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Persiy Katrim. coin jocstifinbly e calfed the “midwilt" of Dremian
Americetn litemowez. Perhaje no other single pevwon has misboried,
emized, and promoted da eany different Innnlan: Ktemry sodcm in
the English lampuce ax Norkm has, giving her an dotimate s
thee o the dewelopoises of an sousgiug facn of ethnde Aousizon
Heaasooe Froon the rald 1990¢ she hus workad o Brboy dovwur
of anthon' sriting: fun fring, edisiy e antholopies that spvn
dbmost s dectdes of diceporic experiences, The thind coll=ction,
Tremor: Hew Ficton by Inntan American Writers, & o

adited udth novebicr Andta Amdwessand Tn the oevrion of chix
Letwet sthology. T eat down wdih Fovkn aod acked e to nefle on
the e cond ety off Deooken Aovedeon Bitembew, the abatacdes.
beyond the imbemtive ta fresent o positive image of « stigmacized
freople, cwkiomre, and place.

For atowrtes oo st v todey and spetuds mey dgndficot
prmsamt &f thme with pan, {¥s quickly spparent thot wom aee
anb e Denndion Soselcm amthos, cotdectitg theo wits
each other anal with broader andiences. T vou talk shoat
howr you flrst hecome Inrevested in fhinking snd wridng
shoitt Tean?

1 vax working as 1 mporter efter collepe, snd the newspaper's
printer vax on Tranion whe had heen fvonlwed with che Tu-
reh Porty. Thanagh him I got iovokeed with 2 gromp of Tee-
rian epats, This woe 198588, The bran-leaqg wue wis i full
wwitg and nobody war alking about it, nobady was teporing
on it I got wgether with these Iruniana, most of whom had
been in che 11.3. two, mayhs thres yeams. 1 v edhioting mr
ealf ahourt madern Irantan blstery at 2 very rapid dip, masty
thrcaagh these poimg sscpaty, and T was weiting shout i,

Because I was the onlynative spealer of English in the sroup,
I was putinto a spolespeson role and ended up speaking a
lot about the Ian-Irmq War. I started learning Fersian and I
said o smyself “T need to learn tnore about Iran ” That was
when I decided to 20 to graduate school. That was in 1990,
when I was accepted to attend a masters program in hdiddls
Fast Studies.

In goor desiee ta leren shomt Trom, whet deeer yen
Litseatnes rl 4 mthdcia?

Well as vou know, once vou start studwing Fersian, the roles
of lanenape and lierature are so embedded with each other
that vou can’t learn Fersian without learning abhout literar
ture and wice versa. I wrote 7 master’s thesis on Stvashun
[anowelbr Simin Daneshwar] It is the first Iranian nowelbr
a woman and the firstnovel thateritiqued the era that my fa-
ther had liwed through — the period of the ocoupation of Iran
during World War IT. I really connected with ithecanse my
father had to1d e stories about what he had witnessed. That
nowel really sparled myinterest in modern Iranian literatue .
Although I read Sa’adi and Hafer, with great difficnltr of
course, I was reallvinterested in modern Iranian literaturs, in
how much the sensibility of becoming a modern nationstats
was infused in the literature of thatperiod 5o after I finished
w7 master’s depree, I decided togo on and do a FhD in Com-
parative Literature . It seerned obwious © continne smdring
Fersian.] read abunch of bools: Sadegh Chubalr, Hushang
Golshini — the piants of thatperiod between 1960 and 1955,
Ghabyadepi by Daneshwar's hushand, Talal Ale Ahmad. And
there mu could see the tension, again [as with Steshes], but
artirulated anew, between an antidmperialist, anti-American-
dominationcverlran sensibilitr and a natirist Iranian one.
So I ended up writing a dissertation that iswolred Iranian
literature, but I wanted it to be more comparative, becanse
I was also reading Morth African literature in French . I was
prinvipally interested in [Alperian anthor] Assia Djebar and
in Laila Sehbar, who is French Alperian. [ was seeing a pat
tern of this kind of 20th centmry antiimoperialist thinling
and also a kind of alienation at the idea of mowing to the
West. So it became a dissertation that was focused on the

idea of exils and diaspora.

Were yom part of ey knd of Trexden erpat oommmity doee
ing this tinnel Mo did worn oms np with the Idea ke the
firnt anthology, A World Benveen?

In fact, in graduate school T had met several Iranian-bora
scholars and praduate students, as well as four half-Iranians,
and some Iranians who had been bora in Ian but wers
raised in the U5 We were having convemations ahout thess
experiences that I had never had before . For instance, e
tallted about what it is to be Iranian when wou’re born here,
or “half” or have lived most of vour life in the U5 . The war
v were @lling about it, to me, seemed like a new conversa:

tion; I had no vocabulary for it

bir father was Iranian and sy mother was French but] was
raised in the 1T 5. identifring with aspects of Iran and Iranian
culture. That's when I realized, well a lot of the people that
are studring [Fersian] literature are Iranian, so ther must be
thinlring about the sarme ideas.

I wrote a call for submissions [for what came to be A Wodd
Eetaeenn] — I honestr can’t remeraber how I had the andae-
ity to just send this out. I made a poster and sent it all over
the country o Middle Fast Smdies departments, Literature
departnents, Creative Writing departnents. Iranian com
was not even fully operational. The internet was there but
nobody used it the war we use it now. This was 1997 I sentit
o a bunach of professoms and, 1o and behold, several months
later I was metting stuff in the mail 'm enessing I had some-
thing on the order of 4500 pages of material. Short stories,
poetns It wasas if sorneone had opensd a door that had been
loolked for 25 vears and out of itcame this flood of woices, sto-
ries, sentiments, and experiences that had never really made

their war to the writhen pape before . It was very exciting.

What do you think was most dgrificant shout pullieg this
firwt anthelagr trpetherl

It was meallr phenomenal because we just scratched the
surface; it was the beginning of an itch that needed to be
seratched . Suddesly it was like, O, now we can @ll about
this . There had been this inerediblr heary silence that hung
over Iranians in the afesmath of 79; leaving Iran, the Hos-
tage Crisis, the Iran-Iraq War, all these traumatic, major his-
toriral events had closed people in and made them afraid
o speal, to identify, to @l about their pain . This was the
opening that many people needed o be able © say, “T haws
a storr and this is an important part of who [ am 7 It was
an ineredible moment of awalening and participation that I

didn’t even fullr undemtand.
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What response did the book elicit from other Iranians in
the U.S.2

Iranians stood up and said how proud they were, of me, of
Mehdi Khorrami [A World Betaveen co-editor], of the idea that
somebody recognized this story and gave it a space in the
world. The book had this kind of aesthetic and literary reso-
nance for Iranians in the U.8. in a moment when I think
it was desperately needed. Without really even grasping it,
there was the moment of midwifing an Iranian American
sensibility, aesthetic, literary voice, all those things. A lot of
the pieces in there, some of them were amateurish, some of

them were really... the ache of them...

In some ways, [ feel this book helped to give these writ-
ers the confidence that their stories, their narratives, their
experiences had an audience, which was very important. And
what was really obvious was that by and large these were all

WOIINEIL,

I'm glad you brought that up. Can you talk about why there
is this dominance of women writers, even in the early years
of the literature?

When I was first touring with the book, people would say,
“Wow there’re 36 writers and 29 of them are women, What's
up with that” The joking answer is, well, the men are busy
being doctors and lawyers, The more serious answer, [ would
argue, is that women, to some degree, didn’t have the self-
confidence or the cultural norm to be writers in Iran. Their
experience of being in the U.S,, cither as exiles or immigrants
or second-generation or half-Iranians, gave them the desire
and confidence to tell their stories without the burden of the
male literary tradition against which they were defining or
comparing themselves. So [ would say that, in some ways, it
was a liberatory moment for women of the Iranian diaspora
to be able to write, because they were writing in English (that
was my criteria), they were writing about their specific experi-
ences of being [ranian American. Whether they were men or
women, but especially women, these writers got to reinvent
themselves in a new language, in a new context, butsdll draw
on a rich literary tradition. And many women wrote, “Thank
you, this is so great and when are you doing another anthol-

ogy because [ want to be in it.”

Once you decided to devote the second antholopy exclusively

to women's writing, did the submissions reveal any new
trends and developments that were significant?

I could see that, at that moment, the memoir was really cir-
culating as the genre of choice, whereas poetry seemed to be
the immediate and strongest genre in 1999, You had a whole
generation of people who'd been raised in the U.S,, who'd
lived through the Hostage Crisis but had now gone to uni-
versity. Some of them had maybe read A World Betaeen and
recognized, “Oh yeah, there's a literature for my experience.”
There was more confidence and also a tackling of different
kinds of issues, So whereas the first collection was primar-
ily about the traumas that had unfolded in Iran, the second
collection [Let Me Tell You Where Ive Been] focused on what
it was like growing up in the United States, looking back
towards Iran but simultaneously ahead at the realities of a

permanent presence here. [ran was more in the shadows.

The current collection, Tremors, is the only one in which
you limited the pieces to a single genre: fiction. Can you
talk about this choice and what you think the proliferation
of Iranian American fiction means for the literature as a
whole?

Since 2006, I would occasionally see a novel here or there.
Dalia Sofer's The Septembers of Shivaz was published. Laleh
Khadivi's The Age of Orphans had been published. Between
2005 and 2010, there was another generation that had gone
to school, many of whom were getting MFAs, Many people
were starting to realize that there was a broader exposure to
Iran out there. You have Iranian communities that are ar-
ticulating something about their presence through Mehregan
festivals or Nowruz. There was an awareness of Iran out there
that wasn’t just bad news; I think Iranians were starting to
really weave themselves into the fabric of American life by
2000. That becomes part of the language and the sensibil-
ity that's communicated in the writing. You're no longer an
outsider. You're an insider with an outsider’s perspective. 1
would say that's a really good place from which to write fic-
tion, and [ would also say it's a really American place from

which to write fiction.
‘What do you mean by that?

What I mean is that, everybody is to some degree a marginal

figure in America, with the exception of the 1%, and I think

all really interesting American literature in some ways ema-

nates from negotiating that marginality.

I noticed the anthologies have come out seven years apart.
You have marked the passage of time somewhat evenly.
Can you talk about the latest collection, Tremors, and how
you would situate this book in terms of shifts in expat con-
sciousness, [ranian American consciousness, and the splic
gaze of diaspora, looking backvard and forward at the same
time? It seems this book is addressing all of this and more.

We're at this moment when Iranians have had to come to
grips with and reconcile themselves to the idea that these 30
years have meant a lot of loss, a lot of tension—both inside
Iran, but also for [ranians here. There is this idea that they've
held their breath for thirty years, hoping that things would
change either in Iran or between Iran and the United States.
What I see that fiction can do, that maybe poetry or non-
fiction have a harder time doing, is to express the idea that
stories live inside us. We create stories about ourselves regard-
less of where we live or what period we're living in. I think
fiction helps people come to terms with the inevitability of
history and the inevitability of not being able to alter the
past. Sometimes a creative engagement with history can an-
swer our needs in ways that the “truth” of the circumstances

cannot.

This is something that Iranian literature in the U.S. shares
with all immigrant literatures, all ethnic literatures. Filipino
writers and Mexican writers and Chinese American writers
often wrote the initial moment of representation against a
moment of violence and repression and the act of being nar-
rated by white society or American society in a really negative
way, These literatures move to assert some notion of selfrep-
resentation, often against experiences of racism and bigotry
and violence. Finally, they get to a pointwhere the urgency of
needing to represent themselves to the people who are trying
to represent them in a particular way is no longer as impor-
tant. They have enough confidence in who theyare, and then
the fiction itself becomes the vehicle by which they can say,
“This is me and this is not me. Get used to it.” So I think it's
an incredible thing that we're at this moment with Iranian
Americans who feel that this is the moment that fiction really

belongs to us.

That shifting temporality and geography that fiction

facilitates is very apparent in Tremors. You have stories set
during the time of Reza Shah, during his son’s regime, and
just after the revolution in both the U.S. and Iran. You have
a whole section devoted to stories that are not set in either
the U.8. or Iran, some of which do not involve Iranian char-
acters at all. It does seem like fiction has a capaciousness
that poetry and memoir don’t necessarily have.

I think you put your finger on it. Ultimately, there is no one
Iranian experience and, hence, there is ultimately no one
Iranian American literature. It's defined by a spectrum of
experiences, issues, circumstances, and sensibilities. If we
take that as the point of departure for representation, then
it's a really good thing because what you can say is, “This is
Iranian. This is Iranian, This is [ranian.” And they all are, to

some degree, not that [ranian,

I think about the title of that first anthology, A Wovid Be-
tween. We're still “in the between” and 1 think “the between”
is a very rich place to explore. But [ will say this, and may-
be this is a bit bold and naive of me, I don’t think it’s just
about Iran, the place. If's the way in which Iran figures as
a cultural, aesthetic...i’s like a wellspring, [ mean, look at
me, 've never been there. 'm going to come dean; [ haven't
been to Iran. But I have family there. Iran has been seared
into my consciousness because of the way my father raised
me, And there are lots of people like you and me who are
half-Iranian. Why do we get a PhD and spend an enormous
amount of time studying a place that’s really hard to go to, re-
ally hard to tolerate its politics? What's that abouf That’s not
about Iran, the place. That's about a kind of manifestation of
something that has a real power to communicate culturally,
aesthetically, linguistically — it's a muse, if you will. The place
is fraught and complicated and contradictory and troubling

and beautiful. It's produced incredible things that have had

an impact on 8o many other places in the world.

Owver the years, what are some of the biggest obstacles
that Iranian American writers have faced? Do you see any
differences today?

I think Iranians are still dealing with some really enduring
stereotypes about what the place of Iran is and what the
culture of Tran is. They're encountering an audience that
doesn’t have any opening into Iran’s history, politics, or cul-

ture other than this diet of media headlines, which makes it
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really hard to come into the conversation. I'll tell you a litde
narrative one of the writers in Tremors told me. Her novel
just came out but she'd shopped her book around for almost
five years. If's about a relationship between a mother and
daughter, and there’s a very positive relationship between the
daughter and her father. The father is a very loving, doting
father. The publisher told her, “You need to change this dad
figure. He's too loving. Make him more stern and punitive to-
wards his daughter, maybe have him beat up his wife.” If this
is what's happening in the literary publishing world, imag-
ine what's happening in the everyday readership world. If
publishers are afraid to assert a different vision of Iran be-

cause it doesn’t sell

On the other hand, I think Iranians themselves have been
afraid to write about painful episodes in their lives, in their
histories, in ways that aren’t just feeding the stereotypes of
the West, or feeding the interests of a publishing house, but
that is also self-critical and self-analytical Really good writing
doesn’t let anybody off the hook. I think it would be too
simplistic to say it's all the publishers’ fault or the American
media’s fault There's a kind of dance that's being played out
here. [ also think maybe [ranians who are writing have had to
deal with “Iran fatigue.” Ch you know, “that’s been done.”
It’s very difficult to get people to recognize that, even if you're
telling a story that might be familiar, there are lots of ways
to tell the story. Let's face it, how many novels are basically
retellings of Romeo and Julied

The anthologies you've edited really expose the narrowness
of vision that makes “Iran fatigpue” possible as a phenom-
enon in the publishing industry, This speaks to the impor-
tance of carving out a space for Iranian American litera-
ture, as opposed to “books about Iran.” Can vou talk about
this category itself and your role in fostering it!

Wearing the mantle of being an Iranian American writer is
an act of political assertion. When I decided to use the words
Iranian American in 1999 for that first anthology, I did so
very deliberately. Nobody was using that term, especially not
in a public document Everybody was either saying “Persian”
or “Iranian.” [ wanted to say, no, we are of these two worlds,
and I wanted to bridge it with a little hyphen in between. Now
I don’t feel as attached to the hyphen, but I sdll feel there is

some weight that “Iranian American” carries because it’s a

way of claiming your American presence and saying, I'm not
going to forget Iran. Just because you think it should be blown
off the map, [ am not going to forgetit I€s an act of solidarity,
connection, kinship with the people that sill belong to me
and my family who reside in that place. Even if you disagree
with the regime, you wouldn’t want to see it go through what
Iraq went through. In 1999, when we decided to identify as
Iranian American — and everyone who gave us their stories
essentially agreed to this, I don’t know how consciously — the
category brought with it certain problems. People called it an
ethnic ghetto. I'm of two minds about that Let’s face it we
live in a society that ghettoizes people, that ghettoizes cultures,
that ghettoizes the act of being ethnic. I used the articulation
of “Iranian” and “American” with the intention that there is
no one [ranian American. [t encompasses all of North Ameri-
ca and it encompasses a politics of being an American, which

is also fraught, just as being Iranian is.

Ower the years, what has been your approach to promoting
Iranian writers without simply rehashing typical Orientalist
themes that catch people's eves? I'm thinking here of veils,
pomegranates, rugs, cats, etc. How would you respond to
the criticism that the pomegranate featured on the cover of
A World Between, for example, coincides with the promotion
of orientalist imagery about Iran and Iranians?

Specifically, on the question of the pomegranate, when A
World Between came out in 1999, no one had done that be
fore. The pomegranate is not necessarily an Orientalist image.
The pomegranate was a very unknown object in the U.S. at
that tdme, not like cats and carpets. The reason the pome-
granate ended up on the cover of A Wold Beaween wasn’t
because I thought it would sell books, It was because I told
my cousin, who is a painter in Tehran, “I'm looking for a
beautiful cover so how about if I send you the material and
you create something’” She noticed there were several poems
in the collection that referenced pomegranates, including
Arash Saedinia’s beautiful poem, “Namaz,” That image came
to my cousin because it leapt out of the material in the book,
not as an Orientalist symbol. For all three books, I worked
with different visual artists. I did not have the publishers do
the book covers; [ worked collaboratively with each artist. 1
think it’s important to recognize and appreciate beautiful as-
pects of Iranian culture. Carpets, yes, may have traveled the
course of imperial exchange in the 18th and 19th century.

Carpets were associated with an aspect of the “Orient.” But, in
general, we should not fall into another trap, which is to
reject or dissuade ourselves from drawing on the beaudful
things that Iran has contributed to world culture. Painting, lan-
guage, the ghazal — if we become reactive and feel we can’t work

with these aspects of the culture, where does that leave us’

Ultdmately, these anthologies move away from the idea that
there is a singular Iranian American experience, a singular
articulation of our literature, a singular notion of what it
means to be an Iranian, In all three collections, 've worked
very hard to communicate a collective, multivocal, and di-
verse expression of Iranian-ness and connection to Iranian
heritage. I think this is very different from the big trade pub-
lishers who have been selling books by featuring images of

veiled women on the covers,

I'm not interested in selling books. I'm interested in the act
of selfrepresentation and giving Iranians the opportunity to
represent themselves across the spectrum of politics, class,
and gendered identities, and to create a space to redefine the
Iranian experience. We have to be self-critical, but we also
have to be celebratory about our accomplishments. We make
the mistake sometimes of thinking that if you are promoting
Iranian literature, you are automatically caving in to a kind of
ghettoization of Iranian literature or self-aggrandizingly pro-
moting aspects of Iranian culture in order to get people to

read your book. I think those binaries are very tired.

You mentioned that the new fiction in Tremors feels less con-
strained by the need to correct misrepresentations of Irani-
ans in mainstream LS. culture. And vet, as you and Anita
lay out in your introduction, there is still a representational
morass you are wading into whether you like it or not. Can
you talk about some of the different creative strategies that
have emerged in this collection to deal with this situation?

Let's talk about Mehdi Tavana Qkasi’s story, “Other Moth-
ers, Other Sons,” It’s the first story in the collection and I
think it's beautifully written. If's from the point of view of a
kid who comes to the United States with his mother, a single
mom. The boy's mother seeks out other Iranians and things
go badly. Okasi basically blows open the ethnic nationalist
myth that just because you're Iranian, and just because you

speak Persian and came from the same place, that you have

the same experiences or interests. So he rejects the idea that
solidarity is automatically defined through shared national
or ethnic allegiances. And he does it really well because he
shows the disappointment that this kid has both with his
mother and with the people his mother chooses to help raise
him. He critiques the idea thatwe're all [ranian and therefore

we have to be together,

Another strategy is for people to talk about their historical
disappointments. The two stories that come to mind are the
excerpt from Sky of Red Poppies by Zohreh Ghahremani and
Maryam Mortaz’s “Balcony of Desire.” The first rakes place
during the period of the Shah when SAVAK is intervening
in schools and interrogating people, torturing them, and this
young gitl becomes politically awakened to the ugliness. And
then Maryam Mortaz's story, which is set just after the revolu-
tion, is about the way the school becomes a site of rearticu-
lating Iranian national identity through Islamic ideals. Both
of these stories are critiques of Iranian history, censorship,
and surveillance. These authors show that people want to
confront that history when a lot of times people just wanted
to forget it I think that this process is brave and important

because it entails self-reflection.

What would you say is the ongoing legacy and impact of
these three anthologies?

I've been thoughtful and intentional about the concept of
creating a community. That community is not exactly a physi-
cal community and it’s not exactly a virtual community, [€s a
community that’s based on an ongoing conversation. The lit
erature becomes a vehicle by which people can connect with,
identify with, represent or represent against. I don’t feel that

these are my books; [ feel that they belong to everybody.

Books are sometimes expected to do certain things, like cor-
rect an image or drive an image or cement an image or make
a lot of money. But that's not what my work has been doing,
Especially in Tremons, there is such a diversity of perspectives,
characters, and settings, that the impact of something like
this is to actually defy that essendalizing project so that peo-
ple are made to ask the question, “Is this Iranian?” Well, ves.

It is all Iranian, and it is also something other than Iranian.
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