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Foreword 

Persian Studies is finding its niche among undergraduate students in the English-speaking parts 

of the world. Despite current political conflicts that dominate the news headlines, these learners like to 

develop a more in-depth knowledge of Iran. They take courses to learn about the history, art, culture 

and social processes that define this rich, complex, and beautiful part of the human heritage under the 

rubric of Persian or Iranian Studies. Interestingly, not all these undergraduates are heritage students. 

Indeed, some have had little or no exposure to the culture.  

While faculty and graduate students get to meet their peers in conferences, and read the works of 

their colleagues in the standard journals in their field, this does not apply to undergraduate students. 

There are no undergraduate conferences at the national / international levels and journals do not 

consider the writings of this group of learners appropriate for publication.  As a result, while the talent 

of these burgeoning learners is impressive, finding an appropriate conduit to share their works with 

their peers - and others in Persian Studies is not easy. The journal Roshangar was proposed and 

established in order to address this shortcoming by Dr. Ida Meftahi who taught modern Iranian history 

and culture in the Persian studies program at the University of Maryland from 2014 to 2019. It was an 

instant success. The journal had two major achievements. First, it received undergraduate submissions 

in Persian Studies from across the globe. Second, the bulk of the editing work was carried out by 

undergraduate students themselves (under the supervision of faculty and graduate students). Roshan 

Institute funded the journal happily. 

It is a great pleasure for me to be able to present the fifth issue of Roshangar to our readers under 

a new managerial and editorial team. I must express my thanks to the entire group, particularly to 

Nahid Ahmadian, James Michael Hancock, and Homa Hajarian for the current issue. We remain 

appreciative to Dr. Ida Meftahi for spearheading this exciting project.  

I look forward sharing many more issues with you! 

Fatemeh Keshavarz, Professor and Director 

Roshan Institute for Persian Studies, University of Maryland 
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Monir Shahroudy Farmanfarmaian and the Saqqa-
khaneh Movement

Aria Jalalian
University of Maryland, College Park

Reza Shah Pahlavi’s ascension to the throne in 1925 paved the way for a comprehensive national modern-
ization program, involving the promotion of Western ideals within the transforming landscape of Iranian 
art and culture. Later, Mohammad Reza Shah’s reign oversaw generations of artists who asked the question: 
can traditional, native Iranian values and beliefs be accommodated within the new structures implicated 
through modernization? The 1950’s and 1960’s oversaw the emergence of an artistic movement titled the 
“Saqqakhaneh School of Art,” neo-traditionalist artists who sought to consolidate the values of contempo-
rary Western art with a nostalgic return to the historical and ethnic identity of Iran.  In the 1960s, artists in 
Iran were faced with the intricacies of establishing a unique artistic identity at the same time that nationalist 
and nativist debates among intellectuals of the era challenged artists to discover their Iranian culture and 
identity. Although the idea of gharb-zadegi, or “Westoxification” was popularized around this time, Saqqa-
khaneh artists managed to develop a return to traditional Iranian folk and local values without rejecting the 
accommodation of Western frames within art. Monir Shahroudy Farmanfarmaian, an innovative artist of the 
Saqqakhaneh movement, used ideas that fused Iranian and Western art forms together. She became the first 
artist to integrate Iranian mirror mosaicism with geometric abstraction, using techniques she learned from 
traditional mirror workers and through studying native folk art.
Introduction

Reza Shah Pahlavi’s accession to the throne 
in 1925 paved the way for a comprehensive national 
modernization program which involved the pro-
motion of Western ideals within the transforming 
landscape of Iranian art and culture (Devos and 
Wener 205).  His son, Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi, 
sustained Reza Shah’s efforts upon his designation 
as the country’s monarch in 1941. Mohammad Reza 
Shah’s reign oversaw generations of artists who asked 
the question: Can traditional, native Iranian values 
and beliefs be accommodated within the new struc-
tures implicated through modernization? The 1960’s 
and partly the 1970’s oversaw the emergence of an 
artistic movement titled the “Saqqakhaneh School of 
Art,” which includes some neo-traditionalist artists 
who sought to consolidate the values of contempo-
rary Western art with a nostalgic return to the his-
torical and ethnic identity of Iran (Keshmirshekan, 
The Question 491). Prominent critic, Karim Emami, 
in a June 5, 1963 edition of  the Kayhan International 
- the chief English Newspaper of the time in Iran -
"identified and baptized the movment 'Saqqakhaneh'"
(Daftari 22).  The saqqakhaneh [Pers. Saqqākhāna] is
a traditional public water fountain in Iranian neigh-
borhoods that serves to quench the thirst of passers-
by, in remembrance of the Shi’ite martyrs who died

of thirst (Keshmirshekan, Neo-Traditionalism 609).  
These decorated water fountains, containing votive 
elements and calligraphy pertaining to Shi’ite faith, 
were paralleled with the works of neo-traditionalist 
artists who sought to restore indigenous and folk art 
within Iranian culture (Scheiwiller 107). 

According to the Heilbrunn Timeline of Art 
History from the Metropolitian Museum of Art, 
prominent figures within the Saqqakhaneh School 
of Art include: Charles Hossein Zenderoudi, Man-
sour Qandriz, Parviz Tanavoli, Massoud Arabshahi, 
Sadegh Tabrizi, and Siah Armajani as well as Monir 
Shahroudy Farmanfarmaian (Ekhtiar and Rooney 
par. 3,4). The encyclopedia Iranica adds Nasser Ovey-
si and mentions that the art of Siah Armajani and Ja-
far Rouhbakhsh have "aesthetic affinities and similar-
ities" with Saqqakhaneh (Keshmirshekan, Saqqa-Kana 
School of art par. 1).  Tanavoli, a sculptor famous for 
his calligraphic rendition of the word heech mean-
ing “nothing”, details how Zenderoudi and himself 
came to be inspired by votive elements within art. 
He states that during a trip to the Shah Abd’al Azim 
shrine in southern Tehran in the late 1950’s the two 
artists encountered a series of Shi’ite religious posters 



(Yousef 8). Although these individuals visited Shahr 
Rey in search of local materials to use in their art, 
the colorful figures and repeated motifs within the 
posters in the working class neighborhoods became a 
fascination for them (Ibid).  Early sketches by Zender-
oudi, as well as his final canvases, portray a religious 
atmosphere with Shi’ite mourning colors blend-
ed with careful, geometric order (Keshmirshekan, 
Neo-traditionalism 609). From this inspiration grew a 
movement that highlighted folk culture and symbols 
within the distinct modern style, thus estaglishing a 
“national” Iranian style of painting and art (Keshmir-
shekan, Neo-traditionalism 612). 

Early Saqqakhaneh Artists

Charles Hossein Zenderoudi, a painter and 
sculptor who helped pioneer the Saqqakhaneh School 
of Art, attended and studied Fine Arts at the Uni-
versity of Tehran before moving to Paris in the early 
1960’s ("Biography:  Iranian Artist Charles Hossein 
Zenderoudi"). There, Zenderoudi incorporated the 
practice of siah-masgh into his paintings. Siah-masgh 
is a form of training within calligraphy that involves 
the calligrapher inscribing a series of repetitive 
words and letters onto practice sheets (Hamidi and 
Rashvand 125). Ultimately, the contrast and upward 
flowing manner in which calligraphy was written in 
siah-masgh became recognized as an art. Zenderoudi 
utilized the concept of siah-masgh in his paintings to 
signify a series of repetitive words and letters, mean-
ingless in context, but abstract and rhythmic in style 
(Figure 1). The unification of abstract easel painting 
with a technique used to practice calligraphy demon-
strates how Zenderoudi mediates an Iranian tradition 
with his understanding of modern aestheticism. 

Parviz Tanavoli, a friend and fellow artist, 
also moved to Europe after becoming inspired by 
the Saqqakhaneh movement. Tanavoli studied art in 
Milan before working in Minneapolis and ultimately 
returning to Tehran in 1964 where he would hold ex-
hibitions as well as teach at the University of Tehran 
until his retirement in 1979 (Harris par. 14,18,19). 
Tanavoli’s most famous sculpture, heech, meaning 
"nothing," signifies the Sufi concept that God creates 
everything from nothing (Ekhtiar and Rooney par. 
5). Furthermore, the sculpture holds the figure of 
an upright manreinforcing that humanity is literally 
created from nothing.  Both Zenderoudi and Tanavoli 
aimed to incorporate local materials and objects from 

old-fashioned markets in southern Tehran—such 
as locks, tools, and crafts within their artwork. The 
traditional saqqakhaneh often had locks bound to the 
cage-like water fountain as well, symbols that were 
in turn transformed into the artworks of Zenderoudi 
and Tanavoli (Figure 2).  Both Zenderoudi and Ta-
navoli believed in the similarity between abstract art 
and what is known to be the stylized, tajridi, aspect 
of Iranian folk art (Keshmirshekan, Neo-Tradition-
alism 615). Through reconciliation of common, local 
content with abstract expressionism, the original 
pioneers of the Saqqakhaneh School of Art created a 
unique form of Iranian art that continued to flourish 
under neo-traditionalists such as Monir Shahroudy 
Farmanfarmaian.

Monir Shahroudy Farmanfarmaian

Born in Qazvin in 1924, Monir Shahroudy 
Farmanfarmaian grew up studying still-life draw-
ings and Western art on postcards, as well as with a 
private art tutor (Stein 3,4). As a young adult, Far-
manfarmaian was determined to observe and learn 
from real paintings instead of postcards. Her favorite 
French art teacher, Madame Aminfar, helped ignite 
her passion for impressionist and post-impressionist 
art, however a move to Paris would not materialize 
because of World War II; she would travel to Amer-
ica instead to wait out the war and then from there 
go to Paris (Farmanfarmaian and Houshman 76,77).  
She studied decorative arts at Cornell University and 
design and fashion at Parsons School which helped 
her realize her intrigue for bright colors was rooted 
in her Iranian heritage (Stein 4). Through the aquain-
tance of Abe Channen, a prominent figure in the New 
York art scene, she met the likes of several aspiring 
artists of the time such as Jackson Pollock, William de 
Koenig, Mark Rothko, Barnett Newman, and Andy 
Warhol (Farmanfarmaian and Houshmand 112,113). 
A divorce from her first husband, Iranian Artist Ma-
noucher Yektai, was followed by a return to Iran and 
a marriage to Abolbashar Farmanfarmaian in 1957 
(Stein, Monir Shahroudy 5). Farmanfarmaian's return 
to Iran allowed for a rediscovery of Iranian culture 
and history, concurrently at the time in the 1960’s 
when minimalism emerged amid abstract expres-
sionism. Through travel across Iran and observation 
of clothing, rituals, and crafts of indigenous Iranian 
people, she was able to "rethink the past and conceive 
a new path for her art"(Stein 5).  Her passionate resu-
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rection of interest in Iranian handicrafts provided for 
a new pride for that which was once seen as marginal 
or even unworthy (Daneshvari 6) The education and 
encounters with artists in NYC, as well as her experi-
ence in Iran,  gave Monir Shahroudy Farmanfarmaian 
a visual reference of traditional and indigenous arts of 
Iran integrated into abstract expressionist artwork.  

Farmanfarmaian perhaps best fits within the 
Saqqakhaneh School because of her use of mirror 
mosaics, inspired by a visit to Shah Cheragh in Shiraz 
with minimalist artists Robert Morris and Marcia 
Hafif whom she first met in the early 1960’s (Stein 5). 

With a newly built studio in Tehran courtesy of her 
husband Abolbashar, Farmanfarmaian transitioned 
her artwork from two-dimensional monoprints of 
still-life to three-dimensional pieces of geometric 
mirror work. Influenced by native and regional archi-
tecture, Farmanfarmaian sought out an expert mir-
ror-worker in Ostad Mohammad Navid to assist her 
in the studio (Ibid 5). The mirror mosaics built by Os-
tad Navid placed atop Farmanfarmaian’s stained glass 
paintings in order to create naghashiye-poshte-shisheh 
(Paintings Behind Glass). Farmanfarmaian’s tech-
nique was innovative in utilizing mosaicism with 
abstract modernism within an architectural struc-
ture composed of mirrors. Her premier stained glass 
paintings included Qajar figures, an effort that literal-
ly reflects light as well as Farmanfarmaian’s ambition 
to express traditions unique to Iranian Islamic histo-
ry. 

Although mirror works became popular 
during the Safavid dynasty, the peak of this art form 
occurred during the Qajar period in which mag-
nificent palaces containing elements of geometric 
mosaicism using mirror work, such as the Shams-ol 
Emareh were built (Figure 3). The Pahlavi era over-
saw a decrease in the amount of mirror mosaics built 
in public spaces, yet Farmanfarmaian’s work sought 
to restore the forgotten tradition and art of Islamic 
mosaicism. Ostad Navid and Farmanfarmaian cre-
atively developed a more transposable method of this 
artwork, commonly found in shrines and palaces, by 
creating a mixture of epoxy, sand, and glue to serve as 
the foundation of the stained glass paintings (Stein 5). 
This technique modernized mirror mosaics in terms 
of mobility. Meanwhile, Farmanfarmaian's prior 
experience and appeal to nature and still life paintings 
coupled several shared qualities with her mirror art, 
including the idea of balance, order, and proportion. 

Farmanfarmaian's fascination with the old-fashioned 
methods with which Ostad Navid and his apprentices 
would construct their work, included the use of a rul-
er and rope to draw complicated geometric designs 
(Honarmandan-e mo'aser-e Iran). 

Geometric Abstractionism and Mirror Work

The challenge of transforming Iranian pic-
torial language and votive elements into modernist 
forms became a defining quality of the Saqqakhaneh 
artists. Farmanfarmaian’s incorporation of Islamic 
mirror mosaicism into Western geometric abstrac-
tion signified a unique approach to the “modernist” 
movements within the Saqqakhaneh School. Iranian 
modernism acted as a movement to establish a new 
identity, at times escaping from the historical identity 
and reformulating a national identity by conform-
ing within certain ideals of “advanced civilization” 
(Daneshvari 103). Farmanfarmaian, nevertheless, 
conveyed the characteristics of Islamic architecture in 
Iran through the simplicity and repetition of geo-
metric shapes in mirrors that seemingly possess no 
beginning or end (Stein 3). Her work abandoned the 
idea of an escape from the past, but utilized histor-
ical motifs to represent modernism as it pertains to 
minimalist art. 

Although Farmanfarmaian is associated with 
the Saqqakhaneh movement, her work occurred 
separate from other artists such as Zenderoudi and 
Tanavoli. The Saqqakhaneh artists may have had an 
understanding of their peers, through news or con-
tacts within the Honarkadeh-ye Honarhaye Ta’zini, 
yet each held a unique vision for the integration of 
traditional Iranian motifs into modernist art. Where-
as Zenderoudi constructed several paintings based on 
the art of calligraphy, Farmanfarmaian became fixated 
on the geometric qualities of Islamic mirror mosa-
icism. Nevertheless, the unifying factor between the 
Saqqakhaneh artists included an emphasis on trans-
forming Iranian pictorial language, rather than its 
content, into abstract art. These qualities include for-
mal traditions, i.e. including colors and forms, rather 
than subject matter (Keshmirshekan, Neo Tradition-
alism 616). Farmanfarmaian’s mirror works were 
multi-faceted, and demonstrated colorful patterns 



alongside carefully crafted geometric patterns. Sev-
eral of her stained glass paintings consisted of mirror 
mosaics that reflected her passion for nature (Figure 
4). Although colors in Qajar art included flamboy-
ant and exuberant hues, with iconography including 
flowers and foliage (Scarce). Figure 4, as well as many 
of Farmanfarmaian’s stained glass paintings, included 
bright and colorful patterns fused into the geometric 
landscape on the panel. The combination would yield 
a unique style that presented several qualities of Ira-
nian Qajar art, including mirror mosaicism, colorful 
imagery, and an architectural foundation akin to that 
of religious shrines. 

Farmanfarmaian’s commitment towards 
working with mirrors is detailed in a catalog, in 
which she writes: 

I have made use of mirrors in many of my 
works, along with the exquisite bird and flow-
er designs found around the country.... Some 
of the arts that gained popularity in Iran, like 
reverse-glass painting, are not purely Iranian 
crafts, but the delicate taste of Iranian artists 
have made them native. These artisans have 
willingly and playfully taken those elements 
that have found a way into our popular cul-
ture and have added to the richness of artistic 
creation throughout the world. This is how I 
define my role vis-a-vis the arts of Iran offer-
ing a new way of looking at ancient aesthetic 
elements of this land using tools that are not 
limited to a particular geography (Farmanfar-
maian 140).

Farmanfarmaian stated that her art, consisting of 
reverse glass paintings and geometric design within 
mirror forms, was class neutral and belongs to the 
contemporary artistic experience despite having or-
igins in an ancient past. She additionally brought up 
the traditional symbolic significance behind mirrors 
in Iranian culture—pertaining to transparency (hon-
esty), brightness, symmetry, and luck (Honarman-
dan-e mo'aser-e Iran).   She described how palaces, 
mosques, and prayer halls alike make use of mirrors, 
just as Farmanfarmaian emulated within her work. 
However, Farmanfarmaian admitted to the inclusion 
of influences from artists she met while in the United 
States, describing how these artists also featured sim-
ilar prevalent elements. However, Farmanfarmaian 
highlighted her role as an artist in Iran with the idea 

that her art, as it utilized mirrors to resemble the 
structure and figures in Iranian native art, provided 
a novel perspective on ancient aestheticism through 
the lens of an abstract expressionist and minimalist 
artist. Perhaps the most noteworthy aspect of Mon-
ir Shahroudy Farmanfarmaian’s work was not the 
dazzling methods with which her mirrors reflect and 
refract light, confusing our eyes to see an infinite 
array of mirrors, but how she transforms Iranian and 
Islamic art, with deep historical roots, to generate a 
refined, modern, minimalist piece of artwork.

Conclusion

In the 1960's, artists in Iran were faced with 
the intricacies of establishing a unique artistic iden-
tity at the same time that nationalist and nativist de-
bates among intellectuals of the era challenged artists 
to discover their Iranian culture and identity. Al-
though the idea of gharb-zadegi, or “Westoxification” 
was popular around this time, Saqqakhaneh artists 
were able to develop a return to traditional Iranian 
folk and local values without rejecting the accommo-
dation of Western frames within art (Keshmirshkan, 
Neo-Traditionalism 613-614). Zenderoudi’s pio-
neering of siah-masgh became representative of the 
Saqqakhaneh School of Art’s desire to contain cul-
tural connotations with abstract implications. Monir 
Shahroudy Farmanfarmaian, another innovative artist 
of the Saqqakhaneh movement, used ideas that fused 
Iranian and Western art forms together. She became 
the first artist to integrate Iranian mirror mosaicism 
with geometric abstraction, using techniques she 
learned from traditional mirror workers and through 
studying native folk art. Farmanfarmaian applied her 
geometric patterns with minimalist influence, gained 
through her encounters with minimalists and ab-
stract expressionists, such as Pollock and Warhol. The 
Saqqakhaneh artists including Zenderoudi, Tanavoli, 
and Farmanfarmaian, as well as others, were motivat-
ed to return to their traditional Iranian roots without 
rejecting Western principles, and with leading to the 
creation of a distinctive style of Iranian art that was 
modernist, yet uniquely recognizable within Iranian 
religion and culture.
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Figure 1: An example of siah-masgh as shown within the abstract paintings of Charles Hossein Zenderoudi. 

(http://www.artnet.com/artists/charles-hossein-zenderoudi/fuji-vIVBZDJQCmUFLNbQTmKVUw2)
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Figure 2: An example of locks bound to a structure within Zenderoudi’s paintings. Individuals fastened locks in 
order to wish for health or help from a holy figure.

(https://greyartgallery.nyu.edu/artworks/lock-2/)



Figure 3: A model representation of a Qajar ruler sitting on the throne of the Golestan Palace, within the Shams-
ol Emareh. 

Image by Aria Jalalian, 2012.
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Figure 4: Sunset: A mirror work created by Farmanfarmaian in the later stages of her career.

(http://www.thethirdline.com/artists/monir-shahroudy-farmanfarmaian/selected-work/)



Possession of the Heart and the Spirit: 
A Comparison of Qadiri Dhikr and Afro-Iranian Zar 

Rituals
Eric Corbie

University of Maryland, College Park

Upon viewing performances of Kurdish Qadiri dhikr rituals and Afro-Baluchi zar rituals, one is able to ob-
serve striking similarities between the two. Both rituals contain clapping, drumming, chanting and Islamic 
nuances. Yet, one group seeks to journey the inner path of spiritual purification, while the other specializes 
in exorcizing victims of demonic possession. In addition, the physical locations in which both groups reside 
occupy opposite ends of Iran. How is it that two seemingly different groups from completely different areas 
of the same country have so much in common? The purpose of this paper is to analyze the similarities be-
tween the Qadiri dervishes of Iranian Kurdistan and Afro-Baluchi zar exorcists, and to determine, if possible, 
the connection between the two. Most of the information pertaining to the actual rituals will be based on 
documentary footage, as well as interviews of the practitioners. It is hoped that the findings of this research 
will provide a closer look into the realms of these practices.

 Upon viewing a performance of dhikr by Qa-
diri dervishes of Iranian Kurdistan and a performance 
of an Afro-Baluchi zar ritual, certain similarities were 
discovered between the two ceremonies. Chanting, 
dancing, drumming, and Islamic nuances are all 
featured quite prominently in both performances. The 
observance of these similarities prompted the ques-
tion: how could both rituals have such similar qualities 
while they seem to come from two different areas of 
Iran? The purpose of this paper is to investigate the 
histories of both ceremonies, the performance of the 
ceremonies, the similarities that they share, and to 
determine their connecting link. 

 Sufism, or the practice of tasawwuf, is gener-
ally regarded as the mystical or esoteric dimension 
of Islam. It tends to focus heavily on asceticism and 
isolation in prayer. There are many tariqas, or paths, 
in tasawwuf, which are akin to spiritual brotherhoods. 
Each brotherhood follows the teachings of a founding 
spiritual master, who claims to trace their spiritual 
lineage to the Prophet himself. The essential goal of 
Sufism is to purify the heart and reach a higher level 
of spiritual consciousness, much like the Buddhist 
monks, Hindu Yogis, Christian monks, etc. The title 
dervish is a term for a sufi who has taken vows of pov-
erty, as opposed to a murid (student/disciple) who has 
simply entered the esoteric path and is under the su-

pervision of the tariqa’s spiritual master. The particular 
tariqa that this paper focuses on is the Qadiri order of 
dervishes, particularly of Iranian Kurdistan. The Qa-
diri branch of Sufism is widely regarded as the earliest 
and largest of the Sufi groups. The disciples of the Qa-
diri tariqa trace their spiritual lineage to the branch’s 
namesake, Abdul-Qadir al-Jilani. Al-Jilani was born 
in the Iranian province of Jilan in 1077 C.E. and died 
in Baghdad in 1166 C.E (Bhutia, Tikkanen and Eds.). 
Imam Adh-Dhahabi, a well-known biographer of his, 
described al-Jilani as, “The shaykh, imam, scholar, 
ascetic, devoted worshipper, Shaykh al-Islam, Alam 
al-Awliya,” in his Lives of Noble Figures (Al-Munajjid, 
A Brief Look). Knowledge of the Imam’s piety spread, 
and his students carried on what they considered to 
be his teachings, leading to the formation of what was 
to become the Qadiri tariqa.1 One of al-Jilani’s sons, 
‘Abdul-‘Aziz al-Jilani, was buried in the city of Akre 
in Iraqi Kurdistan (Wahab), thus explaining the close 
connection with the neighboring Kurds of Iran and 
the Qadiri order. 

 Dhikr can be loosely defined as the “remem-
brance of God.” It traditionally corresponds to suppli-
cations, repetition of phrases glorifying God, reciting 
1The discussion of al-Jilani’s legacy with regards to what has been authentically reported about him and his 

deeds is a research topic in and of itself. What Qadiri Sufis practice with regards to dhikr and other acts of 

worship should not be attributed to the imam without sound narrations corroborating them.  
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the Qur’an, etc. that can be uttered during specific 
times, or as general acts of worship. Evidence for the 
encouragement of performing dhikr can be found in 
the Qur’an and in the authentic Prophetic tradition 
(Sunnah).2 & 3 During the lifetime of the Prophet, the 
Muslims performed dhikr formulaically, meaning in 
strict accordance with the Prophet’s manner of per-
forming such acts. However, following his death, meth-
ods of performing dhikr which were not in accordance 
with the Sunnah began to circulate due to a combina-
tion of ignorance of Shari’ah (Islamic law), and the zeal 
to perform good deeds.4 & 5 These innovative methods 
of dhikr came to be coupled with much more involved 
rituals which included music, singing, and clapping. 
Imam Ibn al-Jawzi (1126-1200 C.E.) mentioned in 
Talbees Iblees (The Devil’s Deceptions):

2 Some examples from the Qur’an include: “Those who believe (in the Oneness of Allah - Islamic Monotheism), 

and whose hearts find rest in the remembrance of Allah, Verily, in the remembrance of Allah do hearts find rest.” 

[13:28].-“And whosoever turns away (blinds himself) from the remembrance of the Most Beneficent (Allah) (i.e. 

this Qur’an and worship of Allah), We appoint for him Shaitan (Satan - devil) to be a Qarin (an intimate compan-

ion) to him.” [43:36], “O you who believe! Remember Allah with much remembrance.” [33:41].  

Muhammad Taqi-ud-Din Al-Hillali; Muhammad Muhsin Khan, Interpretation of the Meanings of the Noble 

Qur’an, accessed March 26, 2018. https://www.noblequran.com/translation/ 
3A couple of examples from the Sunnah as Al-Munajjid lists are: 

-‘Abd-Allaah ibn ‘Amr said: “The Messenger of Allah (peace and blessings of Allah be upon him) said: ‘There are 

two qualities, no Muslim man acquires them but he will enter Paradise, and they are simple and easy. He should 

glorify Allah (say Subhan Allah) ten times immediately after each prayer, and praise Him (say Al-hamdu Lillaah) 

ten times and magnify Him (say Allahu akbar) ten times.’ I saw the Messenger of Allah (peace and blessings 

of Allah be upon him) counting this on his fingers. He said: ‘That makes one hundred and fifty on the tongue, 

and one thousand five hundred (hasanaat) in the scales…” (Sunan At-Tirmidhi, 3332).  "Nawfal al-Ashja’i (may 

Allah be pleased with him) said: The Messenger of Allah (peace and blessings of Allah be upon him) said to me: 

“Recite Qul yaa ayyuha’l-kaafiroon then go to sleep at the end of it, for it is a disavowal of shirk.” Narrated by 

Abu Dawood (5055) and al-Tirmidhi (3400); classed as hasan by Ibn Hajar in Nataa’ij al-Afkaar (3/6); classed as 

saheeh by al-Albaani in Saheeh Abi Dawood (Al-Munajjid, Nhikr After). 
4 Ad-Daarimi narrated with an authentic chain of narrators:

“Ibn Mas‘ood saw groups of people sitting in circles in the mosque waiting for the prayer. Inside each circle, there 

was a man, and they had pebbles in their hands. He would say, ‘Say Allahu Akbar’ (Allah is the Most Great) one 

hundred times, and they would say ‘Allahu Akbar’ one hundred times. He would say, ‘Say Laa ilaha illa Allah’ 

(there is no god worthy of worship but Allah) one hundred times, and they would say ‘Laa ilaha illa Allah’ one 

hundred times. He would say, ‘Say Subhan Allah’ (Glory be to Allah) one hundred times, and they would say 

‘Subhan Allah’ one hundred times. So these people were gathered to mention Allah, and Ibn Mas‘ood came to 

one of these circles, and he stood over them and said, ‘What is this that I see you doing?’ They said, ‘O Abu ‘Ab-

dur-Rahmaan, these are pebbles with which we count the Takbeer, Tahleel, and Tasbeeh.’ He said, ‘Rather, count 

your bad deeds, for I guarantee to you that none of your good deeds will be lost. Woe to you, O Ummah (commu-

nity) of Muhammad! How quickly you have become doomed! His Companions are still alive and his clothes are 

not yet worn out, and his vessel is not yet broken. By the One in Whose Hand my soul is, you are either following 

a way that is more guided than the way of Muhammad or you are opening the door to misguidance.’ They said, 

‘By Allah, O Abu ‘Abdur-Rahmaan, we intended nothing but good…’” [Abridged]
5Shaykh Abdul Mohsin al-‘Abbaad said in his commentary on Sunan Abi Daawood  “This narration is authentic 

from ‘Abdullah ibn Mas‘ood, who denied them doing this act, which was that they were praising Allah collectively 

by using pebbles, and all this is contrary to the Sunnah... He denied them not conforming to the Sunnah in the 

way they did it (collectively) and the manner in which they performed it (using pebbles) ("Collective Thikr After 

Prayer in Masjid").”

When this group [sufis] listens to songs; they 
fall into wajd [ecstatic states]. They clap and 
yell and tear up their clothes. The devil has 
greatly deceived them in this regard…If some-
one asks: ‘We should assume that these people 
are honest. What would you say about some-
one who was unable to control his wajd?’ I say: 
‘Wajd begins inside a person; if he repels it then 
the devil gives up on him…on the other hand, 
if a person does not control himself, then the 
devil will blow on him to entice him even more 
(Al-Jawzi 367-8).’

The imam’s justification for his argument is 
based on his assertion that the Prophet, as well as his 
immediate companions (the Sahaba), were not authen-
tically known to perform such acts. While it is known 
that the Prophet and the Sahaba would respond emo-
tionally to the recitation of Qur’an, Ibn al-Jawzi held 
that it would not occur in the same manner, nor under 
the same circumstances as mentioned with regard to 
the sufis (Ibid 365-6).  Despite the aversion of such 
practices by mainstream scholars of the past, such as 
Ibn al-Jawzi, sufi groups which practiced such rituals 
survived, and the Qadiri dervishes of Kurdistan can 
certainly be counted from amongst them.

Jalal-ud-Din Rumi, perhaps the most well-
known of sufi poets, is quoted as stating in The Divani 
Shamsi Tabriz, XIII, that, “This is love; to fly toward 
a secret sky, to cause a hundred veils to fall each mo-
ment. First, to let go of life. In the end, to take a step 
without feet; to regard this world as invisible, and to 
disregard what appears to be the self (Rumi). ” When 
one observes the Qadiri dervishes of Kurdistan in 
their dhikr sessions, it quickly becomes apparent that 
they enter a world of their own. Despite their bodies 
being physically present, they appear to enter a state 
of consciousness that echoes the sentiments of Rumi’s 
description of love. No doubt, as they chew on razor 
blades, and stab themselves with knives and swords, 
the definition of their sense of self matches well with 
the notion that they are disregarding what only “ap-
pears” to be the self. Their seeming loss of control is 
not spontaneous, however. They follow a particular 
procedure which prepares their minds and bodies 
to be able to endure the physical exercises and their 
altered sense of consciousness. 



First, the dervishes gather in a tekke (place 
dedicated to sufi ceremonies). Their spiritual leader, 
known as a Khalifeh, arranges the standing acolytes 
into an oval shape while he remains in the middle, 
and begins to utter takbir6, tahlil7, tasbih8, or tah-
mid9. The dervishes will then correspond their bodily 
movements to the rhythm of the chanting, letting 
loose their hair in the process. The initial rhythm of 
the chanting is meant to be in conjunction with the 
beating of the heart, while the hair of the dervishes, 
now loose, is meant to flow freely as a kind of veil 
for the heart (Ardalan). When the khalifeh feels that 
it is time to move on to the next phase of the ritual, 
he then orders the tempo to increase, which is ush-
ered in by the playing of the daf (a type of drum). 
The dervishes will again match their movements with 
the speed of the chanting and dafs, all of which still 
mimic the rhythm of the heartbeat. As the dervishes 
become more absorbed in their practice, they begin 
to enter states of wajd, and their chanting becomes 
less intelligible. It is during this particular time that 
the dervishes will begin to perform acts of self-flag-
ellation (chewing razor blades, piercing themselves 
with skewers, stabbing/cutting themselves with 
knives, etc.) as a means of penance. The khalifeh over-
sees the actions of his disciples and prevents them 
from causing too much harm to themselves, or other 
dervishes. Due to the intense experience of wajd, the 
dervishes claim to be able to commit such acts with 
little to no pain. In essence, their spiritual absorption 
into what they consider to be the love of the Divine 
outweighs the physical sensation of their self-mutila-
tion. Not all of the dervishes perform acts of penance 
however. Some are too overwhelmed by their states 
of consciousness, and simply sit or lie down, while 
others remain in their rhythmic trance, often in sync 
with nearby dervishes. Some cry, some are silent, 
some supplicate, and some are deprived of speech: 
lost in their own spiritual experiences. After a period 
of time, when the khalifeh is satisfied with the pro-
gression of the ritual, he will then bring the ceremony 
to a close, and the dervishes will gradually return to 
their normal states of consciousness. Although the 
dervishes are able to move on and go about their daily 
business, they carry with them newfound experiences 
and realizations from their spiritual journey. 10

6 “Allah is the Greatest.”
7 “There is no deity but Allah."
8 “Glory be to Allah.”
9 “All praises and thanks are for Allah.”
10 The descriptions of the Qadiri dhikr sessions are taken from the film, “Beyond Words.”

 The term zar and the origin of the ritual itself 
is debated by scholars. Some scholars believe that 
the zar ritual originated from Ancient Persian belief 
systems which reached East Africa, namely Abyssinia 
(Ethiopia), Sudan, and Hausaland. Others held that 
the ritual was a practice indigenous to East Africa, 
and that it was brought to Iran via African slaves. The 
other major hypothesis is that the term zar is Persian 
in origin, but it was applied to the ritual following its 
introduction by African sailors in the 16th century 
(Moghaddam). Perhaps these differing theories can 
be reconciled by the oral histories of the layman and 
zar practitioners, which are described by a Baluchi in 
Behnaz Mirzai’s “The African-Baluchi Trance Dance” 
documentary, “Here [Baluchistan], black Africans 
are called nokar (servants). When they were brought 
from Africa, they performed ceremonies that the lo-
cal people learned. If someone was ill, this ceremony 
seemed to cure the sickness (Mirzai).” 

 A zar is defined as a “harmful wind” which 
can possess an individual and cause them to suffer 
from physical ailments (Moghaddam). It is proba-
ble that the zar is another name for a type of being 
known in the Islamic tradition as a Jinni. A Jinn is a 
creature similar to a human being, but it resembles 
something more in line with the Western concept of 
a spirit. Jinn belongs to the “world of the unseen,” and 
thus, interaction with them are generally relegated to 
what one might call “supernatural or paranormal ex-
periences.” There are also different types of zar which 
include, but are not limited to zar, nuban, mashayekh, 
lewa, and jinn. The different zar winds are typically 
non-Muslim with some being dangerous (such as the 
zar and jinn), while others are non-violent and more 
easily appeased (such as the lewa). The mashayekh 
winds, however, are slightly different from the oth-
ers in that they are considered to be Muslim winds 
(Bashiri). Although the concept of zar and the exor-
cism ritual practiced in order to “expel” them is not 
unique to Iran, the Afro-Iranian coastal regions of 
the country (i.e. Baluchistan and Qeshm Island) are 
well known for their Baba/Mama zars (male/female 
exorcists), and the communities’ strong association 
with the tradition.  

 In areas where zars are practiced, when an 
individual becomes ill and is unsuccessfully treated 
by a medical doctor, they are usually encouraged to 
go and visit a Baba or Mama zar. The Baba/Mama 
zar, based on their experience, is then supposedly 
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able to discern if the patient is suffering from a case of 
zar possession. If the situation is deemed to be a case 
of possession, then (upon payment for their services) 
the Baba/Mama zar will begin a series of rituals 
which can last up to a number of days (nine being the 
longest) in which the Baba/Mama zar will interact 
with the zar to figure out what kind of zar they are 
dealing with, and how they can persuade it to leave 
the victim. An important part of the rituals involves 
playing specific rhythms11 and singing a multitude 
of “zar-themed” songs which are oriented towards 
addressing a particular zar, such as a lewa or ma-
shayekh. The victim’s noticeable response to a partic-
ular song will indicate which kind of zar is possessing 
him/her. Upon this discovery, the Baba/Mama will 
sanction the performance of the actual zar ritual, the 
climax of the diagnosis process, in which the exorcist 
will themselves go into a trance, and with the help 
of their “tamed” wind, converse with the possessing 
wind in order to appease it and expel it from the vic-
tim. The form of appeasement usually comes in the 
form of the blood of a sacrificed animal12 although 
other requests for gifts can be made. The gifts either 
have to be presented during the ceremony or at an 
agreed upon time. Upon presentation of the gift(s), 
the zar agrees to refrain from harming the individual, 
but it does not necessarily agree to leave the victim. 
The experience of the possession initiates the victim 
into the acolyte circle of the Baba/Mama zar, and 
their presence will often be requested as participants 
in future zar rituals.13

 As mentioned, although Iranian Kurdistan 
and Baluchistan are located at opposite ends of the 
country, both rituals contain striking similarities. 
During the course of research, the common link 
between the two ceremonies was discovered. Many 
of the exorcists who perform zar rituals are in fact 
Qadiri sufis. It is most likely that Qadiri sufis traveled 
throughout Iran in order to spread the teachings 
ascribed to al-Jilani, which would account for the 
Qadiri presence and influence in an area so far from 
11 The popular rhythm of the Zar in Egypt is based on the 2/4 meter (See Hossam Ramzy’s “Rhythms of the 

Nile: Introduction to Egyptian Dance Rhythms”), but it is acknowledged that the rhythms can vary based on 

the country and the types of Zars involved.
12 Sacrificing animals to Zars/Jinn may be seen by many to be a form of shirk (associating partners with 

Allah).
13Descriptions of Zar rituals are taken from the films: “Afro-Iranian Lives,” “Afro-Baluchi Trance Dance,’ and 

“Zar.”

its birthplace (Jilan to Baluchistan). 

Both rituals are esoteric in that they deal with 
“matters of the unseen.” The dervishes perform their 
rituals in order to have deeper spiritual experiences. 
As a spiritual brotherhood, they undergo spiritual 
exercises which are unique to their order, and not 
necessarily meant to be practiced by non-members. 
Likewise, those directly involved in performing zar 
rituals are also dealing with “unseen” matters in that 
they interact with zars/jinn which primarily present 
themselves through the victim that they are pos-
sessing. Furthermore, the Baba/Mama zar must also 
come from a family, “with a background in this field 
(Converge).” So, it is possible that either the Qadiri 
sufi becomes initiated as a Baba/Mama zar, due to 
their heightened spiritual consciousness,14 and thus 
begins a familial tradition of exorcism, or because of 
the spiritual matters involved with performing zar 
rituals, the exorcist becomes a Qadiri sufi/dervish. 

An integral component of the ceremonies 
which allows for the dervishes to go into the realm 
of the esoteric is the role of the drum. In both dhikr 
sessions and zar rituals, the daf is heavily relied upon, 
and is tied inextricably with the transition between 
states of consciousness. The daf is a type of drum that 
resembles a large tambourine. When the Kurdish der-
vishes perform their dhikr, it is not until the khalifeh 
orders the playing of the daf that the dervishes display 
a visible sign of going into a trance. The tempo of the 
rhythm increases, and the actions of the dervishes 
become less synchronistic. Also, it isn’t long after the 
drumming occurs that the dervishes begin to per-
form their acts of self-flagellation. Since the chanting, 
rocking back and forth, and drumming is meant to 
correspond to the beating heart, it is possible that the 
dervishes are able to go into a kind of meditative state 
in which their focus is attuned to the inner heartbeat 
that matches directly with the echo of the surround-
ing sound. This focus becomes so intense that they 
are seemingly able to perform mind-over-matter 
feats with little to no sensation at all. Likewise, zar 
ceremonies are dependent upon the playing of the 
daf. In order to “lower,” or make more approachable 
the possessing zar, a specific rhythm must be played 
which has been identified as particularly agreeable to 
14 It must be noted that the author does not necessarily subscribe to the notion that the Qadiris have the 

abilities that they claim to have.



the zar. Although clapping, singing, and instruments 
such as the tambour (a stringed instrument) and 
ney (a type of reed flute) can also be involved in the 
ceremony, the daf is the driving and most important 
means of providing the desired tempo. The drum-
ming also causes the Baba/Mama zar to be able to go 
into an altered state of consciousness in which they 
will then be able to communicate with their zar com-
panion, and the possessing zar in order to heal the 
victim. If the Baba/Mama zar is a Qadiri sufi, as many 
of them appear to be in Baluchistan, then perhaps 
their methods of dhikr (via drumming and chanting) 
more easily facilitate their ability to transcend their 
states of consciousness to communicate with the zars. 

The purpose of both rituals is healing. For 
the Kurdish dervishes, healing is centered on pu-
rifying the heart and becoming more enlightened 
individuals. They view their acts of self-flagellation as 
means of professing repentance. The aim of the dhikr 
sessions for the dervishes is primarily to emerge as 
relieved of the burden of their sins with new spiritual 
insights. Their healing is not limited to individual 
pursuits, however. Sometimes people who are suf-
fering from some kind of malady are brought to the 
tekkes when the dervishes intend to perform their 
dhikr rituals. The ill individuals come to the tekke 
hoping to be healed by the dervishes who are believed 
to be channels of divine energy while in their ecstatic 
states. Thus, during the dhikr session, the visitors will 
be placed within the oval formed by the dervishes, 
and sit while the dervishes go into their ecstatic states. 
It is claimed by the dervishes that by the end of the 
ritual, the afflicted individuals leave healed of their 
maladies (Ardalan). 

The Baba/Mama zars are also seen as spiritual 
healers. Their role is to relieve people of spiritual pos-
session, which amongst other side-effects, involves 
physical ailments. What is interesting to note is that 
zar participants also set themselves in a circular shape 
with the victim and the Baba/Mama zar in the mid-
dle. Although the Baba/Mama zars do not claim to 
channel divine energy while in their altered states of 
consciousness, the chanting of phrases such as: takbir, 
tahlil, tasbih, tahmid, Quranic recitations, and songs 
praising Abdul-Qadir al-Jilani, which are also a part 
of the zar rituals, are meant to invoke divine healing. 
15 Zar rituals are a mix of a variety of cultural practic-15 The relevance of songs praising Abdul-Qadir al-Jilani lies in the Qadiri’s belief that their spiritual master, 

al-Jilani, can somehow intercede with Allah via his status as a “saint.” Many would consider this a form of shirk 

(associating partners with Allah).

es, but it can be seen that without the sufi influence, 
they would not have the credibility that has allowed 
this practice to continue for so long. The role of Qa-
diri sufis validates, at least to the laymen/laywomen, 
the ceremony as a quasi-religious one since God is 
invoked during them, and the Qadiris themselves are 
viewed as pious men and women. 

In conclusion, to understand the similarities 
of the dhikr rituals of the Qadiri dervishes of Kurd-
ish Iran, and the zar rituals of Afro-Baluchistan, one 
must acknowledge the role of Qadiri sufism. Both 
rituals belong to practices which are rooted in es-
oteric ideology and influenced by the teachings of 
Abdul-Qadir al-Jilani. With this context in mind, 
every action performed takes on a spiritual meaning 
that is just as important to the participants as it is to 
those that are invited or accommodated as witnesses. 
The rituals have become a part of the Iranian cultur-
al fabric, and given their integration of drumming, 
chanting, and dance can number themselves amongst 
the categories of Iranian performance art. 
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Abstract

There are many stereotypes within the Iranian community regarding people who have recently emigrated 
from Iran, and when it comes to dating, most don’t paint either Iranian men or women in a good light. 
Though there is a lot of secondary literature on old trends, nothing on new norms exists. Research has 
been done on the accuracy of those stereotypes in the past.  However, research on both recent trends 
and the transformation in trends over the last forty years in dating and relationship norms for Iranian 
immigrants within the US is relatively unexplored.  Moreover, almost no research has been conducted on 
second generation Iranian American immigrants (those who had at least one or both parents emigrate 
from Iran to the US), and how they might compare with first generation immigrants. In order to attempt 
to bridge this gap, both immigrants who had left Iran in the past forty years and second generation 
immigrants were interviewed with an anonymous survey. The results revealed some interesting trends. 
Social attitudes towards relationships and dating are much more permissive of more partners and sex 
outside of marriage for the current youth emigrating than they were for previous generations. However, 
they are still not as permissive as second generation Iranian Americans. The likelihood of having sex and/
or engaging in sexual activity within a serious relationship is the same across recent first and second 
generation immigrants, and the American control group, suggesting that sex is a part of a normal 
relationship for most current Iranian youth as opposed to previous generations; however, this does 
not hold true for casual dating partners. Interestingly, traits most highly valued in a partner tend to be 
consistent among immigrants of any generation, suggesting that heritage does have an affect on second 
generation immigrants. The relationship and dating trends for second generation immigrants overall 
appear to fall somewhere between those of the American control group and those of the first generation 
immigrant group. However, the three groups on the whole did not differ a great deal. These results 
have interesting implications for the dating and relationship trends seen across these two cultures, and 
highlight a need for future research aimed at understanding these culture developments as globalization 
increases and these cultures continue to interact.

Iranian cultural norms have always been con-
servative regarding topics such as sex and dating. The 
American style of dating did not exist for Iranians 
previously and has only recently become popular. 
Societal norms regarding relationships are still more 
conservative in comparison with American norms. 
Of particular interest are the various generations of 
Iranian immigrants who have emigrated to the U.S. 
How do they compare with previous generations? Are 
they more similar to Iranians or Americans? Previous 
research shows that those who had emigrated from 
Iran at a young age tended to view the world through 

a more Americanized hermeneutical lens when 
discussing relationships and dating rather than their 
counterparts who had remained in Iran. However, 
little research focusing on relationships and dating 
norms has been done on second generation immi-
grants (the children of direct immigrants) who were 
born and raised in the US. 

Both Iranian and American societies have 
changed a great deal in the last 20 years, more so in 
the past 5 years. This is quite evident among youth 
as they tend to be more open to crossing traditional 
cultural lines. Have these changes also impacted im-
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migrant populations, and if so, how and in what man-
ifestations? Do they move along cultural lines, do they 
cross cultural lines, or is it a combination of both?  
 Research shows social attitudes towards re-
lationships and dating are much more permissive in 
the current generation of immigrants in comparison 
to previous generations. However, do dating norms 
differ between American born and/or Iranian born 
youth who have lived in America for some time and 
those who have recently emigrated? According to the 
preset research, relationship and dating norms across 
the Iranian diaspora of this current generation are more 
universal than those from previous generations.  It 
appears that the common variable is age. Those simi-
lar in age share common beliefs and attitudes.  There 
is no difference among those who have recently emi-
grated, those who emigrated at an earlier age, second 
generation Americans who were raised in the US but 
under Iranian norms, or those youth raised under solely 
American norms. These findings point to a fundamen-
tal shift occurring in relationship and dating norms of 
Iranian youth. They show that they are replacing tradi-
tional Iranian norms once dominant with more America 
norms.  

 This research is relevant and significant in the 
discussion of gender and body in both Iran and the 
Iranian diaspora. Although it is clear that relationship 
and dating norms in Iran are currently going through 
a metamorphosis, it is still unclear how this transfor-
mation differs from the changes among Iranian youth 
raised according to Iranian norms, but without physical 
presence within Iran.  A deeper investigation into rela-
tionship and dating norms can provide a great deal of 
insight into the social constructs governing gender and 
body in society. Studying relationship and dating norm 
cultural transformations in different environments is 
particularly important to this research for two main rea-
sons:  First, in Iran, both pre-Islamic and post-Islamic 
cultural norms are present within society and affect so-
ciety in different ways. But, which plays a greater role 
in youth today? Second, which norms have remained 
constant over time, and which have been replaced? The 
way a society views sex, dating and relationships, and 
marriage can provide insight into a society's view of 
the world. 

 In relation to immigrants, these norms and the 
degree to which they play a role within society can be 
used to discern the levels of assimilation in the new 
society.  They can also show how a culture has trans-
formed for those who maintained it outside of their 
homeland, and how that differs for those who have 
recently left, bringing that culture with them. 

 In traditional Iranian society, sex is rarely a 
topic of familial discussion and if it is, it is often in 
the context of daughters being told to be chaste (Ab-
dolsalehi-Najafi and Beckman, 1063-1071). Iranian 
society places the burden of unreasonable expectations 
on women who are expected to be gentle and motherly, 
somewhat subservient, and most importantly, sexually 
pure, while men are free of those responsibilities. The 
high price tag put on women remaining virgins until 
marriage has, traditionally, been a factor capable of 
determining whether or not a marriage could take place 
well into recent years (Hojat et al, 19-31). This has 
had serious implications for romantic relationship and 
dating norms in Iran; typical dating wouldn’t happen 
as it does in the US; for a girl, even being alone with 
an unrelated boy was considered to be a sign of moral 
impurity on the woman’s part (Navai). Instead, most 
marriages were arranged and were typically based on 
local (or national) politics and class structures. 

 The idea of dating as it is known in Ameri-
can society did not traditionally exist in Iran. Instead, 
men and their families used to look at potential brides. 
If someone suitable was found and the families agreed 
to meet, khastegari, or a meeting of the families, would 
take place. Although the marrying parties often had 
some say in the upper classes, the families had to like 
each other and the marriage had to be beneficial in 
order to take place. If the khastegari did successfully 
take place, the couple could be said to be something 
between “dating” and engaged (Floor). While much of 
Iranian culture was preserved when Iranians immigrat-
ed to the US, Iranian marriage practices were hard to 
maintain. Although arranged marriages did still hap-
pen among some Iranian families residing in the US, 
they were far less common than in Iran. The lack of 
arranged marriages however, did not result in complete 
freedom for young immigrants in their marriage choic-
es.  For many immigrants, the restrictions regarding 



class and only “dating” someone you seriously con-
sidered marrying followed them even as they moved 
to the US, especially if their parents immigrated with 
them.

 Several studies, which tend to focus particu-
larly on women, have been conducted on immigrants 
who came to the US from Iran, and in particular, on 
the opinions of female immigrants regarding sex and 
relationships. A 1991 study of Iranian girls who im-
migrated to Los Angeles found that age has a strong 
correlation with assimilation to the US and an inverse 
correlation with adherence to traditional Iranian sexual 
restrictions. The younger girls were when they came, 
the more likely to assimilate and in turn, the less likely 
they were to wait until marriage to have sex (Hanass-
ab, 11-21).  Another report from 1996 used a different 
group of girls, and found that both the younger girls 
were when emigrating and the longer they were away 
from Iran, the more likely they were to hold more 
permissive attitudes regarding sex, dating, and relation-
ships (Hanassab and Tidwell, 185-194). However, even 
those who were considered to have more permissive 
attitudes, still had what could be considered very tradi-
tional views by American standards.

Another more recent report from 2012 con-
sisted of extensive interviews with older female im-
migrants and found that younger immigrants who are 
unmarried are more likely to explore the sexual and ro-
mantic freedoms offered by American culture, includ-
ing the ability to have sex in serious and non serious 
relationships and even to have multiple relationships 
throughout one’s lifetime. The results of the report rein-
forced the results of the aforementioned studies. It was 
also found that even moments of connection to Iranian 
culture, such as the women interviewed using Iranian 
words about and relating to sex in Farsi, could inspire a 
shame that the women typically didn’t have when using 
the English counterparts (Rashidian et al 866-877). 

Regarding marriage, the long term goal of 
many relationships, both intermarriage (in this con-
text, marriage between Iranian and non-Iranian) and 
intramarriage (marriage between two Iranians) alike 
occur at varying rates. It was found in previous gen-
erations of young Iranian immigrants that those with 
higher rates of acculturation are unsurprisingly more 
likely to accept and pursue intermarriage. The afore-
mentioned dating trends extend to intermarriage as 
well: the younger an immigrant was when they came to 

the US, and the more time they’ve spent here, the more 
likely they are to accept intermarriage. Additionally, 
although the views of young immigrants are important 
to consider, of equal or greater weight are the views of 
their parents. This is true regardless of where the family 
resides, but especially so if the family immigrated 
together. Similarly to the trends of parental views on 
dating, parents tend to be less assimilated and less open 
to the idea of intermarriage than their children are, 
and because of the social structure of Iranian culture, 
most children are forced to obey their parents’ wishes 
(Hanassab and Tidwell 395-408). 

Research, similar to the aforementioned stud-
ies, has been conducted several times on both previ-
ous generations and older immigrants. Although the 
research was corroboratory, and thus quite trustworthy, 
it has been centered on older immigrants and/or those 
who came several years ago, not on the youth emigrat-
ing from Iran today. The dating and relationship trends 
for that population of immigrants are greatly under-
studied and essentially unknown. However, much more 
is known about their non-migratory counterparts.

In recent years, young Iranians have been ar-
dently defying the strict traditional norm that the older 
generations had set for them. They have their own dat-
ing culture which is hidden from the parents. There are 
several accounts online of women finding a way to date 
without ostracizing themselves from the community; 
one strong example is that many women only partic-
ipate in oral and anal sex with their partners before 
marriage due to the potential stigma they may earn if 
they don’t have an intact hymen. Should they choose 
to have vaginal sex and later regret it, hymenoplasty 
is sanctioned by the Islamic Republic as a permissi-
ble means of recourse (Navai). It is well documented 
that for the youth of Iran today, it is just as acceptable 
among their peers to buck their parent’s traditional 
values as it is to embrace them. What is unknown, 
however, is how likely or acceptable that is for young 
immigrants.

While much is known about their Iranian peers, 
little has been studied about how much of the current 
Iranian culture young Iranian immigrants brought 
with them to the US, especially in regards to dating 
and having relationships. Most research on the topic 
was done twenty or more years ago, focused on older 
immigrants, and is outdated due to the naturally chang-
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ing social norms mentioned above. An exception to this 
is my research project entitled “Dating in the USA: The 
transformation of dating and relationship for young 
Iranian American immigrants to the US over the last 
four decades”, in which I studied the transformation 
of relationship and dating norms for Iranian Ameri-
can immigrants in the US by surveying heterosexual 
men and women who came between the ages of 13-30 
since 1977. I asked questions about a number of things, 
including participant’s religious background along with 
their opinions on dating (such as who they might be 
most likely to date and why), sex both within and out-
side of a serious relationship, and how important their 
own beliefs are and how they may be applied when 
looking for a partner (for instance, to see if they may 
not be comfortable with sex before marriage, but are 
comfortable with their partner or future partner having 
had sex prior to their relationship). Using 39 partici-
pants, I found that the decade of immigration has the 
largest impact on whether participants were both more 
likely to participate in any sexual activity and/or have 
sex, and expect their partners to do so, within the con-
text of a serious relationship prior to marriage. Their 
likelihood to do anything sexual with a person whom 
they were not close to, like someone they may be casu-
ally dating, was much more dependent on religion and 
gender, and had little to do with the decade of immigra-
tion. And while religious participants were less likely 
to date someone they would not marry, wanting to date 
and marry non-Iranians was completely random and 
had nothing to do with any of the three factors. 

Additionally, the most significant factors when 
considering dating or marrying someone are consistent 
throughout the generations, and with the exception of 
one factor, “sharing religious values,” tend to be consis-
tent among religious and non-religious alike; the two 
most important factors, intelligence and/or education 
and appearance, were listed in equal numbers by men 
and women as well. And while religious participants 
were more likely to date someone they wouldn’t mar-
ry, who wanted to date and/or marry non-Iranians 
was completely random and independent of any of the 
three factors (religion, gender, decade of immigration) 
studied. When it comes to partner limits, self-imposed 
limits remained consistent between the two designated 
generations. Expectations of partners, however, have 

changed. Women are more likely to have a limit on the 
number of people they expect their partner to date in 
this current decade of immigrants than in prior de-
cades. Sex may still not be as acceptable in Iranian cul-
ture as it is within American culture, but in the current 
generation of youth immigrating to the US, women and 
men are being held to a more similar standard; both 
expect the other to engage in sex within serious rela-
tionships, and both expect the other not to engage in 
non-serious relationships.

Not much is known about the dating and rela-
tionship norms of their counterparts, second genera-
tion Iranian American immigrants and first generation 
immigrants who came at a young age in recent years. 
The research that has been done has focused on the 
fact that second generation Iranian Americans tend 
to be particularly connected to their roots, and have a 
great deal of ethnic pride (Daha). That being said, their 
parents came from a more traditional Iranian culture, 
and many maintained that tradition and attempted 
to impose their values on their often less than recep-
tive children, who grew up immersed in both cultures 
and wanted to explore some of the freedoms found in 
American culture that weren’t available within their 
own heritage (Mahdi, "Ethnic identity among second‐
generation Iranians in the United States"). In particular, 
many Iranian parents noted that even recently they 
worried about the sexual freedoms offered to their 
children in America, as these freedoms have tradi-
tionally been associated with moral impropriety and 
an improper character, two things that are considered 
extraordinarily important in  Iranian culture. This is 
particularly true for immigrants who came at a young 
age, and did so in the last couple of decades, and has 
caused many debates between parent and child. The 
research that has been done on first generation immi-
grants who came at a young age suggests they identify 
closely with second generation Iranian American and 
American culture, which has resulted in the increased 
struggle between the two. 

American culture, especially on the coasts 
(where Iranians tend to immigrate to) is, in contrast, 
much more permissive towards sex and dating, as that 
is considered an integral part of the youth relationship 
scene. The average American college student “hook-



ups” 8 times during their college career. A “hookup”, 
for these purposes, is defined as having casual sex with 
someone. In fact, at one point recently a quarter of 
relationships in the US were estimated to have begun 
from hookups (Wade). Because the children of Iranian 
American immigrants and first generation immigrants 
who came at a young age are raised in America (those 
can be grouped with second generation immigrants), 
the culture inevitably had some influence on them; the 
question is to what degree that influence extends. Given 
that Iranian children tend to be raised with a mentality 
that eschews experiences of that nature, and that they 
tend to be quite close to their roots, this study tried to 
see how those same trends studied in first generation 
immigrants compare with immigrants who came at a 
young age, second generation Iranian American immi-
grants, and their American counterparts.

Methodology

In order to gather data, an anonymous survey 
was sent to be filled out by heterosexual Iranian Ameri-
can immigrants to the US, all of whom arrived between 
the ages of 13-30, as well as both second generation 
Iranian American immigrants who had at least one 
Iranian parents and Iranian American immigrants who 
came at the age of 8 or younger (SIAFGY).  Addition-
ally, a sample of responses from Americans of the same 
age group (13-30) born to parents who were both born 
and raised in the US was used as a control group. For 
the purposes of this study, first generation indicates 
somebody who themselves immigrated to America, 
while second generation denotes the child of such a 
person. The age range chosen was due to the intent of 
this study to look at the differences in dating trends for 
Iranian immigrants; current trends tend to be reflected 
in younger generations as opposed to older generations 
who often are married or have a very different dynam-
ic with dating, and it is easy to account for variability 
by limiting the age range to one in which the highest 
percentage of respondents will be dating or have re-
cently been dating. Additionally, Iranian American first 
generation immigrants who came at 8 or younger were 
classified with the second generation group because of 
those I spoke with identified much more closely with 
American norms and seemed to be more affected by 
American culture as a result; this conclusion is backed 
up by research described in the background section. 
Individuals who identify as lesbian or gay were exclud-
ed from this study due to the differences in dating and 
relationship trends within the LGBT+ community. 

Recent first generation participants were asked 
to fill out the survey with the mindset they had within 
a few years of having come to the US. The questions 
asked aimed to understand the participant’s religious 
background along with their opinions on dating (such 
as who they might be most likely to date and why), sex 
both within and outside of a serious relationship, and 
how important their own beliefs are and how they may 
be applied when looking for a partner (for instance, 
to see if they may not be comfortable with sex before 
marriage, but are comfortable with their partner or fu-
ture partner having had sex prior to their relationship). 
Participants were also asked to choose whether or not 
they identified with a religion, and what that religion 
was; and whether they identified as men or women. 
Additionally, second generation/young first generation 
immigrants were asked if one or both parents had im-
migrated to America. If they themselves had immigrat-
ed, they were asked whether or not they were younger 
than 8 when they came to the U.S. (they were excluded 
from the results if they were not). First generation 
adolescent immigrants were asked if they were between 
13-30 years old when they came to the U.S. With the 
exception of these last three questions, all questions 
asked of the two groups were the same.

The questions asked were framed in such a 
way that answers collected were both quantitative and 
qualitative in nature. Most categorical questions asked 
for the respondent’s likelihood of participating in or do-
ing something, with 1 being extremely unlikely and 10 
being overwhelmingly likely, and only discrete integers 
available as answer choices. The questions asking for 
short comments were typically asking for elaboration 
in regards to certain answers, such as if the respondent 
had a limit on the number of lifetime partners, what 
that limit was and why. Additionally one question 
requested the respondent’s opinion on what makes 
someone “dateable” or “marriageable”.

Results

The results of this study, come from the re-
sponses of 29 recent first generation Iranian American 
immigrants to the US (FGIA immigrants from here 
on out), 31 SIAFGY immigrants, and 13 American 
controls who were born and raised in the US to par-
ents born and raised in the US. While the recent first 
generation group was more balanced in the sex ratio of 
respondents (14 women (48.3%) and 15 men (51.7%) 
responded), the other two groups had primarily female 
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responses with 20 women (64.5%) and 11 men (35.5%) 
comprising the second generation and IAFGY group, 
and 10 women (76.9%) and 3 men (23.1%) comprising 
the American control group. Overall, 45 women and 26 
men responded (62.5% of respondents vs 37.5%). All of 
the the FGIA immigrants were born Muslim with the 
exception of 2, one of whom was born into an areli-
gious family and one of whom was born Baha’i.  Only 
10 of the original 27 Muslim respondents identified as 
Muslim, 15 considered themselves to be non-affiliated 
with any religion (they were instructed to put none 
under religion), 1 converted to Christianity, and 1 
converted to Zoroastrianism. In contrast, only 15 out of 
the 31 SIAFGY immigrants were born Muslim (48.4%), 
8 were born into non-religious families (25.8%), 2 were 
raised by one Muslim parent (their Iranian parent) and 
one Christian parent (their American parent) (6.5%), 
1 was raised by one Muslim (Iranian) and one Jewish 
(American) parent (3.2%), 1 was born into a Baha’i 
family, 2 were raised Zoroastrian, and 2 were raised 
Christian. Among them, 6 of those born Muslim, both 
of the half Muslim half Christian respondents, the half 
Jewish half Muslim respondent, and 1 Zoroastrian 
respondent now had no religious affiliation. Among 
the American control group, 7 were born Christian or 
Catholic (53.8%), 3 were born into areligious families 
(23.1%), 2 were born Jewish (15.4%), and 1 respondent 
was born half Roman Catholic and half Jewish (7.7%); 
only 1 Christian/Catholic respondent, and the half Jew-
ish half Catholic respondent, considered themselves to 
have no religious affiliation. Those who affiliated with 
a religion were considered to be religious when ana-
lyzing the data only if they had indicated themselves to 
be religious or uncertain if they were religious but still 
identifying with a religion (in response to the question: 
do you consider yourself to be religious). 

Multiple one way ANOVAs (analysis of vari-
ance) were utilized for each question with a null hy-
pothesis of no change occurring among any of the 
discrete categorical answers (ie; the questions that 
asked for a number on a scale of one to ten). ANOVAs 
were done for each of the 11 numerical responses using 
indicated  religiousness alone, sex alone, and immi-
grant status (FGIA, SIAFGY immigrants, the American 
control group), as well as combinations of those factors 
as the explanatory variable. This was done to analyze 

a variety of factors in order to determine which of the 
aforementioned combinations was most responsible for 
certain patterns and norms. 

While many of the results show there to be sta-
tistically significant differences based on the individual 
factor of immigrant status, there were no statistically 
significant differences in the responses when grouped 
by sex or religiousness, or between the groups when 
they were categorized by some combination of immi-
grant status, religiousness, or sex (for example, cate-
gorized into 6 categories as religious or non-religious 
SIAFGY immigrants, FGIA immigrants, or control 
respondents). Based on the results, it appears that there 
are no statistically significant differences between the 
three groups based on immigrant status when it comes 
to participating in any sexual activity and/or having 
sex with a serious partner before marriage. There are 
no statistically significant differences when it comes 
to expecting partners to do the same. All three groups 
were, on average, fairly likely to do so. Their likelihood 
to do anything sexual (including having sex) with a 
person whom they were not close to -- for instance, 
someone they may be casually dating -- was, however 
much more dependent on immigration status, as were 
the comparable expectations of their partner regarding 
these activities. The SIAFGY immigrants were much 
less likely to engage in these activities than both their 
FGIA immigrant and American control counterparts 
and expected their partners to be much less likely to do 
so than the American control group (but not the FGIA 
group, which was in between the two). Additionally 
while there were differences between the three groups 
regarding dating someone they wouldn’t marry, dating 
someone non-Iranian (or outside of their culture, for 
the control group), and marrying someone non-Iranian 
(or outside of their culture), none of them were statisti-
cally significant. Religion and sex didn’t appear to have 
statistically significant impacts when comparing all of 
the samples due to the overall small sample size which 
had many outliers and increased the impact of said 
outliers as a result.

Participants tended to rank intelligence, ap-
pearance, and shared values highly when looking 
for potential partners consistently, and this was true 
among SIAFGY, 29% of whom reported intelligence 
and appearance as being important and 54.8% of 



whom reported shared values as highly necessary, and 
FGIA immigrants, 27.6%, 34.4%, and 55.2% of whom 
respectively reported those factors as important. How-
ever, sense of humour (listed by 22.6% of participants 
as important) and overall personal compatibility and 
similar personalities (listed by 55.2%) were also com-
mon answers for the SIAFGY immigrants while none of 
the FGIA immigrants listed humor and only 10 (34.5%) 
listed personal compatibility as important factors when 
considering dating someone. In comparison, no one 
in the control group listed humour, 10 (76.9%) listed 
shared values, 4 (30.8%) listed intelligence, 5 (38.5%) 
listed overall personal compatibility and similar per-
sonalities, and 1 (7.7%) listed appearance as an import-
ant factor when considering whether a potential part-
ner was dateable/marriageable.

Interestingly, some of these breakdowns did 
differ between sexes. 8 of the 10 respondents who noted 
appearance in the FGIA group were male while 2 were 
female, even though half the respondents were female 
(in other words, 53.5% of male as opposed to 14.3% of 
female respondents respectively). In the SIAFGY group 
2 of the 9 respondents mentioned appearance as an im-
portant factor being male, which is consistent with the 
fact that about one third of the SIAFGY respondents 
were male. Only 1 of the 7 respondents in the SIAFGY 
group who said humour was important, and 1 of the 
11 participants who said intelligence was important 
were male (i.e. 9.1% of SIAFGY men mentioned it, and 
30.0% of SIAFGY women mentioned it), while 5 of the 
8 respondents who said intelligence is an important fac-
tor in the FGIA group were male (this is proportional 
to the number of women and men responding for that 
group). Personality and compatibility were similarly 
important to both men and women in both groups. 
However, both groups of men had lower likelihoods of 
listing shared values as an important factor, with 4 of 
the 16 FGIA and 3 of the 17 SIAFGY in spite of the fact 
that half of the FGIA respondents and 11 out of 31 of 
the SIAFGY were men. This translates to 26.6% of men 
in the FGIA group as opposed to 85.7% of women, and 
20.7% vs 70.0% of men and women respectively in the 
SIAFGY group.

As for the number of the participants who 
would date, 42.9% of FGIA women had a self imposed 
limit on the number of partners they would sleep with 
which is quite close to the 33.33% of men (a net dif-
ference of one or two people); those who mentioned a 
limit for sex did not necessarily have a limit for dating 

(only half did). The SIAFGY group, in contrast, had 
only 14.3% of female and 9.1% of male respondents 
who had self-imposed limits for both the number of 
romantic and sexual partners they could have. In con-
trast, only 1 male respondent in the American control 
group had a self-reported limit. When it came to ex-
pectations of their partner, however, 8 of the 14 (57.1%) 
female as opposed to 5 of the 15 (33.3%) male respon-
dents had a limit on how many lifetime partners (both 
dating wise and sexually) they expected their partners 
to have in the FGIA group. The SIAFGY group, in 
contrast, had 3 women (14.3%) and 2 men (22.2%) who 
had expected limits on the number of romantic and 
sexual partners that their partner could have.

Discussion and Conclusion

Based on the results, it appears as though 
certain norms and trends differ between the groups. 
While sex within the context of a close relationship 
is acceptable for all three of the groups, the degree 
to which sex within a more casual relationship, both 
individually and for partners, is accepted or likely is 
much more variable between the three groups. With 
this regard, the FGIA group is the least likely to engage 
in those activities, and the SIAFGY group being statis-
tically as likely as the American controls to engage in 
those activities. The likelihoods of dating someone you 
don’t plan to marry, of dating someone non-Iranian, 
and of marrying someone non-Iranian (or outside of 
their culture, for the American controls) were the same 
across the board, and were personal and independent 
of religion or sex as well. Additionally, some of the most 
significant factors (such as intelligence and personal 
compatibility) when considering dating or marrying 
someone were uniform across the groups. Some factors 
were more likely to be listed by the American control 
group than Iranian Americans (such as shared values), 
and some less so (such as appearance). The response 
rates did vary, however, based on sex. While FGIA were 
more likely to care about appearance and intelligence 
than their SIAFGY counterparts, both sets of men were 
less likely to care about shared values than their female 
counterparts. Finally, the number of respondents who 
had self-imposed restrictions on the number of lifetime 
partners was consistent between sexes, but this number 
was overall much lower for the SIAFGY group, who 
were much likelier to have no limit, and still lower for 
the American control group within which there was 
only one religious respondent who had a self-imposed 
limit.
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The contrast of norms between the three groups 
was very revealing. While both FGIA and SIAFGY im-
migrants expect to have sex before marriage, they plan 
to be able to do so in very different contexts. Regarding 
sex related norms, it appears SIAFGY immigrants are 
far more similar to their American counterparts than 
their Iranian ones. This holds true when it comes to 
expectations regarding how many people it’s acceptable 
to date and sleep with as well -- SIAFGY immigrants 
are far less likely to have partner limits. That being 
said, many still do have limits, which still differs from 
the American control group where partner limits were 
almost non-existent. There are also strong similari-
ties between the SIAFGY group and the FGIA group 
regarding the importance of certain characteristics in 
a partner: both the FGIA and SIAFGY groups tend-
ed to value physical appearance unlike the American 
control group, and both mentioned shared values less 
often than the American control group; this is whereas 
all groups valued intelligence equally. SIAFGY immi-
grants, however, also tended to consider humour and 
personal compatibility more highly than the FGIA 
immigrants. While many similarities between the two 
groups exist, there are still differences introduced by 
partial assimilation into American culture differenc-
es that seem to have permeated SIAFGY immigrant 
culture. 

These findings are not only interesting but 
carry with them significant implications. The fact that 
the likelihood of having sex and/or engaging in sexual 
activity within a serious relationship is the same across 
FGIA immigrants, SIAFGY immigrants, and the Amer-
ican control group suggests that sex is a part of a nor-
mal relationship for most current Iranian youth. Addi-
tionally while some of the factors considered important 
in a partner differed, and may have been mentioned 
at somewhat different rates, it is still important to note 
that three of the top four factors (intelligence, shared 
values, and overall compatibility and similar personali-
ties) were the same among each of the groups. It is also 
noteworthy that the likelihoods of dating or marrying 
someone outside of one’s culture, and whom the par-
ticipant would not marry, was consistent across groups. 
This suggests that certain dating and relationship 
norms are becoming more globally consistent across 
cultures, although others are not. One example of this is 

the acceptability of more casual relationships, which is 
considered fine among the American control and SIAF-
GY groups, but not likely for FGIA immigrants, while 
another is the high likelihood of having self-imposed 
partner limits, suggesting that having more casual rela-
tionships is frowned upon. 

Given that little is known about these dating 
and relationship trends for current Iranian youth, 
especially in how they compare between first genera-
tion and second generation immigrants, these results 
offer some interesting insights. The fact that current 
Iranian youth immigrants have certain relationship 
and dating norms that are somewhat consistent with 
American youth, both Iranian and non-Iranian alike, 
is in stark contrast to what research detailed about the 
norms of immigrants in the past several decades. Those 
norms, described in the background and shown in both 
my own prior research and numerous studies, were 
found to be much more traditional with little cross-
over between the two cultures. It appears that now the 
norms, while still different, are far more uniform across 
cultures than they used to be. However, where they do 
differ, second generation immigrants (and the young 
first generation immigrants grouped with them) seem 
to be caught in the middle, pulled in both directions as 
children of two seemingly different worlds. The impli-
cations of this are that while Iranian culture regard-
ing dating norms has changed and is becoming more 
aligned with the norms found in American (and other 
non-Middle Eastern) cultures, it still differs and those 
differences can still be seen to a lesser extent in SIAFGY 
immigrants. 

While not enough research was done here to 
be able to claim why the cultures appear to have be-
gun converging, several potential reasons exist for 
this: as globalization occurs and various cultures are 
introduced to each others’ norms, societal taboos and 
constructs become more permissive and less varied 
in response; the immigrants who choose to come and 
stay are those who already tend to have less cognitive 
dissonance with American societal values and thus 
the population is somewhat self-selecting; and finally, 
the immigrants immigrating here now are a different 
subpopulation of Iranians than in previous generations. 
Although the reasons are somewhat different, the end 
result of more apparently similar cultures can likely can 



be attributed to some combination of the three afore-
mentioned explanations. Similarly, not enough research 
was conducted to determine why these particular 
overlaps exist between the two immigrant groups, but a 
potential explanation is that the SIAFGY do not discuss 
sex as much with their parents, they do discuss values 
and morals -- thus, their perceptions and notions of 
sex are not as strongly influenced by their parents and 
moreso by the American society in which they were 
raised. In contrast, their values and morals are heavily 
shaped by their upbringing. This would explain why the 
expected characteristics in potential partners were quite 
similar between the two immigrant groups but the pat-
terns regarding casual sex were not. 

 It would be enlightening to continue this 
research in the future and discover if the suggested 
reasons for the norms patterns recognized here were 
correct or not. This could be done via studies which 
collect: a great deal more data such as broader para-
graph response questions on why participants feel the 
way they do, responses from a control sample popula-
tion of 13-30 year olds currently in Iran, a greater num-
ber of responses, information on why first generation 
immigrants who came chose to stay and how they feel, 
and information about how strongly participants’ iden-
tities are based on being Iranian. Additionally, ques-
tions regarding reasons for coming to the US and who 
immigrated with participants could further clarify why 
these changes have happened. Regardless, the fact that 
relationship and dating norms for Iranian’s emigrating 
from Iran to the US and Iranian Americans raised here 
have fascinating similarities and differences is indisput-
able. What is unclear is why that is the case, and in or-
der to understand modern Iranian youth, understand-
ing this is of the utmost importance, and could offer 
insight into how Iranian society continues to transform 
over time. This is particularly significant because many 
of the dating and relationship norms surrounding men 
and women have traditionally differed much more in 
Iranian culture than in American culture. While my 
research from last semester intriguingly found that 
the dating and relationship norms have become more 
permissive for Iranian youth, and especially for women, 
this semester I have found that these norms are fairly 
close to the youth in Iranian culture and American 
culture, with the exception of some factors that tend 
to be emphasized when looking for someone to date. 
This small difference however, could be clarified if more 
American male control samples were collected. Dating 

and relationship norms are only a reflection of society, 
and the removal of many of the socially restrictive ex-
pectations that had been societally placed on women in 
the past signals a change for how women are viewed in 
contrast to men. What will be interesting to see is how 
these norms continue to transform moving forward. 
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Behind Closed Doors: 
Why the U.S. and Iran First Exchanged Ministers

James Michael Hancock
University of Maryland, College Park

Abstract

Why do countries establish formal relationships?  What is said behind closed doors in negotiations and 
correspondence that determines the future of nations?   Could it just be for no other reason than the peace 
and prosperity of two peoples?  In today’s time, there is limited mention of why the U.S. and Iran established 
formal relations.  Unfortunately, it is more common to hear bellicose saber-rattling exchanges between these 
two great powers.  Why did the U.S. and Persia first establish a formal diplomatic relationship and exchange 
ministers?  What were the motivations behind their actions?  This paper attempts to provide insight into the 
factors and details that led to these two great powers extending a hand of friendship to each other.  Maybe 
if we look back, we will more clearly see forward.

 Why do countries establish formal relation-
ships?  What is said behind closed doors in negotia-
tions and correspondence that determines the future of 
nations?  At the signing of the Treaty of Westphalia in 
1648, the dominant political order, within which formal 
international relations would occur, became the sover-
eign nation-state (The Treaty of WestPhalia).   There are 
many theories of international relations which attempt 
to explain why and how these sovereign nation-states 
interact and establish formal relationships.  Several of 
these can be utilized to explain the establishment of 
U.S. and Persia relations.  

 Realism identifies the world as a dangerous 
and uncertain place, and the foremost goal of every 
nation-state is to survive (Mearsheimer 5).  Institution-
alism adds that nation-states can function in an uncer-
tain world via creating a series of codified rules, norms, 
practices and decision making procedures (Keohane 
2-5). Liberalism however, breaks from these theories 
and places individuals and private groups at the center 
of international politics (Moravcsik 516-521).  These 
parties utilize the nation-state to achieve their goals by 
insisting policy makers pursue actions in-line with their 
preferences (Ibid).  Nation-states must have a purpose 
to take action, but this purpose is constrained by costs 
and benefits, meaning, if a unilateral action is beneficial 
for both parties, a harmonious state is created between 
such parties (Ibid).  On the contrary, if such action 
creates an unbalanced system, peace and prosperity are 
surely to be absent (Ibid). Therefore, survival may still 
be an important component of the decision making 

process and action, but for example, commercial inter-
ests and / or ideological beliefs may also be important 
(Ibid).  

 In 1843, the British had annexed Sindh, which 
brought them directly to the Southeastern border of 
Persia.  In 1854, the British were actively pursuing a 
scheme to unify Afghanistan to secure the Northwest-
ern frontier of India (Amanat 279). Nasir al-Din Shah 
saw his siege of Herat in 1856 as a way to temper British 
expansionism in the region, prevent a future Afghan 
invasion, obtain international recognition thereby 
reversing the dominant pattern of diplomatic relations 
between the British and the Russians, and as a way to 
legitimize his rule by accomplishing something his fa-
ther, Mohammad Shah had failed to do (Ibid 279-281).  
At the same time, he was looking to the West for new 
security alliances.  France, Austria and Prussia, and 
even the United States he thought might help in nego-
tiating the integrity and security of Persia (Ibid 286-8).  
In 1854, Commodore Perry attempted to open Japanese 
ports to U.S. commerce using the threat of a naval at-
tack (Ibid 289). It is possible this event influenced Nasir 
al-Din Shah, as in a draft of the Treaty of Friendship 
signed between the U.S. and Persia in 1856, he offered 
the U.S. military and commercial bases in Persia if the 
U.S. would provide naval defenses against Persian ene-
mies in the Gulf, namely the British (Ibid 288).  

 The Treaty of Friendship and Commerce signed 
on December 13, 1856 in Constantinople however, 
made no reference to U.S. military protection (Treaty 
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and Nomination Reports and Documentation; House 
and Senate Documents). The U.S. was still operating 
under the Monroe Doctrine, the plan for U.S. partici-
pation in the international community that President 
James Monroe on December 2, 1823 outlined at the 
commencement of the first session of the 18th Congress 
(House and Senate Documents, The State of the Union 
Address).  In summary, the U.S. would not interfere in 
the affairs of European countries, the sphere of Amer-
ican influence would remain in the Americas, and the 
U.S. would concentrate on developing free trade while 
at the same time working to avoid international con-
flict and tension (Ibid).  Conflict with the British in the 
Persian Gulf was not an option for the U.S.  Further, it 
was the British who assisted American missionaries in 
Persia.    

 On January 19, 1830, the Prudential Committee 
of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign 
Missions (ABCFM) issued instructions for the Rever-
end Harrison Gray Otis Dwight (Dwight) and the Rev-
erend Eli Smith (Smith) to travel from Malta to Asian 
Minor to visit and learn what the status was of the 
Armenian churches in Armenia, Georgia, and Persia, 
and to determine where the best location for a mis-
sionary in those countries might be (Smith 1-7) (Smith 
et al. lxiii-lxviii, 1).  On March 17, 1830, Dwight and 
Smith embarked on a journey that would take them 
more than a year to complete (Smith 1-7).  Their final 
destination would be the land around Lake Oroomiah, 
Persia (Smith et al. 367-411). In early March, 1831, they 
spent about one week with the Nestorian Christians in 
several villages meeting with bishops to assess the state 
of the church there (Ibid)(Proposed Mission To The 
Nestorians of Persia).  In a letter to the ABCFM, Smith 
expressed an expediency for establishing a mission 
with the Nestorian Christians (Smith Et al. 409-411)
(Perkins, Missionary 11-12).  He emphasized the will-
ingness of the governor of Tabriz, Crown Prince Abbas 
Mirza, to patronize missionary efforts there, the protec-
tion to be afforded to missionaries in the area with help 
from the English consul in Tabriz, regular communi-
cation capabilities, fertile ground, and fewer obstacles 
than there would be working with other churches in the 
region (Smith et al. 410)(Perkins, A Residence 25-26).  

 On September 8, 1833, Reverend Justin Perkins 

(Perkins) received instructions from the Committee of 
the ABCFM, to travel to Oroomiah Persia (Ibid 27-
28).  The primary goal for Perkins was to enable the 
Nestorian church, “to exert a commanding influence in 
the spiritual regeneration of Asia"(Ibid 31).  By 1837, 
Perkins, with the help of Dr. Asahel Grant, William R. 
Stocking, and Albert L.  Holiday and their wives, had 
established a male and female seminary for the Nesto-
rians and three free schools (Missionary 2)(Perkins, 
Missionary 109).  Pupils in the schools were both Mus-
lim and Christian, and even a nephew of the governor 
attended (Ibid 72). In 1840, a printing press arrived and 
books began to be printed for the first time in the na-
tive Nestorian tongue (Ibid 75). Over the next 20 years, 
this press would print seventy thousand volumes in a 
language not before written (Ibid 112-113). 

 Perkins served in Persia until 1869 (Perkins, 
Life of 72).  In 1871, the Presbyterian Board of Missions 
(PBM) took over the mission to Persia from the AB-
CFM (Mission to Persia Transferred). In 1871, in an ad-
dress to the Board of Foreign Missions, Reverend John 
Haskel Shedd stated that there were three Presbyteries, 
each of which covering 25 congregations of various siz-
es, the largest congregation with some 500-600 persons; 
there were near fifty preachers, 72 schools, a training 
school for men and a training school for women, and a 
printing press publishing half a million pages (Foreign 
Missions).  In 1875, a summary of the Presbyterian 
Board showed that the mission in Oroomiah had 7 mis-
sionaries and their wives, 1 physician, 54 native preach-
ers and pastors, and 95 helpers; 1,124 children were in 
the schools (Missions of Other Societies).        

 Since Dwight and Smith first visited the Nesto-
rian Christians in 1831, the American missionaries had 
mixed dealings with the Kurdish people of the region.  
The British in Tabriz advised that the Kurdish held 
territory in the mountains was inaccessible (Smith et al 
402).  In 1837, Perkins refers to Dr. Grant conducting 
a cataract operation on a Kurdish chief (Missionary 2).  
In 1844, in the New York Evangelist magazine, there is 
a reference to Dr. Grant curing “Nooroolah Bey,” the 
famous chief of the “Hakary” Kurds, who gave him let-
ters for the other chiefs to allow him access to Kurdish 
held territories (Asahel Grant, The Intrepid Missionary 
Physician). In a letter published by the Mission Herald 



in 1862, the Reverend Joseph Gallup Cochran, the fa-
ther of Dr. Joseph Plumb Cochran, known for founding 
the first medical school in Persia, tells of a robbery and 
assault at the hands of 20 Kurdish riders six hours from 
the city of Oroomiah (Nestorian Mission--Persia 58). 
On December 16, 1880, the New York Evangelist print-
ed a letter from the Reverend John Haskell Shedd dated 
October 27, 1881, in which Rev. Shedd stated that since 
Dr. Joseph Plumb Cochran’s visit to the home of Sheikh 
“Obid Ullah,” the Sheikh had shown great friendship to 
the mission (Shedd, "The Kurdish War in Persia" 1).  

 In 1879, the New York Evangelist published 
a letter from Frederick Gaylord Coan, an American 
missionary serving with the Nestorians, who included 
comments made by the Reverend E. M. Bliss of the 
American Bible Society after a trip to Persia (Coan 
6).  Bliss alludes to a major limitation in U.S. Persian 
relations.  Although mentioned in the 1856 Treaty of 
Friendship and Commerce, the U.S. had not chosen to 
open a legation in Persia, and according to Bliss, ever 
since the start of the mission there, it was important 
for the missionaries to establish friendships with the 
governor of the district since the U.S. had no official 
representative in Persia, and the Russian and the British 
ambassadors and consuls at Tehran and Tabriz were too 
far to provide assistance.  The only security was mission 
property (Ibid)(Treaty and Nomination Reports; House 
and Senate Documents).  This foretold the pending 
conflict with the Kurds in 1880.

 An article in the Chicago Daily Tribune, pub-
lished in November 1880, tells of Kurdish forces led by 
“Sheikh Obidullah” that had advanced on Oroomiah, 
and although the American missionaries were menaced 
by the violence and exposed to the distrust of the Per-
sian people, Sheikh Obidullah had treated the Christian 
missionaries well (The Kurdish Invasion of Persia).  An 
estimate of the damage caused by the Kurdish incursion 
included the destruction or pillaging of twenty-seven 
Christian villages and 600 families losing all or part 
of what they had owned; the death toll overall was 
in the thousands (Shedd, "Correspondence" 2).  This 
event was further elaborated in several letters from the 
American missionaries of the time in Oroomiah (Ibid)
(Shedd, "The Koordish War in Persia" 1)( Shedd, "The 
Mountain Nestorians" 1).  

 One of the wives of the missionaries working 
with the Nestorian Christians at the time was the sister 
of Rufus R. Dawes, a Republican Representative from 

the 15th district of Ohio to the Forty-seventh Congress 
(Dawes, Biographical)(Ferris 58).  Sarah J. Shedd and 
her husband Reverend John Haskell Shedd had been 
serving with the Nestorian Christians in Oroomiah 
since November 11, 1859 (Nestorian Mission--Persia).  
In a letter dated November 20, 1880, Dawes appeals 
to Mr. William Maxwell Evarts, U.S. Secretary of State 
under President Chester Alan Author, to immediately 
contact the Persian government for assistance (Dawes, 
A History 5)(House and Senate Documents, Message). 
Since the U.S. had no representative in Persia, Mr. 
Evarts contacted James Russell Lowell, the U.S. Minister 
at London and requested assistance; Mr. Lowell then 
contacted Granville George Leveson-Gower, The Earl 
Granville, the Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs of 
Britain, who contacted the British Minister at Tehran, 
Mr. Ronald Ferguson Thomson, who in a telegram 
stated that the “ill-feeling” against the missionaries had 
subsided and that the Persian government was send-
ing “Sepah Selar,” who would protect the missionaries 
(Dawes, A History 6-8).   In a letter dated December 
11, 1880, Mr. Lowell alerted Mr. Evarts that the Brit-
ish Minister had intervened for the protection of the 
missionaries (Ibid 9). In a letter dated December 14, 
1880, Mr. Evarts advised Representative Dawes that the 
British Government had intervened (Ibid 10).  

 On February 6, 1882, Representative Dawes 
brought the issue to the Committee of Foreign affairs 
(CFA) of the U.S. House of Representatives “with refer-
ence to the propriety of establishing diplomatic rela-
tions with the Government of Persia to secure better 
protection and consideration for American citizens in 
that country”(Congressional Record Bound – Congres-
sional Record February 6, 1882 22).  On February 13, 
1882, Representative Charles Grandison Williams (Wil-
liams) from Wisconsin, Chairman of the Committy on 
Foreign Affairs (CFA), reported that the CFA desired to 
introduce a “resolution of inquiry” in which the Sec-
retary of State would be requested to provide the CFA 
with information related to the incident in question 
and on establishing diplomatic relations with Persia; the 
CFA was not sure if the U.S. had treaty relations with 
Persia (Dawes, A History 27-28)(Congressional Record 
Bound – Congressional Record February 13, 1882 13)
(Williams).  

 On March 30, 1882, President Authur and the 
Secretary of State, Frederick T. Frelinghuysen provided 
a response to the February 13 resolution (House and 
Senate Documents, Message).  In this response, par-
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ticular reference was made to a cable dated May 21, 
1881, from Mr. John Watson Foster (Foster), the U.S. 
Minister at St. Petersburg, Russia, in which he referred 
to a visit from “Siepehsalar Azam Haji Mirza Houssein 
Khan” Ambassador Extraordinary of the Shah, who 
stated, “American vessels visited Persian ports...there 
are Americans in the country…a charge d’affaires could 
be maintained at no great expense” (Foster)(House and 
Senate Documents, Message 22).  Foster also refers to 
the Persian Minister to Great Britain, who had also ex-
pressed the same sentiment along with the Shah several 
years before in a visit to St. Petersburg (Ibid).

 On July 15, 1882, the CFA submitted a report 
in response to House Resolution 195, to be attached to 
bill H.R. 6743 (House and Senate Reports; Reports on 
Public Bill).  This report had 4 key points: recent events 
in Persia necessitated direct diplomatic relations, the 
Persian Government expressed a desire to establish 
such relations, a commercial treaty might be of special 
advantage to U.S. cotton farmers, and articles of U.S. 
petroleum were finding a market in Persia (Ibid).  The 
CFA, under House Resolution 195, recommended that 
the bill should pass (Ibid).  On August 3, 1882, the bill 
came to the floor (Congressional Record Bound-Con-
gressional Record CR-1882-0803 34-35).  Represen-
tative Williams emphasized the following points:  the 
bill was recommended by two Secretaries of State, 
the ex-U.S. minister to St. Petersburg, Representative 
Andre Gregg Curtin (Curtin) and John Watson Foster 
and Representative John Adam Kasson (Kasson), the 
ex-U.S. minister to Austria, American missionaries 
had been attacked and they had to appeal to the Brit-
ish who saved their lives (Ibid)(Curtin, State)(Curtin, 
Congress)(Kasson).  Representative Kasson emphasized 
the following points: trade with Persia was between $18 
million to $20 million a year, $12 million imports and 
$7 million exports, the Persian market may be good for 
American cotton, and American petroleum had already 
entered the Persian market (Congressional Record 
Bound-Congressional Record CR-1882-0803 34-35).  
Representative Curtin from Pennsylvania spoke next 
adding several more important details, but these three 
key points summarize the crux of his argument: all 
great nations were represented in Persia, American cit-
izens should be protected where they go, it may result 

in profit and commerce for the U.S to establish further 
relations with Persia (Ibid). 

 Although, Representative Williams and Rep-
resentative Curtin made strong arguments, the reason 
why the U.S. established official relations with Persia 
and sent a minister rested solely on a simple exchange 
that occurred between two men, Representative Wil-
liam Steele Holman (Holman) from Indiana and 
Representative Dawes (Holman).  While Representative 
Curtin was speaking, Representative Dawes approached 
Representative Holman when he was about to enter 
an objection, and stated the following, “Judge, remem-
ber that my sister is there in peril, and let this go for 
me" (Dawes, A History 49)  Representative Holman 
answered, “All right, Dawes” (Ibid) The House ap-
proved the bill and the Senate approved the bill with 
an amendment a few days later (Congressional Record 
Bound-Congressional Record CR-1882-0803 35)(Con-
gressional Record Bound-Congressional Record CR-
1882-0804 2). Samuel Greene Wheeler Benjamin was 
selected as the first U.S. minister to Persia (Dawes, A 
History 54-55).  It would be another five years though 
before Persia would reciprocate by sending a minister 
to Washington.

 On October 4, 1888, in a communication 
between Secretary of State Thomas Francis Bayard 
and U.S. Minister to Persia, Edward Spencer Pratt, 
Mr. Bayard advised that “Hadji Hosein Khouli Khan” 
arrived by the steamship “Servia” at the Port of New 
York on the 30th of September (No. 144 Diplomatic 
Series, Department of State).  Haji Hosayn Gholi Khan  
Mo’tamed-al-Wezara Sadr-al-Saltana was the first 
Persian Minister to the U.S (Dildam 83). On October 2, 
1888, he met with Secretary of State Thomas F. Bayard 
and delivered a letter of his appointment as Envoy 
Extraordinary and Minister Plenipotentiary from Nasir 
al-Din Shah, who expressed that at this time, it was 
proper to establish a legation in the U.S. to strengthen 
the friendship between the U.S. and Persia, and that 
his desire was that Haji Hosayn Gholi Khan would be 
accepted and his proper requests be carried-out (Notes 
from Foreign Missions 18). 

 In a letter to Thomas F. Bayard, dated October 
10, 1888, the Persian Minister, at the request of the 



Shah, asked for a meeting with the President (Notes 
from Foreign Missions 25).  The Acting Secretary of 
State G. L. Rives acknowledged the letter, but declined 
to grant such a meeting (Notes to Foreign Legations in 
the U.S. From Dept. of State 10 Oct 1888).  However, 
on October 26, 1888, Thomas F. Bayard in a letter to 
the Persian Minister informed him that the President 
granted him an audience on October 30, 1888 (Notes 
to Foreign Legations in the U.S. From Dept. of State 26 
Oct 1888).  Since the signing of the Treaty of Friend-
ship and Commerce between the U.S. and Persia in 
1856, Nasir-al-Din Shah had been looking for leverage 
against the Russians and the British who had been 
threatening the survival of his kingdom (Amanat 288).  
He had offered the U.S. military and commercial bases 
in Persia to create leverage against Britain and Russia.  
Now, the Persian Minister brought a special message 
to the President from Nasir al-Din Shah.  In the let-
ter, Nasir al-Din Shah states that Persia on its own is 
capable of all progress and modernization afforded by 
“creatures of God”, but “two great neighbors” endeavor 
to prevent it from this holy right because of self-inter-
est, and if Persia were to accept what they say, it would 
become their land (Notes from Foreign Missions 26-
30).  Nasir al-Din Shah acknowledged the U.S. position 
as non-interventionist, but he asked the U.S. to use 
its “diplomacy and justice” to assist Persia when these 
great powers attempted to hinder its prosperity (Ibid).  
Further, he asked the U.S. to “help with science and in-
dustry” and to send “companies, merchants, and man-
ufacturies,” as the most important goal for Persia was 
“establishing the modern civilization and development 
of the country and the progressing of the people”(I-
bid).  He stated that the current international state of 
affairs was that countries formed alliances to maintain 
security and peace (Ibid).  “...we want to strengthen our 
relationship with you to secure and rest our country 
from aggression of our neighboring powers”(Ibid).

 On December 13, 1888, in a letter to the Persian 
Minister, Thomas F. Bayard provides an answer. The key 
points are summarized as follows:  

[the U.S.] desires peace and 
amity with all nations on the 
basis of mutual justice and benev-
olent interchange...[the U.S.] has 
avoided alliances of a political 
nature which might couple it to 
share in international dissensions 
wholly exterior to the wishes, 

interests and welfare of our peo-
ple...[the U.S.] will not become 
the guarantor of the performance 
of obligations of other States...
we have confined ourselves to 
the requirement of the protec-
tion and expansion of our lawful 
commerce and navigation...the 
President would be most happy 
to extend and develop into high 
usefulness our relations with the 
ancient Kingdom of Persia and 
enable that country to participate 
in the prosperity which has arisen 
from our establishment of a gov-
ernment of laws and our conse-
quent progress in the useful arts 
and sciences, and the countless 
inventions by which the material 
welfare of humanity has been 
so advanced (Notes to Foreign 
Legations in the U.S. From Dept. 
of State 13 Dec. 1888).  

 Returning to the theories of International Rela-
tions in light of the historical lines written and stated, 
we find the answers to our initial questions in terms of 
U.S. and Persia relations: Why did the U.S. and Persia 
establish a formal relationship?  What was said behind 
closed doors in negotiations and correspondence that 
determined the future relationship between two great 
nations?  According to the theory of Realism, Nasir al-
Din Shah sought assistance from the U.S. to ensure the 
survival of Persia from the regional chaos created by 
the British and the Russians.  According to the theory 
of Institutionalism, both Persia and the U.S. codified 
the relationship through the Treaty of Friendship and 
Commerce of 1856, a framework or set of rules within 
which Congress could act.  However, the reason behind 
the U.S. and Persia establishing formal relations and 
exchanging ministers rested simply on the actions of 
a few key individuals.  Representative Dawes, Curtin, 
Kasson, and Williams brought the issue to the United 
States Congress on the grounds of commerce, safety 
and U.S. international development.  However, the 
exchange between Representative Dawes and Rep-
resentative Holman was what changed history.  One 
man had a sister serving as a Christian missionary in 
Persia who was in harm’s way, and another man had 
compassion upon him.  Interest and ideological beliefs 
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of individuals and groups carry great weight and move 
nation-states. According to the theory of Liberalism, it 
was for no other reason than the peace and prosperity 
of two peoples that the U.S. and Persia sought to estab-
lish diplomatic relations and exchange ministers.     
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