-half generation was diverse. In the 

respondents households, as they were growing up, Christianity, Islam, and non-

religious spirituality was taught. Among the one-and-a-half generation Iranian 

Americans, one respondent's parents rejected their parents' established religious 
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ideology, thus leaving her without a religious foundation. But she was able to find a 

sect that she was happy with later in life. She confers her background: 

My mother's mother was a fundamental Christian Dutch Reform Church, and 
then Baptist. My mom really rebelled against that. And my father's family 
is.. very religious, very conservative. He totally rebelled against that and was 
militantly Atheistic. So I grew up where religion was a big no-no. You're a 
rational person and this is superstition... 

She continues: 

I felt when I was in college I was drawn to religious literature...and I was always 
drawn to mysticism through literature.., and in the process of researching the 
background about a play to get the details [about Tibetan Buddhism]...I got 
totally sucked in. I didn't realize it until the play was up and I didn't want to stop 
doing the research. And I've been very much involved and practicing ever since. 
(Respondent #17) 

Another woman had a similar religious upbringing. She states, "My father was 

brought up Muslim and my mother was brought up Lutheran, but they never exposed 

us to any religion at all...they were very scientific people." Currently, she says, "I feel 

that I am a spiritual person, but not in the traditional spiritual sense." (Respondent #1) 

One respondent was raised in a Christian and Muslim household, but he was 

raised primarily Christian. Since his wife was raised Zoroastrian, his children are 

raised with a Christian and Zoroastrian foundation. I asked him if this caused 

difficulties in raising the children, to which he replied: 

I think it would be hard if you wanted to be very strict and to have your kids 
strictly follow the tenets of one religion or another, but both my wife and I, 
we're really fairly tolerant and I think we've had no problem mixing and 
meshing the beliefs of each. (Respondent #6) 
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One woman relates her story of growing up being influenced by Christianity, 

although her family was divided on religious ideology: 

My mother converted to Christianity when she moved here [to America], and my 
father is a spiritual man, but he's not into any definitive sect. He's very much 
into Sufism and more of the philosophies of religion...When I was in high school 
I started going to youth groups and involved with the bible church with one of 
my Egyptian friends, and also through my mother I really enjoyed Christianity 
and the Bible churches...so Christianity's a big part of my life...but it's a very 
personal religion. (Respondent #18) 

I was surprised how many of the one-and-a-half generation respondents used 

cuisine as a vehicle for maintaining identity. For example, one woman's identifier 

with food was a major factor: 

Food was probably the major identifier. I knew that was Iranian; I knew that it 
was different and we had that, and it also doesn't stress you out. I remember 
eating ghorme sabzi before I was six years old. And very recently, being more 
connected with Iranians here and being into cooking, I've started to teach myself 
Iranian cooking. (Respondent #17) 

This man's family eats Iranian food often and when available, goes shopping at 

Iranian markets: 

Well, my wife is a really good cook, and when she goes down to San Jose she 
usually stops at the Iranian market and picks up something along the way. We 
probably eat food or Iranian-like food once a week, and that includes the rices, 
and the khoresht stews, and things of that sort. And I feel a great affinity to that 
kind of food, and I like it very much. And I think the kids do also...if they don't 
have rice with their meal at least once a week they feel cheated. 

When 1 asked him about going out to eat at restaurants, he replied, 

Usually it's more family stuff; it's going to someone's house who's preparing the 
meal. (Respondent #6) 

One woman's mother's family opened the first Iranian restaurant in 

Washington, D.C., and she discusses how much of an impact the restaurant had on her 

identity: 

...I learned a lot about the food. This was very important. My father was an 
incredible cook, so we would have parties all the time...dad really required 
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Iranian food, so he would do all the cooking. Then I grew up learning the 
cooking, and then I did all the cooking. So 1 learned a lot from my mother's side 
about the food. In the restaurant I was a teenager and I would spend the 
weekends there. I was fascinated because I loved working there, and I worked 
with chefs, and I would be there with my family, and I saw a representation of 
my culture with pride through food. (Respondent #18) 

Finding an identity from family and friends is difficult for many one-and-a-half 

generation citizens; they had been raised with two different cultures, and in some 

cases raised in a third culture. Thus, they have to find a way to balance the two or 

three different cultures and have come up with an identity not specific to their 

nationality or their parents nationalities. The Iranian couple who was socialized in 

Spain for a portion of their lives do not have children as of yet, but when they do, she 

says she wants to maintain the positive aspects of each of the cultures: Iranian, 

Spanish, and American. However, she does not intend to incorporate the negative 

aspects of each of the cultures. She feels that the children will already be inundated 

with the American culture from external environments so there is no need to add more 

American cultural practices into their life. 

Another woman, participating in the Iranian community by writing for a web-

site and working with the Iranian theater, has a son who is actively pursuing his 

Iranian identity: 

This is really interesting to me because he identifies tremendously, and he's had 
such a different experience than I had. For example, he's really eager to learn the 
language.. .his view of Iranian identity is coming from two different sources. One 
is from the theater group...and then my family. So it's been a very positive 
experience for him. Also, he's growing up in San Francisco at a time where 
multiculturalism is a positive thing, and he's very conscious that it's a plus to be 
Iranian. (Respondent #17) 
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I asked one man what things he and his wife did for their children to maintain 

some of the customs or what he did to encourage his kids. He said, 

I think it's a shame to lose a cultural heritage, and we always try to keep that 
alive if possible. And the way we do it is to speak Farsi at home, and try to, 
when possible, maintain some of the ceremonies that are held; the No Ruz 
ceremony for example. And we try to stay in touch with the family and to the 
elders of the family to learn more about the traditions. And eventually, 
hopefully, one day trying to make it back to Iran and letting them see what the 
country's like... We have family in the San Jose area that we go and visit and 
keep in touch with. (Respondent #6) 

A woman who has one son wants to impart to him some sense of Iranian 

identity, saying, 

1 hope to expose him to some of the traditions, like No Ruz especially, and the 
music, and maybe some of the language as best as I can... Expose it to him and 
give him a sense that he's from many countries, as opposed to just the Unites 
States. (Respondent #1) 

One respondent and her African American husband do not have any children 

yet, but I asked her if she will try to raise their children in a multicultural household: 

The African American culture will be more difficult than the Persian Iranian 
culture because there's a lot of other social, political, economic, issues; there's 
such an issue about what African American people have gone through in this 
country that to get them to this point without anger is the most important thing. 
With our culture it's about having the language, being part of the ritual; just 
realizing who you are. For me my child is going to be two cultures; and the best 
thing 1 can give the child is a sense of pride of the diversification of who they are. 
(Respondent #18) 

The one-and-a-half-generation respondents desired to maintain their identity, 

although they struggled to find their own identity. They have resolved this by 

accepting the fact that they will never be of just one culture. One woman is a director 

of an Iranian play in San Francisco, as well as being a consultant and writer for an 

Iranian web site company. Most of the respondents do speak farsi, but some do not 

maintain it because they find it difficult to juggle Iranian traditions and American 

culture. 



SECOND-GENERATION IRANIAN AMERICANS 

There was a diverse heritage among the eight second-generation Iranian 

Americans I interviewed: two are Iranian-Americans, one is German-Iranian, another 

is French-Iranian, and four are of Iranian parents. The second-generation, like the 

first-generation, agrees about participating in Iranian cultural activities (100%). 

However, the second-generation findings are not reflective of Mahdi's (1998) study, 

wherein half of his population were interested in maintaining the Farsi language while 

another half revealed that they didn't have time to address such issues. When asked if 

they spend time finding out about their own ethnic group (Appendix 13, question #13), 

the majority of the second-generation respondents do spend time finding out about 

their own ethnic group (87.5%). 

Regarding language among the second-generation respondents, four currently 

speak, read, or write Farsi conversationally or better. The remaining four do not 

speak, read, or write any Farsi well because the primary language spoken in the home 

was English. Most respondents reflect the notion that Farsi was rarely spoken in the 

home: 

Even though my mom speaks Farsi well, I never really learned; I never could 
learn Farsi; I still don't know Farsi well... I know little saying; like my dad had 
little nicknames for us when he got mad. It was always like little funny things... 
I can write my name, and that's about it. (Respondent #3) 

Mom spoke Farsi a bιt...I had a desire for awhile, but as I grow older, I'm 
growing farther away from the family. (Respondent #5) 

Because my mom didn't speak it there was no one for him [father] to talk to... 
My uncle was teaching me a little when I was twelve or so, but I don't remember 
what he taught me. I liked it because I could understand what they all were 
saying. When we had get-togethers they all sat around and spoke Farsi... it was 
kind of awkward, so I thought it would be fun to know. (Respondent #2) 

42 
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The four that currently speak Farsi have for the most part taken it upon 

themselves to learn Farsi because there was little help from the family to teach them or 

help them to maintain some semblance of the Iranian culture. 

I speak it; I understand it fully. Since I'm used to talking to my parents in broken 
Farsi, like mixing whatever I don't know in Farsi, saying it in English... 1 can't 
read or write. (Respondent #19) 

...I only speak Farsi and he [friend] only speaks Farsi when we absolutely have to 
because we both have bad accents speaking American Farsi, so I'm self-
conscious about it. But my grandmother doesn't speak any English.. so I have to 
speak Farsi, and I do. And if someone asks me a question in Farsi, I'll answer in 
English. It frustrates them a lot, but I don't want to change that. .1 cannot write 
or read it. (Respondent #10) 

When I asked one woman if she was fluent in Farsi... 

...not fluent...' know it well enough to carry on a non-intellectual conversation... I 
read it and write it, but with difficulty. Limited because I haven't lived in an 
environment where it was required. (Respondent #8) 

Another respondent learned Portuguese when she spent time in Brazil, and 

became fluent in it, and then returned to America and began to learn Farsi again: 

My first language was Farsi. ..until I was four. Then I went to public schools, 
then it was English...and then no more Farsi. I completely forgot how to speak it, 
but I could understand it...1 was 18 when I started to speak Farsi. Now I would 
say my Portuguese and Farsi are the same...1 can't read in Farsi. I can read, but I 
read slower in Farsi than I do in Portuguese...l can write to get by, but it would be 
grammatically incorrect. (Respondent #16) 

The media is very influential among the younger generations, and this is no 

different among some of the second-generation respondents. I found that time was a 

factor in how much time they spent on following Iranian-related media. For instance, 

one college student pays little attention to the news: 

I don't actively look for it, but when it comes up I may feel a little bit more 
connected to it than, say, if something is happening in China. But news is news. 
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But then I asked him what was holding him back from following the news... 

R. Time. It's all about time. 

I. Have you noticed a bias against Iranians or Iran in Western news sources or any media? 

R. I think there is a stereotype of Iranians. I think the movie "Not Without My 
Daughter" has created a huge stereotype as to the way we all treat our family. 
(Respondent #3) 

Another student, who originally lived in Los Angeles and had more access to 

Iranian news and culture, told me about his access and opportunities to listen to the 

music: 

...the music I enjoy. I've gotten to the point where 1 can identify Iranian music 
from Indian music, from Arabic music. It has a different tone. I really couldn't 
describe it. 

But when I asked him about his participation in the news regarding Iran, he replied, 

If I was in L.A., obviously it's everywhere so you hear about it and you watch it, 
but here 1 just don't hear about it so 1 don't even watch it. I keep up on the 
regular news if I have time. But I know of the Iranian news site payvand. conn,. 
which I was told about, but I don't have much time to sit down and watch the 
news...or I'll hear stuff from my mom, but I don't even hear that much about it... 
I'm concerned with it; I'd like to know what's going on, but it's still secondary to 
the news attached here. Even though I'm Iranian, I'm here, and I have to know 
what's going on here before I have to know what's going on there. (Respondent 
#10) 

A female student has had little contact with the Iranian media in any form. I 

asked her if she followed the news, or if there was still a bias against Iran. She said, 

It definitely sparks something if I hear the word [Iran]... it's hard to say because 
people still have such a negative stereotype from the eighties... maybe the fact that 
we don't get as much is because of lingering resentment...I think people just 
think terrorist when they hear the Middle East. I think a lot of people...are so 
unaware. (Respondent #2) 

One secοnd-genration Iranian American student, also an artist who expresses 

herself through the art medium, with a friend began a Persian student club at their 

college because they wanted to explore the depth of Persian identity. They 
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incorporated music, movies, dancing, poetry readings, speakers, and other activities to 

try and understand and teach others what it meant to be Persian, "...making it a cool 

and positive thing versus it being a headscarf terrorism thing." (Respondent #16) 

One respondent had recently returned from Iran, so I took the opportunity to 

ask her about the anti-American sentiment in Iran, versus the anti-Iranian sentiment. I 

was curious to find out how much of a grudge was being carried from 20 years ago. 

She remarked that, 

I think it's more the media trying to show that more than anything else, because 
when 1 went there everyone just idolizes Americans, and there's no "Death to 
America" going on.' 1 think a lot of it is fabricated. 

I then asked her if she followed Iranian popular culture: 

I really like Iranian films. I've been sort of following up on that. Music...not a 
whole lot...mostly the art I was interested in when I was there was the ancient 
monuments and stuff like that. (Respondent #19) 

Christianity was the prevalent religion practiced among the second-generation 

population. Most of the respondents were raised in multi-religious households, but 

three chose to follow the path of Christianity. One man, on a scale from `very 

religious/spiritual' to `not religious/spiritual at all,' described himself as very spiritual, 

stating, "I feel that my path is geared towards God." (Respondent #5) 

A female student shares her experiences growing up Catholic: 

I was baptized in the Catholic church about six years ago, but I really don't 
practice that. But my brother and I went to a Christian school growing up, and 
although we didn't have religion in the house, we had that background from 
school...she [mother] told me recently that she wanted us to know who God 
was...she just wanted us to be aware of bible stories and things like that. 
(Respondent #2) 

"Death to America" was a common mantra among the fundamentalist Muslims supportive of 
Ayatollah Khomeini's Islamic Revolution. 
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One woman was raised Baha'i, another of Iran's well-known religious 

minority groups. She describes her being influenced by her mother's upbringing as 

Baha'I, her struggle with being raised Baha'I, and her feeling a sense of giving back to 

the community and the impoverished, a strong trait the Baha'i practice: 

...I thought I wanted to be Baha'i. I confused having community with being 
Baha'i. I wanted to be Baha'i but not believe in a prophet...so I declined and left, 
but I had all the Baha'i values of equality among men, women, and cultures. I'm 
so glad my mom's Baha'i. She's so unique without even knowing it. 
(Respondent #16) 

A male student was strongly influenced by the diversity of religions in his 

family. He relates: 

I'm Christian. That's one of the reasons actually my parents almost didn't get 
married in the beginning, is because the conflict there and conflict culturally. But 
as it turns out, I believe it's one of the biggest strengths of my family is our 
differences. I think growing up with a kind of mix of family I have...my 
grandpa's Jewish by blood, and my grandma's Catholic on my mom's side, or 
was Catholic. My mom is Christian, and my dad was Muslim... and basically 
what I've learned from him [dad] is to have a deep respect for all of them, and 
learn about all of them, and not be ignorant...1 credit my parents with that, as far 
as religion. (Respondent #3) 

One woman was raised in a laissez-faire religious household, but she was also 

raised with religion as a definitive cultural practice. She explains: 

I'm not really religious. My parents are religious in the sense of the culture and 
what they grew up with, but not mixing religion with the state, as Islam does. So 
the religion that I have learned I've learned on my own. The way they brought 
me up, I'm pretty open. When I was growing up I didn't see religion playing a 
role as much as their culture. I guess whenever their value system or their 
traditional rules or customs came into question, that's when they brought religion 
into it. But it was more traditional and cultural reasons and used religion as a 
reason why; like a disciplinary reason. (Respondent #19) 

Cuisine among the second-generation Iranian Americans was a 

major, if not the primary, connection with their Iranian identity. One male 

respondent grew up with Iranian food being a daily staple of his childhood, 

and still is based on his father's memories of being on a farm in Iran: 
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...we sell pistachios... We have eggplants, potatoes, apricots, peaches, we 
slaughter our own animals there... Every morning we had an Iranian breakfast; 
every night we had an Iranian dinner. I've gotten to the point where 1 crave tea a 
lot. I thought I would never get to that point, but now I have to have tea. 
(Respondent #10) 

One woman's childhood incorporated Iranian food, but she desired "normal 

food": 

It was always Iranian food growing up; at least when my mom was home...but 
during parties it was always Iranian food. When I was younger I wanted to have 
the normal food that all the other kids would have, the American foods that I 
would have at my friends house or at restaurants. But as I got older and moved 
away I appreciate it a lot more and I like Persian food. As far as identity, I can 
see that playing a role right now as I'm away from my parents, and there's a 
Persian market near me, and going in there brings back memories of being in Iran 
smelling the different spices. (Respondent #19) 

I asked a male student how much of an impact food made on his identity, to 

which he replied, 

I don't know how to make it. I've asked my mom for recipes. I steal stuff from 
home and I'll make...[ always have pita bread in the house. Khubideh, I love 
khubideh. I love jujeh kabob... rice, I love the rice. I think the Middle Eastern, 
Iranian rice is the best rice in the world. (Respondent #3) 

Α female student felt that the food was a main tie to her Iranian identity. She 

relates: 

I don't really know how to do a lot of the dishes. I could probably wing it cause 
I've seen my mom do it a hundred times...but if I'm making meat, I always 
marinate it the way we were taught from my dad.. .whenever we were visiting 
relatives, we'd always stop at the market and get bread, cheese, and just all kinds 
of stuff. (Respondent #2) 

I asked one man how much of an impact Iranian cuisine had on 
him... 

That's my closest tie...I cook it, go to the market, and go to restaurants as often as 
possible. (Respondent #5) 
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One woman, whose family rarely talked about Iran, was however influenced 

by food as well: 

...but we were very influenced by codes, including things like food. We ate a lot 
of lamb; almost always ate rice... My parents planted pomegranates, olives, 
almonds... (Respondent #8) 

The second-generation respondents' ties to Iran through their family and 

friends are not as strong as the first or one-and-a-half generation group. For the most 

part they stay in touch with their families and attend family gatherings, but the 

closeness is not as apparent. One male respondent, who grew up in Los Angeles and 

is currently a student at Humboldt State University doesn't really have close friends 

that aren't Iranian, so he says that "sometimes I will hang out with one or two local 

Iranians and ask questions about it because I went to Iran when I was little but I don't 

remember it so I have to ask questions." (Respondent #10) 

A woman who lives in Berkeley was born in America and had little 

understanding in life about what it meant to be Iranian. She says, 

It was different for me because I grew up here and I didn't have much Iranian 
contact; most of my friends being American. I didn't really separate or try to 
individualize myself as an Iranian... My parents were always culturally educating 
me, but I didn't only make that part of my identity because I am also American. 
That's a big part of my life too...l was living in kind of a schizophrenic type of 
two different worlds. Then when I started going to college I tried to understand it 
more than just what I learned from my parents. 

When I asked her if she had any close Iranian friends to share the Iranian culture with, 

she replied, 

I have only really one close Persian friend, but she's like me; we're kind of 
Persian, but we don't feel like we fit into the rest of the Persian community, 
meaning that we don't separate ourselves into only the Persian culture. 
(Respondent #19) 
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One respondent, who is single and has no children and was raised in an 

Iranian-American household, having partial exposure to the culture, had this to say 

about her future and marrying and raising her children with an Iranian identity: 

I would probably make them aware of it...like the food; that's what we ate. So 
there are certain things that I would make my children aware of so that they 
would know their background, but 1 would probably raise them with about as 
much as I have. (Respondent #2) 

A female respondent who had a difficult life with her family made her own 

niche in better understanding Iranian culture, developing her identity on her own terms 

rather than with direct family influence. With her best friend, she began a Persian 

Student Club because of their questioning of identity and other's perceptions of 

Iranians. She states: 

She was the only Iranian I had ever met I had ever related to my whole life...she 
immediately saw all these things I found no one could see. So we became really 
tight because we had been so naive because we had never been raised around 
other Persians. So we started a club, and our whole thing was deptual. We 
wanted to explore what their Persian identity was based on, and look at the 
hybridity, and the shades, and the colors and perspectives. (Respondent #16) 

A single man shared with me the unimportance of maintaining an identity for 

his future family, saying, "1 would like to pass on the customs, but it's not a priority." 

(Respondent #5) 

A recently married woman just starting her own family remembers how her 

family was raised, with a French mother, an Iranian father, and an American society, 

and trying to balance that out. 

...I think that as best he [dad] could, he did try to convey something, and it was 
stronger than the French culture...there were no frames of reference for me or for 
my siblings, so we were each others frames of reference. I found my own way to 
get that culture without feeling like it swallowed me up.. and I think a really 
important thing for me as a woman , it's about choosing for yourself who you 
want to be, and it's about recognizing that your parents, particularly immigrant 
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parents, have a very strong need to carry on their culture through their children... 
he [dad] didn't insist we do No Ruz, or anything particularly strong, but his way 
of being was so Iranian that it was inescapable. (Respondent #8) 

A final respondent adheres to the issue of his family and friends in the context 

of values maintained in the home, not specifically the ethnic or racial cultural values 

maintained: 

Culturally, the person's culture, the woman I'm going to marry, she will be a lot 
like me. 1 feel I'm very open; I'm very understanding. to appreciate different 
things. Like the personal stuff of my culture that makes me different, just as she 
may have different things about her culture that make her different, I respect 
those as she would respect mine. 

He continues by sharing what values he would like to retain in his household: 

I believe there are people who have that that aren't Iranian; like my mom, for 
instance...she has a strong sense of what's important in the family. My dad's 

side first time I met them they were like, `We accept you; we love you; tell us 
what you need. What would you like? How can we make you feel more 
comfortable?' (Respondent #10) 

Of the second-generation Iranian Americans, the first few respondents did not 

fully participate or identify with the Iranian culture. They knew of their heritage and 

were raised with some aspects of the culture. And although they had pride in being 

Iranian, they were just as happy living in the American culture. One factor may be 

due to the fact that the first group of second-generation respondents lived in Humboldt 

County, where there are no Iranian groups or easy access to Iranian cultural activities 

or media. For this group, cuisine was the prevailing variable connecting them with 

their culture. 

The latter second-generation respondents had easier access to Iranian cultural 

activities because they lived in the San Francisco Bay area; therefore, they were more 

easily able to maintain their Iranian identity. This group spoke better Farsi and were 
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involved in more cultural activities, from creating a Persian student club to getting 

involved in Iranian cultural groups. 



CONCLUSION 

This thesis attempted to better understand to what degree first, one-and-a-half 

generation, and second-generation Iranian Americans maintain their sense of "Iranian-

ness" and identity using cultural tools such as language, cuisine, media, family and 

friends, and religion. Although Iran is rich in history and Iranians are very proud of 

their culture, the majority of the respondents either continue to or desire to maintain 

some part of their Iranian culture, depending on their generation. As should be 

expected, the later the generation, the fewer direct ties to their parents' or 

grandparents' culture will be instilled. 

In this study, I found that the first-generation group retained much of their 

culture, speaking, reading, and writing the language often, eating the foods of their 

home culture, and instilling this in their offspring. This is due to the fact that they 

came to America directly from Iran as adults and wanted to settle here after getting an 

education and obtaining employment. However, they are finding difficulties in 

pushing the culture onto their offspring because of external factors, i.e., friends, 

media, and religious differences. For some respondents, the expectation of 

maintaining the heritage is placed on their children. Their children can participate in 

daily activities outside the home, but they are still expected to speak Farsi and learn 

their heritage. For others, the parents have to adjust to their children's changes in 

preference, such as refusing to speak Farsi in the home, or only answering in English, 

or going out to eat more often than staying home and cooking Iranian cuisine. 
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It was difficult to categorize the one-and-a-half generation by the definition 

provided by Bozorgmehr and Sabagh (1988). The individuals 1 interviewed had a 

much more international background than the Bozorgmehr and Sabagh definition 

would allow. The pull towards one or another culture is difficult because of the 

expectations by the family to maintain some part of Iranian culture, and the 

expectation by members of the dominant culture to adopt their culture. One option is 

to incorporate all the cultures, such as the woman who was raised in Iran, spent her 

teenage years in Spain, and then came to America as an adult. She has incorporated 

the three cultures and is comfortable with where she is and wants her family to be. 

For others it took a longer time to adjust and find a medium they were happy with 

(Respondent #17). 

The second-generation respondents varied between not desiring to find their 

Iranian identity, although their parents encourage them to, and having a strong desire 

to find their own identity within two cultures. The latter group sought out learning 

Farsi on their own, learned Iranian cooking, and adopted Iranian family traditions. 

The first groups lack of traditional culture maintenance may in part be due to the 

geographic environment they live in. This group lives in Humboldt County and does 

not having access to the opportunities of Farsi classes and Iranian cultural meetings, 

unlike the second group who lives in the Bay area and has access to more Iranian 

influence. 

This research sample is not representative of all Iranian Americans belonging 

to these generations. Further research needs to be done, both qualitatively and 
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quantitatively, using larger sample sizes, and in various geographic areas to better 

understand identity retention among Iranian Americans. Is there a difference of 

cultural retention between East Coast, Midwest, and West Coast Iranian Americans? 

How much culture is retained among third-generation Iranian Americans? As of yet 

there is no research on third-generation Iranian Americans, but some studies (Schrauf 

1999 and Roth 1999) have found that other third-generation immigrant groups are 

searching for their heritage, more so than the second-generation. Additional research 

will have to be done to find if this pattern exists among Iranian Americans. 
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Name of Respondent 	  

Number 	Sex  (M/F) Age 	Date of interview 	 Place of Birth 	  
Immigration  
1. When did your family immigrate to America (who came with them, what circumstances made them decide to 
leave Iran (political, religious, family)? [PROBE]) 	  
2. Do you still have family in Iran? 	(Y) 	(N) 
*If no, continue to next section 
3. If yes, do you keep in touch with them? 	(Y) 	(N) 

3a. With what means? (e-mail, telephone, letters, etc) [PROBE] explain: 	  
Language  
4. Do you speak Farsi? 	(Y)  (N) 

4a. If yes, what do you do to continue speaking Farsi (involved in cultural groups, communicate with 
family still in Iran, personal desire for family)?1PROBE] 	  

4b. If no, why not? [PROBE] 	  
5. Do you write Farsi? 	(Y) 	(N) 

5a. If yes, what do you do to continue writing Farsi (involved in cultural groups, communicate with 
family still in Iran, personal desire for family)? [PROBE] 	  
5b. If no, why not? [PROBE] 	  

6. Do you read Farsi?  (Y)  (N) 
6a. If yes, what do you do to continue writing Farsi (involved in cultural groups, communicate with 
family still in Iran, personal desire for family)? [PROBE] 	  

6b. If no, why not? [PROBE] 	  
7. Where did you learn to speak, write, or read English (Iran, America, other)? 	  

7a. Do you feel you speak English well? 	(Y) 	(N) 
7b. Do you feel you write English well? 	(Y) 	(N) 
7c. Do you feel you read English well? 	(Y) 	(N) 
7d. If no to any of the above, do you want to improve? 	(Y) 	(N) Please explain: 	  

8. What is your highest education level achieved? 	None 
	some high school 
	high school graduate or GED 
	some college or trade school 
	college graduate 
	some graduate school 
	post-graduate or doctoral degree 

Religion  
9. Which religion do you practice, if any? [PROBE] 	  
10. Do you consider yourself: 	very religious 

somewhat religious 
not very religious 
not religious at all 

1 1 . Did you convert to your current religion? 	(Y) 	(N) 
12. Do you feel religion is important to you? 	(Y) 	(N) Please explain: 	  
Family and Marriage 
13. Are you married? 	(Y) If yes, go to 13a & b 

	 (N) If no, go 13c 
13a. Is your spouse of a different race/ethnicity? 	 (Y) 	(N) If yes, which ethnic group? 	 
13b. Did you get married according to Iranian customs (e.g. arranged, individual, marry within same 
religion, same class, same ethnicity, same family, age, etc)? 	(Y) 	(N) Please explain[PROBE]: 
13c. Do you desire to marry an Iranian? 	(Y) 	 (N) 

Why or why not? [PROBE 	  
14. Do you have any children? 	 (Y) 	(N) if no, go to 16 
15. Do you encourage your children to maintain Iranian customs? 	Y (go to I5a) 	 N (go to 15b) 
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15a. Which Iranian customs do you desire for them to maintain? [PROBE] 	  
15b. If no, why not? [PROBE] 	  

Media and Entertainment 
16. Do you watch Iranian movies when they are available? 	(Y) 	(N) 

16a. If no, why not? 	  
17. Do you follow current affairs and news in Iran? 	(Y) 	(N) 

17a. If yes, what sources do you use to follow current affairs? 	television 
	newspaper 
	Internet 
	radio 
	 other (please specify): 	 

18. Do you think there is enough American media coverage of Iranian news and current affairs? 	(Y) 	 
(N) 

18a. Why or why not? [Probe] 	  
18b. Do you think the coverage of Iranian news is fair? [PROBE] 	  

Peers 
19. Do you have any friends from other ethnic groups? 	Yes (go to 19a) 	No (go to 20) 

19a. Do your non-Iranian friends often ask you about your ethnic identity or culture? 	(Y) 	(N) 
Please explain: 	  
20. Do you participate in any cultural events from other ethnic groups? 	(Y) 	(N) 
21. Do you like to teach others about your own ethnic group, such as the history and customs? 	(Y) 	(N) 
Other 
22. Do you have a desire to return to Iran to visit or to live? 	(Y) 	(N) 

20a. Why or why not? 	  
23. What aspects of American culture do you like? 	  

23a. Why? 	  
24. What aspects of American culture don't you like? 	  

24a. Why not? 	  
25. Do you think you (your children) are assimilated into American culture? 	(Y) 	(N) 

Please explain: 	  
26. Do you (your children) have a desire to maintain an Iranian identity? 	(Y) 	(N) 

26a. Why or why not? 	  
27. In your opinion, what are the essential differences between Iranian and American cultures? [PROBE] 

28. Have you ever experienced prejudice or discrimination in America? 	(Y) 	(N) 
28a. If yes, please explain. 	  

29. How do you feel about being Iranian (embarrassed, ashamed, proud)? 	  
30. Is there anything else you would like to add? 	  
31. What is your present occupation? 	  

Thank you for taking the time to do this interview. If you have any other questions regarding this research or 
have a need to contact me for any reason, please feel free to contact me. 
Farnad J. Darnell 
2299 'h Baldwin St. 
Arcata, CA 95521 
Phone number: 707-822-6630 
E-mail: ezati_talab@yahoo.com   
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In this country people come from a lot of different cultures and there are many different words to 
describe the different backgrounds or ethnic groups that people come from. Some examples of the 
names of ethnic groups are Mexican-American, Hispanic, Black, Asian-American, American Indian, 
Anglo-American, and White. Every person is born into an ethnic group, or sometimes two groups, but 
people differ on how important their ethnicity is to them, how they feel about it, and how much their 
behavior is affected by it. These questions are about ethnicity or your ethnic group and how you feel 
about it or react to it. 

Please fill in: 
In terms of ethnic group, I consider myself to be 	  

Use the numbers given below to indicate how much you agree or disagree with each statement. 

4: Strongly agree 	3: Somewhat agree 	2: Somewhat disagree 	1: Strongly disagree 

1. I have spent time trying to find out more about my own ethnic group, such as its 
history, traditions, and customs. 

2. 1 am active in organizations or social groups that include mostly members of my 
own ethnic group. 

3. I have a clear sense of my ethnic background and what it means to me. 
4. 1 like meeting and getting to know people from ethnic groups other than my own. 
5. I think a lot about how my life will be affected by my ethnic group membership. 
6. I am happy that I am a member of the group I belong to. 
7. 1 sometimes feel it would be better if different ethnic groups didn't try to mix 

together. 
8. 1 am not very clear about the role of my ethnicity in my life. 
9. I often spend time with people from ethnic groups other than my own. 
10. I really have not spent much time trying to learn more about the culture and 

history of my ethnic group. 
11. I have a strong sense of belonging to my own ethnic group. 
12. I understand pretty well what my ethnic group membership means to me, in 

terms of how to relate to my own group and other groups. 
13. In order to learn more about my ethnic background, I have often talked to other 

people about my ethnic group. 
14. 1 have a lot of pride in my own ethnic group and its accomplishments. 
15. 1 don't try to become friends with people from other ethnic groups. 
16. I participate in cultural practices of my own group, such as special foods, 

music, or customs. 
17. 1 am involved in activities with people from other ethnic groups. 
18. I feel a strong attachment towards my own ethnic group. 
19. 1 enjoy being around people from ethnic groups other than my own. 
20. 1 feel good about my cultural or ethnic background. 

Write in the number that gives the best answer to each question. 
21. My ethnicity is 

(1) Asian, Asian American, or Oriental 
(2) Black or African American 
(3) Hispanic or Latino 
(4) White, Caucasian, European, not Hispanic 
(5) American Indian 
(6) Mixed; parents are from two different groups 
(7) Other (write in:)) 	  

22. My father's ethnicity is (use numbers above) 
23. My mother's ethnicity is (use numbers above) 
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