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Preface

HAMMED SHAHIDIAN (1959-2005) was born in Sari, a city
in the northern Iranian state of Mazandaran. After obtaining
his high school diploma in his hometown, Shahidian left for
the United States a few months before the Iranian Revolution
of February 1979. In the United States he joined the Iranian
student movement closely following events in Iran and
bringing the atrocities and anti democratic practices of the
Islamic Republic to the attention of American public opinion.
In 1982, Shahidian earned a Bachelor’s degree in Arts, Cum
Laude, from Hamline University. He then pursued his
studies at Brandeis University where he obtained both his
Master’s in Arts and Doctor of Philosophy in Sociology in
1986 and 1990, respectively. During this time he was
intellectually active with Iranian progressive circles writing
and translating articles into Persian.

Shahidian spent his professional career as an Associate
Professor of Sociology and Chair of the Sociology and
Anthropology Program at the University of Illinois in
Springtield (1993-2005), where he also served as a Research
Associate at the Institute of Public Affairs and honored with
the University Scholar Award. He was an Honorary
Research Fellow at the Faculty of Social Sciences, University
of Glasgow (2001-2002) and a Research Associate at the
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Centre for Research in Women's Studies and Gender
Relations, University of British Columbia (2004).

Focusing mainly on gender, sexuality, political activism and
Iranians in exile, Shahidian published in Qualitative Sociology,
Current Sociology, Sexualities, Sociological Inquiry, Feminist
Studies, and elsewhere. He served on the Editorial Board of
Sexualities and Critique: Journal for Critical Studies of Iran and
the Middle East as well. He was one of the editors of Iran
Bulletin — Middle East Forum. He also wrote for Persian
language journals in the United States and Europe.
Shahidian translated several books into Persian: Edward
Said’s After the Last Sky (2002), Elie Wiesel’s Night (1994), and
Nawal El-Saadawi’s Women at Point Zero (1992). His own
books include Women in Iran: Gender Politics in the Islamic
Republic (2002, Greenwood Publishing) and Women in Iran:
Emerging Voices in the Women’s Movement (2002, Greenwood
Publishing).

In 2003 he was diagnosed with colon cancer and after two
difficult years Hammed Shahidian left us prematurely on
October 1, 2005.

In 2006, the Iranian Women’s Studies Foundation
inaugurated the Hammed Shahidian Critical Feminist Paper
Award. And in 2008, The Hammed Shahidian Graduate
Award and the Hammed Shahidian Lecture Series in
Women and Gender Studies were launched at the University
of Toronto.

Hammed’s sad and untimely death left many unfinished
scripts and unpublished works one of which is Sketches of a
Friendship: Living Revolution and Exile, a profound reflection
on friendship, love, sexuality, past and present gender
relations in Iran, revolution, exile and intellectuals.

Nasser Mohajer

Cambridge, June 2008



Sketches of a Friendship:

Every friendship is a window to a new world, a trip to new
territories where even the most familiar finds new appearance and
composition. And this is exactly what Toosi’s friendship was for
me. It was traveling through an enchanting castle where pillars of
kindness and single-heartedness majestically rose to the sky. Many
a time we passed through this land tired, brokenhearted, sad, or
even despondent, leaned against its columns, and rested in its
shade. Many a time we enclosed the happiness and beauty of life
in an envelope and sent it to each other. And it was—is—so
comforting that in the midst of internal and external challenges,
you have the chance to rely on the understanding of a friend, close
your eyes for a minute, catch your breath, and rekindle in the
safety of her kindness. Or, to find a heart that on the other side of
all the mountains separating you from her, finds happiness in your
happiness and blossoms into a smile with yours. Yet our
friendship was never a false haven—for we had more than a thirst
for living, we were scared of dying-alive, entombed in the routine.
That is why though we accepted each other’s despair or happiness,
each never failed to encourage the other to fare forth.

And now, some seventeen years after our initial dialogue, I am
sketching our friendship, born out of two hundred letters and
several hours of telephone conversations. Yet what developed
between us was a tie beyond any words. A friendship of two souls.
It was not familial affection, nor fond guidance of a teacher for her
student, nor was it the friendship of two like-minded individuals—
or it was all of these, and yet different from all. | last wrote her on
the day she died. Perhaps this unread letter symbolizes a kindness
which continues in time and finds new lives in other friendships.
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This is not a biography of Toosi Tabatabaii. | only write who she
was for me. This is sketches of a friendship, not a complete
portrait. And a sketch, moreover, often reveals more about the
artist, about that period in his development, than it does about the
object sketched. Yet her self appears throughout this essay. In her
letters, she narrated aspects of her life, thoughts, feelings, worries,
loneliness, ties, happiness, depressions, angers, despairs, and
hopes. Our friendship grew out of our ability to love sincerely and
unconditionally and transcended social limits and spatial distance.
But, at least on my part, this victory was achieved only through a
relentless struggle against the limits of thinking and writing.
Writing to another about one’s emotions and ideas is more difficult
than writing for oneself. Nonetheless, if at times Toosi’s ability to
melt down icy walls of strangeness combined with my passion for
writing, proved incapable of overcoming the problem of
communication, it was at least effective in presenting that problem
as a puzzle | had to solve. Writing to Toosi was such an easy
experience that any time | could not address an issue in our
correspondence, the unwriteable sprung up like weeds in a rose
garden and at once posed itself as a serious problematic: “Why is it
so difficult for me to write about this subject? Why do my feelings
and thoughts on this issue conceal themselves from me?” Thus, to
befriend Toosi came as easy as breathing even as it challenged self-
knowledge.

This, though we never saw each other.

We did not get to know each other through daily interactions, we
did not witness each other’s life. Our friendship developed in our
letters. And since letter writing is by nature a delayed relationship,
our friendship also reflected this interruption. Letters demonstrated
moments of our lives, moments that though affected by our whole
life, appeared to the other person unrelated to other instances. This
character both strengthened and limited our friendship. On the one
hand, we shared many highlights, recorded directly in letters—
without the prior refinement habitual in face-to-face exchange. On
the other, our portraits of the other were mixed and ever-
changing—sometimes homogenous, sometimes not, some clear,
some opaque. The interrupted structure of this essay reflects this
character.

Every person’s narrative of another is also in some respects his
narrative of his own life, as even the most “impartial” and
“objective” narratives are forced to select among details. This
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aspect is strongly present here, because in limning our friendship, |
am forced to write about both of us. Consequently, this essay is as
much about myself as about her. But this is also sketches of my
life, not a complete portrait. Interviewees in this project had the
option of choosing any and all aspects of their lives to narrate. I,
too, took advantage of that arrangement in writing this essay. The
heartbreaking experience of the death of a friend, who in part
symbolized my ties to Iran, was an occasion to reflect upon my
own life in revolution and exile. Yet, since no one is an island (or
even a desert), we, too, reflected aspects of our Iranian society in
our thoughts and feelings. Our friendship, therefore, is a testament
of our experiences as Iranian intellectuals in the years prior to the
1978 revolution. It also reflects our experiences of the revolution,
the Iran-lraq war and their aftermaths—nhers inside Iran and mine
outside it.
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I first encountered Toosi through her articles. | read her piece in
the September 1974 issue of the Persian literary monthly, Negin.
She was a student counselor at some junior high schools in
Teheran who wrote essays about students’ lives and problems of
the educational system, based on her experience. | found in her
work sincere reflections of what we (students, teachers, parents)
were all intimately experiencing. From then on, her pieces were
the first | searched for in Negin. | sent her two letters through the
magazine’s editorial office, letters that she never received. Two
years later, she moved to Gorgan, a city in the northern province of
Mazandaran. | lived in Sari, two hours west. Not long after | was
finally able to locate her address through one of her colleagues.
On a cold, rainy, February Sunday, head throbbing from the
sleepless night before—insomnia, my old companion—I purchased
a copy of the latest issue of Negin. | leafed through the magazine
under the eaves of the roof and found what | was looking for: “The
Organization’s House,” by Toosi Tabatabaii.

The article was about an exemplary student in junior high. Son of
a poor peasant family, the boy realized that he had to drop out of
school because his family could not afford the expenses. He was
referred to the counseling office in the city of Gorgan Education
Bureau by his school authorities. The boy went to meet with Toosi
and her colleague.

He sat on a chair and looked straight ahead. He looked too small
to be sixteen. His worn-out clothes were not adequate to keep him
warm. His toe stuck out of the hole in his shoe; the patched up
stocking did not keep it in. His tan skin indicated that he labored
under the sun; his hands were rough. All three of us kept quiet so
that his sobbing could pain the surroundings. He had covered his
face and sobbed.

The next day, Toosi and her colleague drove to his village—some
10 miles that he walked every day. When they reached his
family’s house, they saw two tiny rooms, made of reeds.“They call
it ‘the organization’s house’ because the landlord has given it to
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them and they can live in it as long as they work on the land.”
Toosi and her colleague tried to convince the parents that their son
was too talented to be taken out of school. The mother simply said
that “the man of the house makes the decisions.”The man of the
house did know the value of a good education. Indeed, for years
he had cherished the idea that his son would become a school
teacher and would lead a better life than his parents. But it was
impractical; he was sick and could not support his wife, his young
son, and his five older daughters.

| consumed the entire article immediately, and wrote her a third
time as soon as | arrived at home. With it | mailed a couple of my
prose—that was my first letter to reach her. Since then, we not
only remained informed of each other’s writings, nuances of
thoughts, and curves of feeling, but also shared life’s
intoxication—especially when manifest in art. “l never
experienced drunkenness on wine (sharab), but drunkenness by
prose and poetry, yes. Many times | enjoy reading a magnificent
passage so much that | need something to lean on in order to stand
up” (TT, March 1976).

Thus our friendship developed in words—*“words that contain[ed]
the delicacy and kindness of a loneliness” (TT, 7 February 1976).
“Impatiently | look forward to hearing from you, in writing which
is easier for communication and less coy” (TT, 7 February 1976).
“I have never coveted anything in my whole life, but I do wish
now to have all of your writings” (TT, 19 February 1976).
Distance between us diminished quickly:

But as far as the familiar “tu” (you) and alienating “shoma™ is
concerned, in my condition it requires courage to address even you
with the familiar tu. But the magic of your words gave me that
courage. For me you are neither man nor woman, but a unique
individual—but in reference to the damned, decadent norms of the
environment in which we breathe, 1 wish you were a woman,
maybe | could have written to you more easily.... But when you
write to me with such sincerity and closeness, | also feel that | have
known you for many years. Send all you have written to me. |
look forward to reading all you have written. Break your shells
and give me the courage to do the same. Let us keep the light of
communication burning (TT, 19 March 1976).
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In most relationships between Iranians of different sexes, it is
customary for the two parties to immediately address each other in
symbolic familial relationships—“You are like a sister to me”; “He
is like my son”—in order to avoid misunderstandings. My
friendship with Toosi was a rare type in which friendly ties
between male and female were defined from the outset with no
need to take refuge in socially legitimating formulae. Years later,
when in speaking about me or addressing me, she called me her
son, that title reflected the status | achieved in her life, and her
heart.

That two people from two generations could so rapidly become
comfortable with each other’s worlds and comprehend each other’s
language was for a while hard to believe. She wrote in one of her
first letters (19 February 1976): “Write to me about your work,
how pleasant or unpleasant it is. | suppose you are a counselor, is
that not so?” And | replied that | was not a counselor, “I am
seventeen, and | am in the third grade in high school, majoring in
Economics and Sociology.”

From the first, her letters became a part of my life. | remember that
every day, upon my return from school and before | had a chance
to inquire, my mother greeted me with “Congratulations, you had a
letter from her today” or “Sorry, no letters,” knowing well how
happy those missives made me. Especially in the beginning of our
friendship we were both impatient to receive a word from each
other and to discover another aspect of the other’s thoughts and
feelings. And for me, still incredulous at having found that rare
friend, each day | had to wait for her letters meant added anxiety
and agitation over losing her—a feeling that dissipated only with
the passing of time and her repeated assurance regarding her
loyalty:

Dear Hammed, my good, sensitive friend,

It is amazing that as | await a letter from you, you don’t receive
anything from me either. But | did not give in to unsettling
thoughts. We should blame the post office. | received your last
letter from Zanjan [a city in the northwest of Iran] three days ago;
that alone you can blame me for not responding to.

The richest, most sincere moments of my life are those which |
have spent with friends. And the only characteristic | resolutely
attribute to myself is loyalty and faithfulness. You have given my
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life a special spirit with your poems, your bewilderment,
loneliness, and by accepting me. In a strange town, when |
yearned for a magnificent friendship, you came to my rescue....
You really don’t know how much I needed a good friend. And in
the heart of that burning anticipation, you caressed me with the
warmth of your writings and in that dry desert, your shadow
covered me in the form of poetry and prose” (TT, 19 March 1976).

Yet even Toosi herself experienced that impatience: “I hope that
only preoccupation with reading and perhaps a trip during the New
Year’s vacation has caused you not to write. | checked my office
every day, even during the holidays. Your card was the only thing
I received” (TT, 19 March 1976). We exchanged this type of
sweet “complaint” frequently.

That was not the first taste of friendship for either one of us, nor
our first exchange with another regarding art and literature. Even
before our correspondence, she had developed close relationships
with several intellectual and like-minded colleagues and had shared
her thoughts with others through writing. “Were fortune based
solely on friendship,” she wrote to me, “I would have been the
most fortunate, since | have had the best...” (TT, 7 February 1976).
I, too, had been privileged with friendships—Iloving and being
loved—both before and after my correspondence with Toosi. |
grew up in a family closely knit by threads of passion and
affection. My mother and sisters, who had introduced me to
Persian literature even before | learned to read and write, were my
friends, companions, and support. Furthermore, from the age of
four 1 had experienced friendships which were the source of the
most beautiful, insightful, and lasting memories of my life.

Yet our friendship was a new experience for both of us.

My serious readings that started at the age of twelve had led my
intellectual development in directions different from those of my
classmates as well as many grownups. That difference made me
quiet and lonely. But like most other teenagers, | had little
independence and enjoyed little privacy, so my life was constantly
interrupted by others—or at least it seemed so to my adolescent
eyes. Moreover, despite all its sweetness, being an “A” student
had the drawback of forcing you to live in prefabricated molds: if
you are an exemplary student, you should have no worries. But
my life did not fit in that mold, as my worries went beyond school
and homework. | saw life with different eyes, wanted to
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experience being in the worlds of Hafiz and Omar Khayyam, Sartre
and Camus, Hedayat and Behrangi, Gorki and Nessin. | had
noticed poverty and backwardness in my society and was searching
for their causes. So, | who was seeking out a life free from lies and
hypocrisy, gradually found myself in the midst of mundane
relationships. And in order to survive in them, | had to conceal my
inner self and feelings—I had to “impose a false smile, a false
tranquility on my self that craved for crying” (HS, 13 March 1976).
In public, | was an outstanding student who was believed to lead a
merry, comfortable life, a student “more mature than his age,” yet
whose mental anguish did not transcend juvenile concerns. But |
felt inside me a world of chaos. In a Kafkaesque entry in my diary,
I expressed this feeling as follows:

My poems are my anguish-laughter (dard-khand), they are my
opposition to the world around me. They are my cry of loneliness,
a cover for me, as | have never been warm enough... But in my
poems, you’ll hear the voice of a person loved. Like my laughter,
they are thick walls separating me from the outside world. | am
like a permanently closed door. My world has taken my laughter
and excitement as signs of happiness. But the pain is inside me.

Shortly after, severe headaches caused me to visit a neurologist in a
leading clinic in Teheran. According to his diagnosis, | was
feeling effects from emotional pressure. He prescribed strong
tranquilizers and a few therapy sessions. But | realized in our first
meetings that rather than being concerned with my condition, he
was more interested in telling me how | should feel and for what |
should search inside me. After our meeting that day, | recorded the
following conversation in my journal:

The doctor asked me: “Do you like to socialize?”

I answered: “That depends on with whom.”

He said: “Simply answer my question!”

I replied: “As | said, that depends...”

He said: “I asked you if you like to socialize. Just answer ‘yes’ or
‘no’” (25 December 1975).

For a person like me who had doubted the power-to-be, the
doctor’s impressive degrees from US universities could not acquire
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much credit. | left him alone with his psychiatric hocus-pocus.
But hoping for a cure, | continued to take the medicine. After two
months, the only thing gained from the pills was a lot of sleep and
little soberness. | gave up on that. Our sage family doctor
diagnosed my headaches as sinus infection. Two weeks after his
diagnosis, | returned to school—and life—healthier and more
jovial than ever.

Such was my condition as | started my correspondence with Toosi.
In my lonely world, 1 was looking for someone who could see
within the good, popular student to get to know what was growing
inside me, someone who could accept me now, with all my
deficiencies and merits, not as a project which would bear fruit in
the future. | was looking for a person who would accept a
combination of contradictory thoughts, emotions, and abilities—
without slotting me into some theory of adolescence. | also wanted
to break out of my confines and develop: “I spend all my time
reading—sociology, philosophy, economics, psychology, poetry,
novels... But | am still searching for a goal” (HS, 11 February
1976). That was exactly why neither the praise of this or that
person, nor the weak echo of similar sentiments among a handful
of my classmates, offered me a solution.

She was an author and my relationship with her was in a sense my
relationship with my future. And from the outset she also saw me
as a writer, a lover of philosophy, literature, and sociology. At the
age of twelve | decided to become a sociologist. My family and
friends did everything possible to dissuade me, believing that |
would have a better future as a physician or an engineer. Toosi
numbered among the few people who not only was not shocked by
my decision, but encouraged me. “As a counselor, | congratulate
you for the path you have chosen. With your temper, you can
never become a ‘successful’ and ‘money-making’ physician, but a
sociologist or philosopher, yes” (TT, March 1976).

Furthermore, although always busy and with little free time, she
always wrote to me. She was my friend—and that is a benison any
teenager can well understand. More important—and | believe this
was Toosi’s most distinguished and rare quality—she was my
companion. Never told me what | should do, never said “being a
teenager takes you down this path.” Neither hastily in front of me,
nor sluggishly behind me; she walked right by my side and talked
to me. That was why | could communicate all my ideas with her
without fearing her judgement.
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Shortly before we began our correspondence, Toosi had
experienced an unpleasant friendship. “Another sensitive friend,”
in her struggle through emotional problems, became dependent on
Toosi. Toosi had to cautiously distance herself. Lest that
experience be repeated, she wrote to me: “If you realize at any
moment that you may have a difficult time managing without me,
stop writing to me without any regrets” (TT, 13 March 1976). She
also constantly encouraged me to expand my circle of friends: “I
don’t know if you have ever had the pleasure of mutually
unburdening your soul with someone? We have each other, but
let’s have others as well” (TT, 1 March 1976). Her respect for my
independence, at a time when she could try to make me dependent,
made me trust her.

She not only feared of my dependence on her; she herself was in a
condition that could easily grow too reliant upon me:

Let me tell you something. You quoted Gide in your first letter. |
tasted Gide’s Les nourritures terrestres several times. | escaped
with him. | rebelled with him. | traveled to various places with
him—my feet touched soft sands. At times, | also remained
motionless. And then came a time when | realized that | had to
liberate myself from him. But | pray | never see a day when | feel
that same need in regards to what you write to me. “On the
threshold of a cold season,” God knows how much | need the
warmth of your friendship. (TT, 17 February 1976) But | promise
you one thing: | won’t give your writings to anybody, as | did with
the Fruits. If I can’t hold on to them any longer, | will burn them
with a part of my own soul. This is a pact, all right? (TT, 19
February 1976)

Yet there was so much lust for life in her that she could not anchor
in any port for a long time. 1, too, have been far too rebellious to
become anyone’s slave. Repetition makes me so frustrated that
even the most breathtaking scenarios become boring in my eyes
unless they lead me to new horizons. My friendship with Toosi
produced nothing but a feeling of emancipation. Years later, she
expressed her content as follows:

Sometimes | think to myself that it is some twelve years we are
corresponding. So much sincerity and friendship without being the
least affected by spatial time or spatial distance. And you know



Sketches of a Friendship 17

what conclusion | arrived at? That our friendship entailed no
expectation, in any regards. Friends usually expect of each other
which causes hard feeling. Our friendship is indeed quite an
experience! (TT, February 1989)

* * %

The convergence of two trends of thought has inspired a
contradictory feeling in me toward people and the future. My first
introduction to the world came through literature.  Before
developing a passion for social and political issues, | learned about
love, loyalty, lust for life, and dedication to human values from
classical and modern Iranian poets such as Hafiz, Sa‘di, Sa’ib,
Rumi, Khayyam, Kassraii, and Moshiri. Gradually, the mystical
idea that becoming empty of oneself and rejecting selfishness are
preconditions of a meaningful life distanced me from “ordinary
people” and encouraged me to search for the “real,” “complete,”
“super” human being. Yearning for the “complete human” thus
became a pillar of my worldview. Had | been content with my
journey in the world of (Persian) literature, Hafiz, Rumi, and Attar
as examples of “complete humans” and setting off on a mystical
search for a “pure life” could have satisfied me. But our society
did not give me that luxury—outside of the books, real life was
going on and meeting it made me ask questions.

In the academic year 1970-71, when | was in the fifth grade, |
visited an international exhibition of recent scientific and
technological advances, in one of my trips to Teheran. | then wrote
an article for our class paper based on my observations and the
various pamphlets | had gathered. Happy with my effort, my
teacher spent part of the science hour to discuss my article. During
the discussion, | asked him a question that had been eating at me
since | visited the exhibition: “How come we don’t have something
like the Moscow Radio Tower? How come we don’t go to the
moon?” My teacher, who up until that point was diligently
promoting science, became upset suddenly and advised that | was
better off simply paying attention to my studies and not meddling
in “these issues.”

That moment was the end of my childhood; | lost my innocence
then.
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After | had realized that “some thoughts and questions are
dangerous,” the world changed before my eyes. A few months
later, | started junior high along with thousands of other students
who were supposed to be the first group of students who benefited
from the Shah’s educational “revolution.” Comparing the realities
of the new educational system to the Shah’s regime’s deafening
propaganda and reading Samad Behrangi’s Investigations into the
Educational Problems of Iran, attracted my attention to
phenomena like society and politics. That same year, reading the
short pamphlet by Hamid Mo’meni, A History of Society,
introduced me to the science of sociology, which marked the
beginning of a long-lasting love affair. The post-1970 era was
highly politicized—or at least seemed so to me with my less than
two decades’ life. Urban guerrillas had launched their struggle
against the government from the small northern village of
Siyahkal. There was a new rumor about them every day—
“Soldiers with machine guns are placed on top of the trains to
protect them!” *“Last night the ‘terrorists’ distributed a
communiqué in our neighborhood.” | remember the “Wanted!”
posters for the Siyahkal group plastered all over the city. And |
especially remember the picture of Amir Parviz Pooyan, with his
penetrating, fiery eyes (I later learned that he was also a writer and
critic). 1 was eleven and could not fathom exactly what was
happening, yet the “forbidden” dimension of the events puzzled
me. When | finally asked the forbidden question myself, I could
not help but sense a connection between my concerns and what
that ordeal was all about. In February 1974, the government put a
group of intellectuals accused of “terrorism” on trial. The trial was
broadcast on national television.  The heroic defense of
Keramatullah Daneshian—to whom | later (1987) referred as the
“midnight sun” in a biographical account—and the poet Khosrow
Golesorkhi, the only two from that group who were later executed,
made the political atmosphere even more tense. | wrote my first
poem the night of their trial.

So, attraction to reading, learning, and writing in those conditions
meant that | was thrown into politics. And | took my Hafiz, Attar,
and Rumi to a journey through the poverty and backwardness of
my society and asked them to show me the “complete human” in
the midst of miseries.

The outcome was a combination of love for revolution and
disillusion with the people who led a destitute life but did not rebel
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against it. “The night has befallen the surrendered city! But | have
not reached the night yet; the “day’ is still in me, I live in the day, I
have not given in to the night... In the deepest nights, in the
bleakness of the night-stricken city, | am eternally keeping the sun
in my heart” (HS, “Night Epistle,” 21 December, 1976).

I know that it is night
fearsome,

bitter,

impenetrable.

But | don’t wait for the sunrise,
| go to meet the morning!

(HS, Winter of 1974)

Though my heart was filled with the sun of the revolution of
tomorrow (a manifestation of the loyalty | had learned from the
literature), it was a lonely life in the night-stricken city (my search
for the “perfect human” was still going on). | knew that, in the
words of Neruda, “we were many,” people who shared my ideas
and values, but that certainty was not sufficient for a teenager in
need of human ties. Repression and censorship made it extremely
difficult to find like-minded persons and to exchange ideas,
especially for a teenager in a provincial town. Years later, while
doing research on Iranian political exiles, | came across humerous
people who shared a similar experience of social isolation. But
back then, | had to deal with tumultuous forces, each pushing me in
a different direction:

Who are these, these “I’s” inside me which in the brutal cold of
four seasons are risen to the sky like living statues, head-to-toe
red? Who are these, these uncompromising “I’s,” each pulling me
towards himself?

Sometimes, in my painful loneliness, | recognize no one and find it
not.

My most sincere moments are spent with “him,” “he” who is every
one and no one. These are the most difficult moments of life
(being?)!

At those moments, reading and writing do not calm me. | cannot
tolerate Hafiz and Rumi. | leave behind Nima and Akhavan and
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their sincerity. Shamlu, whose delicate poems appear sturdy to me,
cannot relate to me. Forugh whose poetry is the essence of
transcending the limits, cannot... None of them can, none of them.
What am | to do?

It is then that my good companion—writing—comes to my rescue!
(HS, “My “I’s’,” 20 November 1995)

That was the Hammed Toosi befriended.

Being older than me—in her mid-thirties—and working in an
educational environment, she had a better opportunity to meet
other intellectuals. Furthermore, her profession and intellectual
development made a fertile ground for answers to her questions,
questions which were in essence similar to mine. She sketched her
development in a letter:

My intellectual maturity began much later than yours. To
compensate for that, | have been working extremely hard in the
past few years. | have always read a great deal, but was rarely
concerned with applying what | learned to my surroundings.
Counseling, which | got into quite accidentally, all of a sudden
opened the door to a new world before my eyes, a world which 1
had ignored. | then came to realize a responsibility (resalat) for
myself—and whether | have been right or not, only friends like
you can testify to that (TT, 1 March 1976).

Though she faced social problems, bureaucratic hassles, and
corruption on the job, she could at least see some tangible results
of her efforts. Her love for teenagers and her humble belief that it
was possible to do something for them added some rays of hope to
the sky of her life; I could only theorize about such a rainbow of
optimism. She wrote:

Fortunately, I mostly deal with students, otherwise | could not have
survived... Most of the students who are referred to me have
problems that could not be solved by their school counselor. They
are referred to me in the hope that | can accomplish something for
them. | am not sure if | can, or if it is at all possible to do anything.
We just do the best we can. At any rate, what | do not forget is not
to make them indebted. This is their right in life which has been
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denied to them. We indeed do nothing special; we only give back
what we owe them (TT, 7 February 1976).

And from the heart of this optimism she called me to break the
barriers of intellectualism and find a way out of isolation: “I don’t
know what you have found in your sociology and philosophy
books. ‘Nathanaél, let us burn the books’ (TT, 19 February
1976). She invited me to experience life, to understand people.
Search the trash, she told me, even there you may find pearls. “Try
to accept people as they are, not how you like them to be. Expect
of them only what they are capable of, not more. Then you will
realize that life is not really as intolerable as you may imagine”
(TT, March 1976). Letter after letter, each filled with a buoyant
realism. And I, who in the heart of despair yearned for love and
hope, in her letters found a friend who called me beyond my
involved world, and kindly encouraged me to take up a journey to
the land of hopeful efforts.

Not that | accepted her ideas without any resistance. No. Either
out of slowness, or because before accepting anything, | have to
understand it in the depth of my soul, it takes a while before
feelings and ideas sink in me. The importance of what Toosi wrote
me, therefore, was not that somebody offered me answers to my
questions. Her letters were valuable because for years to come, |
heard Toosi’s voice while contemplating social, political, and
philosophical issues. For instance, | did not fully understand what
it meant to accept people as they are, until I—along with many
other Iranian intellectuals—reexamined our notions of democracy,
equality, and freedom after suffering our fiasco in the Iranian
Revolution. | then realized that without accepting people’s rights
to diversity of lifestyles, speaking of democracy and freedom was
nothing but empty claims. Or, years later, when in developing my
sociological outlook—especially my analysis of sexual oppression
and women’s life and struggle—I finally managed to distance
myself from the “intellectual-as-know-it-all” notion and rely
instead on understanding people’s interpretation of their
experience, | could hear the echoes of my discussions with Toosi
S0 many years before.

Less than a year after our correspondence began, | succeeded to
reformulate my thoughts and dig a narrow tunnel out of solitude—
a narrow tunnel which at the time seemed like a freeway to me.
Toosi’s letters were a good source of emotional nourishment from
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the beginning. “Such grand happiness runs through my veins
whenever | think of our “friendship’” (HS, 27 February 1976). Yet
intellectual challenges required much more than that. And, without
actually sitting in their classes, | took advantage of the tutelage of
several great thinkers. Mohammad Reza Shafi‘i Kadkani, the
renown poet and literary critic, in his In the Gardenroads of
Neshabour, through a journey of breeze to the fifth season invited
my Hallaj, Hafiz, and Attar to the inevitability of a revolution that
“like spring, came from all directions” (Shafi‘i Kadkani 1971, 26).
He also edited a selection of Rumi’s poems: a majestic feast for my
insatiable appetite for literature. (And I owe this familiarity with
Shafi‘i Kadkani’s work to another friend. The story of our
friendship is another narrative of allegiance.) The philosopher and
poet Esmail Khoi, in his introduction to his translation of Richard
Bach’s Jonathan Livingston Seagull, presented me with a
sophisticated, secular interpretation of ascendancy and
transcendence with earthly wings. Reading Ali Akbar Torabi and
Bagher Parham made me more familiar with sociology. Amir
Hossein Aryanpour’s On the Eve of Revolution connected me to
the stormy history of the world and laid a new route of historical
analysis before me. The Marxist social critic, Bagher Momeni, and
especially his edited reprints of the early twentieth century
Constitutional literature, along with Esmail Khoi’s debate with
Ehsan Naraghi about East-West dichotomy, helped firmly root my
identity in my history. And that helped me immensely in rebutting
authors like Al-e Ahmad and Shariati whose accusatory fingers |
saw pointed at me. Fereydoon Tonekaboni’s short stories consoled
me that “let the venom of darkness, loneliness, and despair run
through my veins; there is nothing to worry about as long as | have
the antidote” (1977, 174). There were also books on situations in
Greece, Vietnam, China, Cuba, and Algeria. And authors like
Gorky, Brecht, Kafka, Camus, Fanon, and Césaire.

Since suppression did not allow free exchange of ideas, reading
meant more than an isolated event; it served as a forum for those
who shared a passion. Books spoke on our behalf. We expressed
ourselves and engaged in a dialogue through printed words,
through the author’s words. We saw in books the reflection of our
ideas; more accurately, we rewrote the books with ideas that we
believed other readers shared.

The reflection of this rethinking was visible in my letters to Toosi
more than anywhere else. Words that a short while ago narrated
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despair and pessimism, found new meanings and missions: “I
should write to make testimonies and to teach”; and a parallel re-
evaluation of my life record:

Today, re-reading my past writings, | realized something that I am
not sure whether | should consider it interesting or shameful. |
wrote: “I live sadly in my inner self and write!” “Living in my
inner self!” How absurd! What nonsense! To live in one’s inner
self, to bow one’s head in despair, to deprive eyes from seeing and
ears from listening! What can that accomplish anyway? (HS, 2
July 1977)

A historical and sociological analysis of human relations and
society left no room in my mind for solitude. In my letters, journal
entries, and writings from that period, which resemble social essays
more than anything else, | pointed out various forms of social
ties—ethnic, class, and intellectual. | reflected on these changes in
a letter to Toosi:

What a magnificent beginning! Now, with sociological eyes, | see
the world so much more clearly. The torn world of yesterday
appears to me as an interrelated whole today in which humans
cannot be unrelated to each other. For in that case, they would be
rootless beings, suspended in mid-air. What gives meaning to the
world is social life and social relationships (HS, 5 September
1977).

I spent my teens wrestling with these philosophical and social
problems and understanding my identity emerging from these
challenges. That crisis, however, was not solely personal. It was a
crisis, a conflict, our society and culture was facing. And we have
not yet found a solution for that. We have been standing at the
conjunction of the old and the new. And I am one soul among this
generation. A generation which wants to move forward, but is
both hopeful and despondent, proud and ashamed. Hopeful,
because we gaze at the future; despondent, because we find
ourselves isolated and alienated from people. Proud, because we
can break the decaying fence of tradition and rid ourselves of the
nauseating odor of the dilapidated historical corpses; ashamed,
because this transcendence alienates us from the masses of people,
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the same people who are our inspiration. How can we defend
ourselves against the accusations of being *“alienated,”
“Westernized,” and “self-hating”? Freedom from this dead-end is
not possible save by breaking out of the vicious circle of simplistic
binaries of “us” and “them,” “Iranian” and “Western,” “authentic”
and “false.” Whoever we are and whatever happens to us, we are
plants of that land and our roots lay there. It is with our roots there
that we love, hate, experience the mesmerizing flight of words and
the drunken dance of wind and leaves. Yet we do not live there or
here, we simply live. With our roots there, we fly in all directions
and always, after all we see, hear, or read, we look at ourselves.
Then fly out of ourselves again, this time further than before.
Upon return, we look at ourselves again, this time more carefully.
And again, we lend our wings to the blue sky. In the words of T.
S. Eliot in Little Gidding,

We shall not cease from exploration

And the end of all our exploring

Will be to arrive where we started

And know the place for the first time...(Eliot 1980, 145)

Yes, we live in the seductive, omnipresent flow of life and its
beauty and transcend our isolationist boundaries to reach a world
in which all can share a life—no matter how they experience
kindness, wrath, and love. Yes, we do experience the world with
our roots there, but those roots can never, never, blind our eyes and
deafen our ears so that in what we observe among ourselves and
others, we do not detest all that is filthy and ugly and do not remain
faithful to beauty. Our identity develops not in isolation from
other beings there, but in conjunction with them, and that is why
we consider it our right to live with them, that is why we see
ourselves entitled to that land. Those who deny our authentic
identity, do so because they see their affirmation in denying us. If
it seems that our ideas do not have the authentication of “age-old
beliefs,” it is so because our history has been distorted. If our
demands and belief are “different,” they are not so because we are
“alienated” or “Westernized” and do not know the rules of the
game; rather it is because we do not accept those rules—and that is
a big difference.
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I finished high school in the spring of 1978. Using the
arrangements my family had made within my last few years at high
school, | left Iran to study sociology in the US with great
enthusiasm. The prospect of returning to Iran with more skills
compensated for homesickness. | arrived in the US with a suitcase
filled with clothes, dictionaries, Mahmoud Dowlatabadi’s short
stories, and—more importantly—Toosi’s letters. | also tore her
articles from Negin to include in my modest repository of Iran.
Toosi had contradictory feelings about my decision to study abroad
for a while. When | first discussed the issue with her, she
passionately argued against my decision. Perhaps she was
concerned that being alone in a foreign land, my feelings of
isolation might resurface. At any rate, she changed her mind after
a while: “Regarding your studies abroad, 1 now am in agreement
with you. Especially considering the subject in which you are
interested. You can find both more books and more people who
could guide you—real people, people who have not undergone a
metamorphosis...” (TT, 28 December 1978). “The metamorphosis
of people” was a fairly common notion among many intellectuals.
According to that notion, many Iranian people did not follow a
“true” path of personal development either as a result of censorship
and suppression or by falling prey to the propaganda of the
dominant ideology. Soon after | left Iran, revolution
overshadowed personal lives and personal decisions were
increasingly shaped by factors such as social conditions or the
individual’s evaluation of the revolution.

I was still dizzy from starting a new life when the flames of the
revolution caused long delays in mail delivery from Iran. |
received my first letter from Toosi about six months after | came to
the USA. She greeted me with revolutionary enthusiasm: “I
received your first letter when the cry of ‘Hail to Freedom! Hail to
Freedom!” has changed the atmosphere of our town. | suppose you
are abreast with what has been happening here. Let me be frank:
there have been so many disconcerting events that | seldom
worried about what might have happened to you” (TT, 22 February
1979).

The revolution gave rise to much optimism in Toosi: “Though it
seems that we are going to face great difficulties and the class
hierarchy has changed only at the top, there is a feeling of relief
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everywhere” (TT, 22 February 1979). Yet from the outset,
concerns about the future of the revolution intertwined her hope
with anxiety. To begin with, she observed, toiling masses, “for
whom this revolution was supposed to be,” did not gain much from
the revolution. Furthermore, “cries of freedom are not as strong as
before. | wish there were a way to prevent tying up the hands and
feet of freedom. Alas! We are constantly threatened that ‘let
freedom be confined, otherwise we shall lose our unity.” But it is
important to realize that our unity should lie in protecting freedom.
Yet patience is the only thing we are encouraged to have...” (TT,
22 February 1979).

She moved with her family back to Teheran—"“where everybody
has to run and living is difficult for everybody” (TT, 1979)—
during the revolution. Living in Teheran made her life even more
involved. “I have been so busy that | even put aside the only thing
I enjoy doing—writing. My human ties with my little friends, who
are grownups by now, are broken” (TT, 1979).

For me, as for many other Iranians who lived abroad at the time,
the main preoccupation was whether to return to Iran. The
intensity and variety of emotions involved added to the complexity
of the situation. Toosi wrote in one of her letters:

Damn that USA. | don’t like to see you study there. | am not
talking about American people; rather, | am concerned with the
policies of its government. Those damned exploiters are the source
of our miseries. | feel bad about the hungry people of my
homeland, that with lifeless eyes and open mouths await a
miracle... So many children are born in shantytowns to hungry
and addicted parents who look forward to the fruits of this
revolution. And the only thing they get is the referendum voting
ticket. They hope to take that ticket to the grave in order to secure
a place in heaven by proving that they indeed voted for the Islamic
republic—after all, there is no room for them on god’s earth! (TT,
18 April 1979)

| felt guilty and unable. Guilty, because while many in Iran were
involved in an intense daily battle (first with the Pahlavi and then
with the Islamic governments), | (and others in my position) were
enjoying a relative security even in the most perilous situations.
Moreover, | felt like a chess player who had suddenly found
himself checkmated: | nourished the thought of a revolution since



Sketches of a Friendship 27

the age of twelve and then, a popular uprising swept Iran only
weeks after | left. | was unable to make a decision. On one hand,
leaving the US made sense in the context of the logic of militancy
which pervaded at the time. On the other, finishing my study and
returning home was equally reasonable and would have positive
consequences. Many lIranians abroad faced this dilemma. Yet
there was an added consideration for me which further complicated
my choice. Being concerned with writing and dealing with Iran’s
culture and social issues, | feared that being out of Iran might
jeopardize my efforts. “I am afraid that if the blossom inside me
wilts, | must bid farewell to myself forever” (HS, 8 April 1980).
Perhaps those who had been out of Iran a few years longer and had
finished at least a part of their education, were in a slightly better
position: they could at least return to Iran for a few months. And
many had done so and spent a couple years in Iran until the
heightening repression left no room for them.

Iranians inside also did not have a unified reaction. Some
considered us unaware of the realities of our society, people who
witnessed the revolution from afar. A friend wrote me at that time:
“We have already covered all the distance you will travel in the
next ten years.” Others attracted my attention to the fact that
solutions to Iran’s problem are long-term. Even Toosi, who for a
while encouraged me to go back, changed her mind. “Just
remember one thing: don’t even think about coming back, because,
like others, you can accomplish nothing. Iran needs you more for
tomorrow than for today” (TT, 3 June 1979). “There are so many
here who will not let your and others absence be felt. Save your
abilities for our country’s future, since it will undoubtedly need
you” (TT, 25 March 1980). “If something happens and they force
you to leave the US, do not come back to Iran; try to finish your
education in an European country” (TT, 2 September 1980).

The revolution even changed educational priorities: studying
sociology and studying it in the US became problematic. In the
winter of 1979 one of my friends wrote:

I can’t believe it... | can’t believe that in the midst of struggle you
would abandon your people and will stay abroad for studying.
And studying sociology in the land of our worst enemy. | can’t
accept that what you are learning there will be of any use to us.
Had you been there to study science and technology, it might have
been more acceptable; but their sociology is good for nobody else
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but them. No. | cannot condone it. We needed you here. 1 also
read philosophy here, | study Economics Simplified, | read
Aryanpour’s Principles of Sociology. And | experience what | read
among the deprived masses of my country. My priority is to
educate the unenlightened masses. And you are there burying
yourself under thick books and experiencing that ridiculous
American civilization? | am sorry. | am sorry that rare talents like
yours are being wasted. | never want to be like you.

Toosi herself wrote me in a letter: “But really, why did you choose
the US, this newcomer to history, this shame of human history.
And especially your discipline. Why not France? Or better yet,
why not Iran? What did you run from? And where did you seek
refuge?” (TT, 27 January 1979) And later she wrote that if it was
not possible to return to Iran, | should at least change my discipline
(2 September 1980).

Many of us abroad received similar challenges from friends and
relatives. The differences in how people in Iran viewed our
position abroad could not be attributed to their political
inclinations; both activists and non-activists shared that confusion
which made decision-making even harder for us. Gradually,
however, doubts faded away and objective social conditions
limited our choices. First, the seizure of the US embassy in Iran
which led to further strains in Iran-US political relations made it
difficult for us to go to Iran for a short visit: the US government
warned Iranian students that if they left the country, there was no
guarantee that they could return. Then, the “cultural revolution” in
Iran and the Islamic government’s closing down university
campuses limited the possibility of continuing our studies upon
return to the homeland. The Iran-lrag war and conscription was
yet another issue. Many of us who were ready to endure
imprisonment or even execution in our fight against a repressive
regime, were not willing to lose our lives to defend the Islamic
state. According to our analysis, the purpose of the war was not to
defend the homeland. We believed that the war was between two
repressive, equally illegitimate governments. Therefore, neither
side was worthy of support. Besides, even if one wanted to
participate in the war, joining the Iranian army which required
allegiance to the Islamic government and Islamic doctrine was a
remote possibility. Meanwhile, the exodus of activists from Iran in
order to survive the Islamic regime’s persecution began. That was
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a clear message that the idea of returning to Iran in order to have a
meaningful social and cultural presence was but a dream. |
reached the conclusion that “what | do here may not amount to
much compared to what happens in Iran, but since | am here, I
should consider dedication to studying and research my primary
responsibility” (HS, 7 February 1980).

Attitudes in Iran toward Iranians abroad still widely differ—some
consider us wasting our time living in the West, while others
believe that we should not consider return to lIran a viable
alternative, at least in the foreseeable future. Yet, in retrospect, one
cannot help but wonder how effective we could have been had we
returned to Iran. And regarding studying social sciences abroad as
useless came out of that revolutionary sentiment which judges life
a priori as “correct” or “incorrect”; in reality, people all over the
world live with common pain, happiness, and hopes—and no
experience, no matter how rich, makes learning about other
experiences useless. When militancy is divorced from
understanding, certainty and faith replace reasoning. The fate of
the Iranian revolutionaries has shown that when a social movement
considers its enlightened members not an asset, but a danger, or
worse yet, a liability, that movement fails even in victory. We felt
guilty because of our location in life—because we were different,
or because unlike our comrades in Iran, we were remote from the
dangers of daily struggle. Our feeling of guilt was rooted in an
idealized notion of the “people” and “people’s oppression.” We
felt guilty because we could not reconcile pragmatic concerns with
long-term necessities that could only have been met by patience.
Our confusion kept us from using our potential to its fullest. We
had a simple formula: opposition is essential to survival. Yet we
were neither prepared for opposition nor for building the future at
which we aimed.

* * %

Toosi’s letters after the revolution reflect problems, anxieties,
frustrations and disillusions that were parts of everybody’s life at
that time. “Like a machine we look for food and basic family
essentials. Living in Teheran means you have to run for every
thing. Oh, you don’t know how tired | am” (TT, 27 January 1979).
“There is nothing new in my life. Every day, the repetition of the
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day before; every day more depressed than the day before” (TT, 23
October 1981). Sparse interaction with students made the situation
even worse. “I work behind the desk in a room without any
contact with students who were the beauty of my life, useless and
bored” (TT, 27 January 1979). Too much work left no time to
contemplate and muse:

I crave for writing. Sometimes | have so much to write. But |
rarely have any time to write. | am overwhelmed with work—
sometimes | work from 7 in the morning to 8 in the evening.
Professional responsibilities consume all my energy and the only
thing that keeps me going is my relative success. Spend my
afternoons in a clinic [for the hearing impaired] which is a teaching
center. Our clients are the poor and their visit is free. So many
interesting cases, if | ever get a chance to write. Who knows,
maybe when I retire I’ll have interesting subjects for writing! (TT,
2 December 1988)

What bothered her the most, nonetheless, was the political
development in Iran. The demon that rose out of the Iranian
revolution had nothing in common with the angel that the
revolution anticipated. Intellectuals and masses experienced this
disillusion immediately after the fall of the Pahlavi dynasty and the
passing of time merely reaffirmed that. “l wish I could close my
eyes and ears so that | did not have to see or hear what is going on
and what they are doing to people under the name of religion” (TT,
18 April 1979).

Furthermore, though the revolution inspired many new
relationships, it also ended many old friendships. She referred to
“friendships that have lost their meaning” in several of her letters,
but did not offer any explanations. In one letter, she wrote: “My
dear friend, you don’t know how badly | crave your
companionship. They fill our days with so much nonsense that the
we look forward to sleeping—~being unconscious!” (TT, 8 April
1982) She was especially dismayed by her political disagreements
with her daughter, which heightened their personal differences.
“As | wrote before, Katy and | have many quarrels. Unfortunately
I did not handle the situation well. 1t makes me feel awful to see
that all her sincerity and loyalty is going astray (of course, in my
opinion)...” (TT, 25 March 1980). This issue was resolved after a
while. After several years of effort, Katy left for Spain to study.
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Toosi narrated the story of those years in an article that was
published in the Persian literary Donya-ye Sokhan (Tabata’i 1980).
“Being so far away from Katy is truly difficult. | write to her every
day in order to console myself. In the past couple of years, our
relationship developed from a parent-child relationship into that of
two friends; perhaps | would have had an easier time handling our
separating if she were only my daughter” (TT, 2 January 1985).

“Confusion about what should be done and how to evaluate the
events” (TT, 8 April 1982) caused despair and passivity. Right
after the revolution, Toosi believed that “in order to enlighten the
masses, you should get close to them, walk by them, put your hand
on their shoulders and encourage them to move forward” (TT, no
date, shortly after the summer of 1980). Soon after the revolution,
when the popular Fedaiin organization split into pro-government
“Majority” and anti-government “Minority” factions, Toosi
supported the Majority, believing that it was more in tune with
popular beliefs. By “going along” with what the masses approved
and strengthening the “radical anti-imperialism” of the clergy, she
believed, revolutionary forces could sway Iranian politics into the
desirable path."' Her wary approach proved limited in practice:

I received two of your letters, one after another, but | haven’t
written back because | have been so languid that I couldn’t
communicate, not even with you. | don’t know how informed you
are about what goes on here. Yet I don’t like to fill my letter with
disconcerting news. | feel awful. | can’t stand the propaganda and
brainwashing of the people who faithfully follow the Radio and
Television of the Islamic Republic of Iran and close their eyes on
reality. Nonetheless, | listen and watch and, believe you me,
endure. | don’t know how long | can bear it—I’m not that strong
any more (TT, 25 March 1980).

I am extremely confused. All | have read and all I have thought,
all our analyses, or at least the analysis of the people | believed in,
have proven invalid. | can’t even rely on experience any longer. |
can now realize how wrong all political groups have been... When
I talk to my friends, they tell me ‘you have given in’ or ‘your class
background cripples you.” Yet it is obvious how misguided they
are. Hopefully it is | who am wrong. But | have no faith in this
hope, since if there was a glitter of hope in my soul, I would not
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have ended up like this: too bored to read a book, too bored to
think (TT, 23 October 1981).

Writing, even if intermittently, gave Toosi an opportunity to break
the stronghold of repression and find a breathing space. Toosi, my
author friend whose writing used to give me strength at the
beginning of our friendship, now, in her despondence, was inspired
by my writings. Once, either “stirred by Kafka’s pessimism” (she
had just received my Persian translation of “The Hunger Artist”) or
as a reaction to the “living conditions here” (TT, 2 December
1988), she wrote the following piece:

Standing on a corner of time, | see the grand wave of humans. |
believe their solitude. | see lifeless gazes in their pupils, searching
for something that does not exist. | see thick cloaks, covering the
ears of many so that they won’t hear what they don’t believe. | see
many lips, with frozen smiles, not opening unless to pray and to
thank for what has been denied to them. | see many hands,
extending for the false hope that they may find some life in
somebody’s frozen fingers. | hear hearts, beating in the hope of a
familiar look. | see hungry people, giving up hope for a bite of
bread, looking forward to death. | see hungry people, celebrating
their children’s freedom from the prison of life. | see passershy,
unknowingly following a shadowy figure in the hope that he may
lead them to heaven. | see many feet, covered with weeds, sinking
in a swamp, having no power to rid themselves from this morbid
immurement. And finally, | see many observers who like me, in
the midst of pillaging doubts, look forward to a wave that will take
us in an unforeseen direction, so that we can believe we are still
alive (TT, 2 December 1988).

Two weeks later, | received another passage which revealed her
frustration at “the passivity and remoteness of people” before the
huge wave of imprisonment, execution, and war:

My tired, unhappy city humbly awaits death.

| see a frail old man who carries his disabled child on his shoulder.
And his back is bent twice as much. | ask: “Oh, poor old man, tell
me, is this how life is supposed to be?”
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He takes his lifeless look away from me. | know that his deep sigh
and reticent curse will leave its impression on the world like an
eternal damnation.

My sad and silent city is unbelievingly buried alive under
sandbags.

| see an old woman, pushing a wheelchair in which her youngster,
with amputated legs and hands, is resting.

I asked her, “Oh, mother, is this how life is supposed to be?”
Bitterly, she shakes her head: “These are still the good times!”

My beloved city is passionately paying for a quaint love with its
life.

| see a wave of quasi-humans, awaiting their death.

Searching for happiness-after-death—an unobtainable wish—they
turn their backs on life for not-too-long-a-wait.

I approach them, shake each one, and cry out: “Is this how life is
supposed to be?”

Their eyes, lost in a distant horizon, are colored with hatred
momentarily. Furious because | disturb their sweet dreams, they
attack me and shout emphatically: “Yes, this is how life is
supposed to be!”

I am now observing the decay of the beloved city, silent and
tranquil.

(TT, Spring of 1988)

How could one respond to letters like these? For those who were
forced to set foot on the other side of the Iranian border or, like
myself, found themselves “staying” in a host country, one
dimension of exilic life is a combination of not-wanting and
powerlessness." We do not want what we see; we cannot help
effect what we want. Melancholy gives way to silence and silence
dries the ink in the pen. This block was particularly manifest when
it came to writing about the nuances of my life to her. In one of
my letters, | described this feeling as follows:

I don’t know why this dumbness has befallen me. Maybe because
I find myself unable to do anything about what goes on in the
homeland. There is no cure for the pain of being in a strange land
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(dard-i gorbat). We are indeed marginal beings, suspended beings,
unfinished beings. Our “present” doesn’t exist now. We don’t live
in order to be; we live so that our future may find its turn—a future
which has no implication for our life but uncertainty. We bribe our
future with our present. We have no root in the immediate world.
Our life could be summarized as an unfounded hope. The hope of
meeting this or that person in the future. The hope of seeing “the
little ones” who are not “little” any longer. The hope of seeing
“youngsters” who are no longer young. The hope of seeing alleys
that for years, in our absence, witnessed many events. The hope of
passing time with friends. In short: the hope of taking roots again,
the hope of feeling heartbeats and discovering life in going-by
moments. In the midst of this suspension, in the midst of this
detachment, maybe it should come as no surprise that you find
yourself speechless when faced with the sadness of a beloved or
confronted with the inability of another to solve a problem. What
can you say? What can you offer them other than encouraging
them to be patient? (HS, 17 November 1987)

Yet there remains a burning desire to receive letters:

Remember that these letters link us to the earth. They make up our
breathing apparatus. These letters offer objectivity to our identity
and prove that we are not sleep-struck or dead in our past, that we
continue to breathe, that though each breath could be our last, we
still inhale and exhale. Consider that we have fallen apart from the
treasure of our life. We, the fish who at the depth of the ocean
found ourselves thirsty, now find ourselves in the desert, ever more
dehydrated, ever more thirsty. Each letter, thus, becomes a dew
that quenches our thirst for a passing moment (HS, 30 April 1989).

Toosi and | experienced two fundamentally different
disconsolatenesses.  Mine was that of a person who at the
formative moments of a thunder, could not believe the approaching
storm. Everything in my social milieu, nonetheless, indicated that
a storm was inevitable. Toosi’s despondence was that of someone
who witnessed how a storm destroyed many lives, but left behind
thorn bushes. My dejection was the calm before the storm; hers
due to a storm which calmed down. Both of us addressed our city
at different moments in its history—but our messages varied. She



Sketches of a Friendship 35

accepted the decay of a beloved city, silent and tranquil. | started
with despair, but declared war at the end: “But | don’t wait for the
sunrise, / 1 go to meet the morning!” Even the melancholy of exile
is but one aspect of our life. Its other aspect is re-evaluating beliefs
and values, experiencing new friendships. | wrote in a letter to my
sister Nahid:

What would keep us alive if they take away our faith in future and
in humanity? Certainly you remember what Camus said about
human beings—that one learns amidst all miseries that in
humankind, there are more worthwhile aspects than degrading
ones. Maybe it is the law of survival that despite all the
difficulties, though we may feel fatigued at times, we don’t
surrender to death. A few teardrops, maybe; a flood of tears,
never.... And persisting questions haunt us: who are we? Where
are we heading? What will happen to our children? Who will our
children turn out to be? What is the identity of | and others like me
who are neither happy here nor find a return passage to home? In
the heart of what soil should | secure my roots that were brutally
pulled out of their natural habitat? And what soil can now be a
fertile ground for my roots? In this intersection of hope and
despair, in the battleground of ignobleness and human honor,
amidst all these “imprisoned roses,” who am 1? Who are we?
What we have gone through should be told, written, and read for
years so that it not only becomes the indictment of humanity
against ignorance, superstition, injustice, and pillaging
compromises, but also assists us in determining what has changed
in us. We in the heart of darkness yearn for light. We are free,
despite the chain on our hands and feet. Herein lies the grandness
of my generation, that at a time when madness and anti-reason
rules, we search for a reasonable solution. Yet | also believe that
no matter how firmly my generation may believe in our solutions,
there is yet a long way before we can rid ourselves of the remnant
of the ignorance that like a parasite has been attached to us for
centuries. When? How?.... | can’t answer these questions. But I
do know that we are not at odds with this or that ugly creature; we
are fighting ugliness itself and will not give up until we succeed.

Yes, this is the objective which keeps my generation alive,
otherwise we are nothing but walking corpses (HS, 27 June 1988).
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I learned how to remain hopeful with Toosi’s assistance. After the
revolution, however, the teacher herself needed to be reminded of
her lessons.

Adrienne Rich writes in an essay on women, love, and honor:

An honorable human relationship—that is, one in which two
people have the right to use the word “love”—is a process,
delicate, violent, often terrifying to both persons involved, a
process of refining the truths they can tell each other.

It is important to do this because it breaks down human self-
delusion and isolation.

It is important to do this because in so doing we do justice to our
own complexity.

It is important to do this because we can count on so few people to
go that hard way with us (Rich 1979, 188).

And eager to talk about the truths | turned to love. But which
truths? And talking in what language?

One characteristic of Iranian culture is that despite a literary
tradition rich in love and human passion, it fails to prepare us to
deal with a most fundamental human experience—Ilove. It ingrains
in us the courage and selflessness necessary to surrender oneself to
the uncontrollable flames of love, but deprives us of the ointment
which can sooth the burn by concealing it in ambiguity and shame.
Thus, we find in love not emancipation from “human self-delusion
and isolation,” but expanded loneliness. And we resort if not to
self-delusion, at least to deceiving others and hiding our emotions.

I remember the first verse of poetry that | stored in my heart’s mind
with my mother’s assistance, one by Hafiz that declared his
dedication to his lover:

On my heart’s tablet is naught save the (straight) alif" of the
Friend’s stature:

What may | do? Me, recollection of other letter the teacher gave
not.""
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Since then, whatever | read from the leaves of Persian literature has
treated love as a mysterious phenomenon, a devastating power.
Love was introduced as a fire that would set out in the bush of
one’s being and leave nothing but ashes behind. It was supposed
to be a pure feeling, and nothing could stain its purity. An
omnipotence that made one courageous and invulnerable. A
shining sun, before which one could only offer his defenseless
heart. So, as | searched for the “super being” in society and politic,
I looked for “pure love.” But to make sense of this challenge was
much more difficult than finding my way through the world of
ideas.

I experienced the attraction of love during adolescence; | was t
welve and she, fourteen. Hearing her recite poetry promised me
the arrival of someone who, like myself, breathed poetry and
mused over life. My oldest memories of that love were thus
intertwined with poetry and shared the nobleness | found studying
the masters of human ideas. That love ended after seven years,
after many ups and downs. Yet | told no one about my hopes,
anxieties, and...heartbreaks. Even we spoke about that secret only
indirectly, and then only after six years wherein love grew with
every heartbeat. Asphyxiated by the oppressive silence,
disheartened that love did not turn out to be my wings, but my
chain, angry that in the sterile repetition of a silence, | was ignoring
the “important issues of life,” that is, my responsibility towards the
masses, | was tempted once to bid farewell to my love and all
connected with its memory—my poems, plays, short stories,
journal entries. | burned them all! Yet my emotions for her
subsisted for a few more years.""

I never discussed that love with Toosi. But when I, unbelievingly,
witnessed “another flower blossoming” in my heart (“Can | take
the melting drops of the icy walls surrounding a flower, as a signal
of another flower blossoming?”), I wrote to her about that second
love. Nonetheless, though several years had passed since my first
romance, | found myself again unable to express my feelings.

My immediate concern was how to deal with the strong emotions
that were tearing me apart—disturbing storms of “pure love” in the
face of earthly realities. No sociocultural patterns were available to
me.  Furthermore, how could one discuss love, discuss it
uninhibitedly, in a society that constantly inspired alienation in
you? Cautiously and indirectly, | wrote:
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As | was talking to her, | realized how these damned walls have
made us prisoners in the deceptive palace of isolation. And we
have grown so accustomed to this situation that even when
someone tries to destroy the walls, or help us to do so, we are
unable to accept. Unable to get close, to express what is in our
heart—hatreds, disgusts, fatigue, pains, friendships, kindness,
happiness, aspirations. As if breathing the suffocating air of this
palace of isolation has destroyed our words (HS, 11 February
1977).

Even Toosi’s encouragement was of no avail. “Why are you
waiting for her to make the first move? That is so selfish of you!
Seize the moment. Life goes so fast, you must take advantage of it
while you can” (TT, 22 February 1977). Toosi referred to my
feeling for my friend as “love,” and that took me by surprise:
“Your letter hit me. What | have always doubted you blurted out
so forcefully. Especially when I am not even optimistic about a
simple friendship with her, it is so difficult to talk about loving
her...” (HS, 12 April 1978).

Other issues deepened my silence—issues that in retrospect appear
even more important than my intellectual and emotional tensions.
Iranian society and culture can easily delegitimate friendships or
loves that are outside accepted norms, particularly adolescent or
youthful loves. And I, fed up with all the judgments, was
unwilling to make my loyalty and single-heartedness in love a
public display. Those who knew me as the model student could
not conceive of “Hammed the womanizer.” Those (a smaller
number) who knew my political views thought me too sharp to
grow entangled in distractions. That they could conceive only
these relational stereotypes speaks volumes as to why | could not
speak a word about my love. The inevitable outcome was silence
and confusion. Years later, | wrote:

Sometimes fire has no other outcome but destruction! When your
heart and being catch fire, the intensity of burn and the speed of
destruction are so mesmerizing that you do not see the destruction
itself. The fire dominates the scene. The dance of fire! The
caressing heat and its dazzling beauty! Yet, away from the sight,
where the enthrallment does not permit you to see, the fire burns
and destroys. Not ruined from burning love, but from the fire. Not
the fire of an inspiring love, but a devastating fire! And | wonder
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which is better: the fire that burns but rests quietly and calmly, or
the heart that is flamed? (HS, Journal entry, 17 September 1988)

As this passage would indicate, | had first to liberate myself from
the spell of Hafiz and Sa‘di’s language; | had to find my own
language and experience the world of love in my own words. But,
doubting the legitimacy of people like Hafiz and Rumi in the realm
of love was not an easy task; it required long and hard intellectual
and emotional battles before | could redefine love and lover as this-
worldly phenomena, rather than some timeless event and entity.
Furthermore, to redefine love—that is, to locate love in the context
of gender relationships—required an understanding that our
cultural myth, of eternal love and love-stricken men who accepted
any humiliation as a measure of their devotion, did not encourage.
And this myth, | knew yet could not internalize, was not just the
enchanting power of love, but indeed an attempt to conceal a
patriarchal order with a curtain of emotions. “Her refusal” and “his
persistence” are meaningful only in the context of social relations
of the sexes and the arrangement of power between them. Thus my
embarrassment to write about love, in addition to the reasons |
discussed above, arose from a discord between my subjective
criteria—or, more accurately, my society’s ideals—and what |
actually experienced in my relationships. Changes in gender
relations in Iran required reinterpretation of their presence in
society as well as rethinking human relations.

* * %

| have a picture of my parents in front of me. They are both young,
well-dressed, handsome, and confident. My father is self-
possessed—one of his qualities many among family and friends
have referred to. My mother looks beautiful, with short, curly hair.
I don’t remember her ever being so elated. From the time |
remember, she had a sad, though not resigned, face.

I look at another picture of her taken during my last summer in
Iran—summer of 1978. Kind and broken. Telling of a woman
who wrestled with hardship from a young age. She was in her mid
thirties when she lost her husband. She raised five children—from
sixteen years to six months of age—by herself. In that picture, she
is a veteran combatant who affectionately looks at her
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accomplishment. Maybe she is wondering if the fights are over?
Or maybe she is preparing herself for new rounds. She gazes at
distant horizons. But at what? | do not know. Though her gaze is
not directed at anybody, no one can escape it. It is penetrating, like
an arrow. But what does it penetrate? | am not sure. Does she
look at me? At you? At him? Or perhaps at life itself. A vague
smile plays on her lips, as if declaring victory over life: “Despite
all the hardship you have caused me, after all those nights of
suffering and pain—the pain of ulcers—I have defeated you. |
have led a rich life. My children have grown. You cannot scare
me any more. | have seen the unthinkable and suffered the...” Yet
underneath that tranquil face, | also see concern. | do not think |
am wrong in saying that she is still concerned about the future of
her children. With an eye on the past and...perhaps, thinking
about her beloved. She did not talk much about her love.
Constantly talked about him. “Your father used to do this...” “He
used to say that...” “He used to visit...” “He used to go...” But |
have heard her utter the word “love” only once. And that, in
response to a question of her brother who inquired if she continued
to think about her husband. “His love keeps us alive”—not “his
love keeps me alive.” Keeps us alive. Us. An undistinguished
“we.” Why? | have no doubt that it was not due to not loving him.
Modesty and shame? Or perhaps placing the “me” in the midst of
the storm of love was difficult, painful, torturing. By concealing
the “I” she could ease the burning pain of a thorn-like question
inflicted on her heart. But it took only a little sensitivity and
maturity of feeling to realize that only love gave her the power to
move forward. Did she constantly converse with her lover?
Complaints. Quarrels. Happiness. Sadness. Frustration of daily
work. Peace of mind because of his report card or her marriage. |
do not know. Maybe she buried all this in her heart. Maybe it was
an amorous conversation between the lovers, all others are strange
ears, not qualified to listen. Thinking about this passion, this
painful love that poured inside her saddens me.

But that other picture, in her youth, is filled with hope, with
delight. It is a true picture of a woman on the threshold. Smooth
skin. Tranquil eyes—though they have the look of a determined
woman, a woman who knows what she wants. But it is not a look
that has the experience of years of fighting against difficulties.
Yes, it is hopeful. Did her hopes come to fruition?
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My eyes roll back to the photo taken during my last summer in
Iran. | remember her honey-color eyes which showered one with
kindness and beauty. The delicate eyes in whose clarity one could
wash away all the wounds of soul. My migration to the US, despite
its clear mission, was quite uncertain. The future seemed
uncertain, out of reach... Could that explain her unsettled look?
And | recall that her death—Ilearned by phone, months after her
accident—was not like how a flower wilts before one’s eyes—as
Toosi did before her loved ones. No, it was a sun that suddenly
vanished. In a wink and, not surprisingly, with shock and
confusion. Throwing all into a dark abyss. 1 think of all the times
I wish I could call her in Iran, listen to her, joke with her, or tell her
what troubles me. So often | wish her among us, alive! Not as a
memory, not as a pain in the heart, but alive, with her smiles, tears,
the stomach that has the prints of three surgeries and a caesarian, a
stomach that housed a metal spring. “The Map.” But all these are
only a memory now. The wound of death never heals; it resurfaces
now and then and takes your breath away. A simple conversation,
scenery, memory, poem, song...anything is able to revive sadness
and the feeling of loss.

My thoughts return to my mother. | recall what she told me about
my father. He was a gentle man, learned, understanding,
distinguished. An eloquent speaker, a loyal friend, generous and
oblivious to money. | believe he did not smoke, but I know he
used to drink—though never as a habit or to excess. He was not a
gambler, though did not mind staying out late, playing cards or
backgammon with his friends. He loved his wife and children
incessantly; his loyalty inspired everybody’s trust. He was from a
distinguished family—indeed, our family name used to be
Bozorgzadeh, which means a descendent of a “grand” family—but
his parents’ generation wasted family wealth in the opium smoke.
At an early age, when his family was at its lowest point, my father
managed to restore family honor through professional and social
success. This accomplishment, enhanced by his intelligence and
personality, gave him such credibility that earned everyone’s
esteem—and many people’s envy. No need to say how much love
and respect that self-made man inspired in my mother’s eye. All
this, of course, did not make him immune to patriarchal
characteristics; as a product of his environment, he was under its
spell, too. But roughness and vulgarity was alien to his familial
relationship. Besides, my mother was a liberated woman, one who
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let no one belittle her. This quality earned her husband’s respect in
return.

This complex portrayal is one image of an Iranian woman, an
image that does not differ radically from that of many other women
throughout the world. Her life, with interwoven strands of
patience, heartbreaks, and happiness before my eyes. 1 recall our
most serious conversation. | do not think I was more than fourteen
years old. She was sitting with me in our living room, talking to
me about life, love, attractions to the opposite sex, and my
relationship to women. Her ideas—my friends tell me—were very
progressive, especially for some thirty years ago. “l don’t like to
hear from other people that my son was seen with a girl out of
public’s eye. If you happen to like someone, you should invite her
home so that we can all meet her...” Then she paused for a few
minutes and abruptly, but calmly, added: “If | ever hear that you
mistreat any woman in your life—be it your sister, colleague,
girlfriend, or wife—I will disown you!” Just that—not a single
word more.

* * %

Contemplating Iran’s social problems and searching for their
solutions made me aware from my adolescent years of gender
relations and the injustices women suffered. | found vulgarism and
misogyny in Iranian culture problematic. When you observe that
principals and teachers, learned individuals and laymen, polite and
rude men, all at some instances in their lives share a similar attitude
towards women and use a common language to think and talk
about them, you find it difficult to accept that “rudeness” or
“ignorance” alone cause such mistreatment. Changing gender
relations preoccupied my mind. “Why do women in our society
face so much hardship? Why does our society deny women’s
capabilities, capabilities which | witnessed in my own family?
Why should so many intelligent women in our society become
subject to the control of different male members of their families?
Why does a society so indulgent of men’s gratification, keep
women enslaved to decadent traditions?”  Similar questions
puzzled me for years, became initially manifest in pensive
silence—about the same time that | was wrestling, in vain, with the
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meaning of love, | did realize vaguely that “something was not
quite right” when it came to power relationship between the sexes.

I recollect two distinct relevant incidents. The first goes back to
when | was about twelve. My aunt and | visited a distant relative
in a small town off the coast of the Caspian Sea. The wife was a
housewife; the husband, a reputable physician and chief of the city
hospital. A few days later, we found out that the doctor’s brother
also decided to visit. The news made the woman extremely
despondent. She told my aunt that when the brothers got together,
they drank and he beat her. That night, | witnessed a dreadful
event. The poor woman tried to no avail to protect herself against
her husband’s blows. The following morning, | was so troubled by
her swollen face that | made my aunt leave them that same day. |
remember that | was not happy that | had to go and thank him for
his hospitality; it was a short farewell.

I have a more or less clear vision of my physician relative. |
remember his calm face, curly hair, and his distinguished tone of
voice. Also, the picture of the monster that gradually awoke inside
him and tore aside his tranquil mask. Of the woman, however, |
merely remember a vague, injured face. | remember her messed up
hair and her popped out eyes, as if they are silencing—no,
hiding—a cry, a cry that should be coming out of a mouth that
opens and closes right before one’s eyes. Her head is not
connected to her body—a bodiless head. A mouth whose cry is
inaudible, though | did hear it. Yes, | did hear it, in a dream or,
more accurately, a silent nightmare.

I turned to my aunt for an explanation. But I found her answer
unsatisfactory: “He was drunk and could not control himself.” |
was too young to know why, but I could not accept that. | recalled
that the woman told my aunt that was a recurring theme of their
marriage. Besides, how could one hear her cry for help and not
wake up, or see that face, those eyes that gazed into the eyes of
death, and not be shook up? No. Being drunk was not the answer;
I had to find the true one. “Didn’t the Doctor shower his wife with
his kicks, fists, and slaps?” There was no doubt in my mind,
absolutely none. 1 learned later that as long as patriarchy makes it
a man’s prerogative to define women’s rights, wives have no
security beside their husbands.

The second memory is related to an earlier incident. The woman
who worked as a maid in my maternal uncle’s house was getting
married to a man from her native village in northern Iran. Part of
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the wedding took place at my uncle’s house in the city of Babol.
Later on that evening, all the guests went to the nearby village. A
festive occasion, filled with rural hospitality and charm. After
dinner, the newlyweds were sent to the bedroom. The guests
crowded behind the bedroom door, singing and dancing. A short
while passed. The bedroom door was thrown open. The groom
appeared at the door momentarily. Proud and elated. Ululation
followed him. And then, strong beatings on the drum, signifying
that the “curtain of virginity” was “torn.” He not only had
performed his duty, but also was honored for having chosen a
decent virgin. Behind him, | noticed, the bride walked, with red
cheeks and tearful eyes. As he was receiving hearty
congratulations, she reached out and grabbed my mother who was
the matriarch of the family, though not its oldest member.
“Auntie,” she begged my mother, “please tell him to leave me
alone...” My mother, a devout defender of women’s rights,
intervened and the groom promised her that he would leave the
bride alone for the rest of the night. But the memory of that night,
the contradictory existence of two events, two “wedding
ceremonies” worlds apart, did not leave me alone. “What kind of
barbarity is this that a young woman should be so tortured in the
supposedly happy night of her wedding?” | asked myself.

That concept stayed with me for a few years. From the age of
sixteen to eighteen, | struggled with the idea of virginity and my
masculine duty of defending the honor of “my women folks.” The
whole idea never made any sense to me. So, my main concern was
not virginity per se, it was, rather, dealing with the possibility that
one of those non-virgins might be a woman closely related to me.
The domain of my protection diminished rapidly!

The Iranian revolution of 1979, and its conflict with women’s
rights from the outset, revealed the seriousness of the “woman
question” and its determining role in the future of Iranian cultural
and political development.

To my dismay, | found these issues absent in Toosi’s letters.
Fortunately, enjoying a calm family life, filled with love and
mutual respect, she did not have direct confrontations with
patriarchal power in her personal life. Or at least it seemed so. But
tumultuous social changes were reflected in her life, too. She
wrote in a letter:
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I have so much work and spend so little time at home. No way that
| could read or write during normal hours. My poor children! |
feel ashamed, but | don’t feel bad for them. The reason is that they
have a good father who compensates for my shortcomings. Most
of my time is spent with children who somehow need my help. Let
me give you a telling example. Katy, my oldest daughter is in the
seventh grade. When she was given the professional interest
questionnaire, she wrote “just housewife,” though she is a very
good student. Her counselor was surprised and Katy’s explanation
was clear and simple: “If 1 study, I’ll end up having a job. | don’t
like it when women work” (TT, March 1977).

As a woman in that society, especially after the revolution, Toosi
witnessed how being a woman closed many doors to her. She
reflected on the events of the revolutionary days in a letter: *“I wish
so much that you were here to see how people discuss different
issues in every street corner around the University of Teheran. But
as a woman, | only tread the borders of these groups and enjoy
them from afar” (TT, 25 March 1980).

Then why in light of all the evidence and in spite of her belief in
sexual equality did she make only passing remarks about sexism?
Her approach is still popular among many Iranian intellectuals.
From this point of view, it is not only women who experience
injustice; it is a problem that “all” suffer and could be overcome
only by a joint effort of all of us. As Toosi expressed it in a letter:

But regarding your article on women and capitalism. The truth is
that | don’t like distinguishing women as a special sex and
studying them apart from men. But | do agree with you when there
are injustices against women, we should do something to
ameliorate the situation... But we must fight against the injustices
done to all people, not just to women. Undoubtedly, if human
rights are observed in a society, we won’t distinguish men and
women (TT, 8 March 1983).

Iranian intellectuals’ interpretation of equality and justice has
revolved around a singular form of oppression—usually class
inequality—and has regarded the solution of all forms of
oppression to channel through its solution. The mere existence of
oppression is not considered adequate justification for waging a
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struggle against it. The determining factor is degree. Those
oppressed the most should be defended, those not as oppressed
should wait their turn. If victims of a particular kind of torment
include intellectuals themselves, then shame—shame of the
“privileges” that their class or cultural background offers them—
adds to their reluctance. The result is self-denial. In one of her
letters, Toosi intimated the discriminations her oldest daughter
experienced in pursuing her education:

I have always paid little attention to my children’s needs, because |
am sure that they are at least fed and do not have the problems that
I know so many people have to face. Their future life is my only
concern, but even that is a problem that most people in their age
share. Why should | be more worried for my own children? That
is why | endure and try to convince her that she could be a good
wife and a dedicated mother in the future. And | know well that
this image of the future will not satisfy her, as it does not satisfy
me (TT, 1 January 1983).

Adapting this approach, many women intellectuals tend to see
sexual oppression as “other women’s problem.”

Yet | should also add that after receiving my Persian translation of
Nawal El Saadawi’s Woman at Point Zero, which was published in
Europe, Toosi wrote me:

Your book inspired me to write about all the pain that weighs
heavily on my chest, listening to the bitter experiences of the
women of my country... Due to censorship and, worse yet, the
tumult they orchestrate against writers, one may not be able to
write freely, but writing is not impossible... Depression is
epidemic... (TT, 13 June 1992).

Alas, she never found the chance to record her experiences...
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Passing through death’s winding alley is difficult for us. This goes
without saying, though the saying facilitates the passage. In our
journey of friendship, Toosi and | walked on the margin of the land
of death without ever spending a considerable amount of time
there. | indited briefly, but candidly, the pain of losing my mother
in the spring of 1980. She, too, recalled losing her friends, father,
mother, and sister, briefly, but with a broken heart. Yet, Toosi
approached the issue of death with more ease. Her courage lay in
her ability to recognize her feelings regarding the death of her
loved ones; my courage lay in enduring that pain. In silence, I
practiced to develop her ability, to write about how | felt about
losing a loved one—my mother, my aunt, and later,...my friend.
After my mother’s death in a car accident, Toosi wrote:

Dear, beloved Hammed, my good friend.

I don’t know how to apologize for writing to you with such a long
delay. 1 should have responded especially to your last letter much
sooner. | wished so much | had been there, with you, and could
help you to go through this excruciatingly painful experience that
you so heroically endure. But about the same time, the pain of
losing a beloved friend made me so heavy-hearted that | could not
possibly write to you in the spirit | would have liked to. | did not
want you to see me in that weak state. | do believe that our
personal problems, no matter how grand, are insignificant in
comparison with social issues, but, what can | say, our abilities are
not always congruent with our knowledge. And that is the point
where pain enters the picture. Hammed, even the strength that you
showed in your letter in losing a sacrificing mother, could not give
me any strength (TT, 2 September 1980).
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Undoubtedly, that we were so much apart that we could not
console each other in daily contacts made our communication
about death more difficult. But | do detect here, and especially in
my own approach to death, both the reflection of socio-cultural
norms and strong roots of personal experience. Many Iranian
intellectuals in the last few decades have faced mortality primarily
through negating it. And that was, of course, our response to
dreadful conditions that hang the inauspicious shadow of an
untimely death over our heads. For that reason, we interpreted
death as “something that cannot kill us.” In our undieable eyes,
each death became yet another reason to be even more steadfast.
But, aside from this evil necessity, we ourselves further developed
a tendency to deal with death, with the lonely void of mourning the
loss of a loved one, in silence. This approach became tantamount
to resistance.

Willed unfamiliarity with death, nonetheless, is not only practiced
by Iranian intelligentsia; Iranian society, though death-stricken, is
distanced from death. | was four years old when my father passed
away. To protect my feelings, my family did not tell me anything
about his death, not knowing that 1 knew very well what had
happened from the outset. And that, in a family that did not go
through a single day without mentioning something about him.
And not a week passed without a family friend or a neighborhood
shopkeeper referring to his premature death—he died at 37—with
genuine sorrow. The reaction of my family was a heartbreaking
attempt to notify them with a gesture that the little boy “did not
know,” that they should either change the subject or speak about
the death of my father in a vague language, filled with allegories
and metaphors. |, ashamed of my knowledge which turned their
well-meant dissimulation into a futile act, remained quiet and
pretended ignorance. And | learned that in my land, knowledge
found peace and security in pretending ignorance.

And thus, Toosi and | made passing remarks on the death of our
loved ones, passing remarks about the mountain of pain rising
within us.

* * %

84, Charing Cross Road is a compilation of correspondences
between Helene Hanff (1970) and employees of a London rare
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books store, especially Frank Doel, and, eventually, some of their
immediate family members.  After years of correspondence,
Helene finally manages to take a trip to Britain to visit her friends.
Yet Frank dies shortly before Helene’s arrival and the two never
have the opportunity to meet. Seeing the strong resemblance
between their friendship and ours, and the abundance of delicate
human emotions in their letters, | decided to send Toosi a copy—I
knew that it would please her sensitive heart. And | was right:

I received your precious and well-chosen gift two days ago. You
don’t know how excited it made me. | gladly put aside everything
else to read it... It has been a while since | was niminy-piminy. |
don’t cry that easily anymore. But this book, with its sad ending,
gave me a great excuse to cry my heart out. Frank’s ill-seasoned
death hit so close to home, | felt as if | knew him for years. And I
shivered at the thought that we may get separated without ever
seeing each other. Who will give you the news? (TT, 7 July 1988)

Not only in my response to her, but even in the privacy of my
thoughts | avoided that question. Toosi possessed an optimism
about life, even at the bleakest moments. She had an unquenchable
thirst for life, a desire to, in her words, “suck the dew of new
experiences.” In the dedication page of one of her presents to me,
Simone de Beauvoir’s collection of autobiographical narratives,
she wrote: “read and see how you can suck life like the dew on
flowers without inattentively passing by a single drop.” And this
was the story of her own life. It is rare that people could look back
at their life and evaluate it as fruitful. And Toosi was a rare person
in this respect. She commented on her first fifty years as follows:

Do you remember at the threshold of our friendship, | started a
letter with reference to a poem by Forough [Farrokhzad], “let us
believe the threshold of a cold season.” | now approach this cold
season. And how sad it could be that this winter is not followed by
aspring. But it really is not sad. | have the spring in my heart. As
Katy says, fifty is the beginning of a woman’s blossoming. Well,
only experience will prove that. Yet to be fair, | do not feel old. It
is odd, but in the past few years, this is the first year | have
revealed my age without any reservation. | see myself a fortunate
woman who has reached the top and shall stay there until the time
comes. The hardships are passed and will not return. Unlimited
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beauty lies before my eyes. | am not worried for my children
anymore; they have found their path and have been traveling
through it with utmost dedication. | have a good husband who is
my friend and companion. | have good friends in whom | believe,
and they believe in me. The landscape before me has such an
enchanting beauty that 1 hope you and every single one of my
loved ones can experience. Yes, life is beautiful (TT, 4 May
1989).

About four years later, when she broke the news of her fight with
cancer in her last letter to me, the same passion for life shined
through and gave me courage: “But you, my friend should know.
Let me first tell you about the positive point: 1 am in such a good
spirit. | don’t think about it at all, at least not as a deadly issue. Is
it not that death could come at any moment? And after it comes,
we are not there anymore to be frightened. So, be sure that so long
as | am alive, I shall live” (TT, The end of the summer 1993).

* * %

Dr. Katayoon Manavi, one of Toosi’s three daughters and her
companion, who is now like her mother a good friend of mine,
writes to me in a recent letter:

people say (and I used to believe it myself) that moving to a new
house is a good coping mechanism for those “left behind.” But the
truth is that | am even more devastated and broken than before, for
now | feel her empty place in every corner of this new house, with
every green leaf, just as | could feel her presence everywhere in
our old house. Mom would have loved this new house, exactly
what she always wanted: it has a yard, no steps, and is located in an
area of town that is not so polluted. Do you see how simple her
wishes were? And she did not live to see them come to reality
(Katayoon Manavi, Spring of 1994).

Indeed, how destructive is the sickle of death! And not just for the
person whom it harvests. For, though she lived a short life, it was
a rich and meaningful one. A person with a passion for life accepts
death as a season of life, symbolic of the unknown unavoidables of
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being. It is we, the survivors, who find life without her
uncomfortably narrow.

And now...

And now, her void is unavoidable. | still have a hard time
believing that she is no longer with us. Her presence in the world
has been an integral part of my experience in it. A sincere friend
and compassionate teacher, she helped me become a better person
than | could have. She made our world more beautiful with her life
and ideas. From a remote corner with utmost modesty, she made
her mark on many. The world seems so impoverished without her,
the sun does not rise to its highest, the wind has lost its vernal
playfulness.

Some nights, | look at the starry night and think each wink the
beating of a heart. | tell myself that under this ceiling of hearts,
many hearts beat in compassion with mine. Hearts a similar
temptation calls to life. Many hearts that answer to my heartbeat.
I know that. Toosi herself accompanied me in that discovery. For
a while now, however, | have not heard the response to my
heartbeat from one star. A star is turned off, since one heart no
longer beat.

Yes, it is we, the survivors, who feel the sharpness of that sickle.
Yet there is no evading the simple fact that we must, like Toosi in
her life, live with the unavoidables of our being. That is, if we
want to continue our beings and becomings after her, we must
come to terms with living without her and accept the choices we
have to make. Surrendering to life.
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Notes:

" In Persian, the singular tu refers to a familiar person, whereas the plural
shoma is a formal way of addressing.

I The title of a famous poem by the celebrated contemporary Iranian
woman poet Forough Farrokhzad.

' For further information on the orientation of each faction and its impact
on their political practice, see (Shahidian 1994).

V' Another dimension is an amalgamation of learning new things,
discovering fresh horizons, and undergoing intense changes. For more
discussion on this, see Sa‘edi (1994).

V' A verse from Said Soltanpour, poet and playwright executed by the
Islamic Republic of Iran.

VIALif (v ) is the first letter of Persian alphabet. Being straight, it
connotes youth, tallness and desirability.

Y The English translation of Hafiz’s poem is by Wilberforce Clarke
(Hafiz 1974, 703).

Vil Burning writings. Destruction of written words. That has been a
fundamental experience of intellectuals in Iran. Most professional or
amateur writers have stories of manuscripts destroyed either by
themselves in order to get rid of “incriminating evidence,” or by the
Iranian secret police. I, too, share that experience. In other instances, |
burnt my writings of a political tenor.
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