














PRAISE FOR AMONG THE IRANIANS


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


—Sarah Arnott, correspondent, The Independent


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


SAK, Tehran, August 2009


TRANSLITERATION NOTE


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


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


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


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


gh: voiced uvular fricative, similar to the French r


zh: as in leisure


a: as in hat


â: as in bath


u: as in zoo


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





ONE
Getting There
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The first time I visited Iran, I felt as if I had stepped into another world: it was February 1989, just six months after the end of the Iran-Iraq war. At the time I worked for an Iranian governmental company in London and was invited to Iran for the celebrations of the tenth anniversary of the Islamic Revolution. My in-laws, who couldn’t wait to meet me, were at the Hotel Homa almost as soon as I was shown into my room and got my tour guide’s permission to spend the night in their house.


I took a black chador I had borrowed from a friend back in London out of my suitcase. My friend had explained that Shahr-e Rey, or Shabdolazim, Hossein’s home town in the south of Tehran is a pilgrimage destination because the saint Hazrat Abdol-Azim is buried there, so a black chador is to be worn in the street. I found the idea of wearing a chador exciting, just like a child dressing up. The trouble was that I was one hand short: overnight bag in one hand, bag with presents in the other, and the missing one to hold the chador in place. I must have been a ridiculous sight as I stumbled out of the lift to meet my father- and sister-in-law. Hâj Nâsser the Blacksmith, as he introduced himself, was shorter and stockier than Hossein but had the same endearing smile. Sister-in-law Mansureh, a primary school teacher, was the same age as me and single, with eyebrows still unspoilt by the beautician’s hand over hazelnut-colored, almond-shaped eyes.


In some ways Iran is similar to the elephant in the story “The Elephant in the Dark” related by Rumi (1207–1273) in The Masnavi. The story appears in slightly different versions in various cultures (e.g., the men are blind in some, or the elephant is in a dark room in others), but the moral remains the same. The men have never seen an elephant, and since they cannot see it, they resort to feeling the animal with their hands. When they compare notes later, they find that they are in total disagreement over what an elephant looks like. The man who touched its trunk says that it looks like a water spout; the one who touched its ear insists that it is a fan; the man who felt its leg describes it as a pillar; and another who touched its back is convinced it is a throne.


So it is with Iran. Ask ten people what they know about the country and you will most likely receive a variety of responses. Some confuse Iran with its neighbor Iraq; Americans may recall the U.S. embassy hostage crisis; others remember the war with Iraq from 1980–1988 (which Iranians refer to as the Imposed War). A couple more may remember President George W. Bush’s “Axis of Evil” speech, while others will mention the nuclear issue and the “treatment” of women in Iran.


For some people, Iran is the continuation of ancient civilizations, the ancient Persia memorialized in the writings of Herodotus and Xenophon, the land of splendid mosques and majestic palaces; it is the land of art, of fine Persian carpets and luxuriously haired cats, of miniatures and verdant gardens. For others, it is a land of unspoiled natural beauty and home to a great number of animal and plant species1 and, of course, an important oil- and gas-producing country. But for the majority of people in the West, Iran remains a tantalizing mystery, a challenge to established patterns of thought, a source of paradoxes. Just like Rumi’s elephant, Iran is different things to different people, whereas in fact it is more than the sum of its parts.



A (PERSIAN) ROSE BY ANY OTHER NAME



The country we now know as Iran (which means “Land of the Aryans”) has always been called that by its own people, but for centuries Europeans and others referred to it as Persia, mainly due to the writings of Greek historians. The name Persia was derived from the southern province of Pars (or Fars), where the main centers of the ancient Persian civilization (Persepolis and Pasargadae) were located. In 1935 the first Pahlavi King Reza decreed that Persia should be known as Iran, a name that harks back to the glories of the Aryan race and pre-Islamic Iran.2


Persian (Farsi in Persian) is the official language of the Islamic Republic of Iran, which is Iran’s formal name. Persians are the largest ethnic group in the country, outnumbering others such as Azeri Turks, Kurds, Arabs, and Lurs. The term Iranian includes members of all ethnic groups, much like the term British includes the Welsh, the Scots, the English, the Irish, and all immigrant minorities. In the same way, Iranian ethnic groups may speak different mother tongues but are conversant in Persian.


I avoid using the term Farsi to refer to the Persian language in deference to the Iranian Academy of Persian Language. The Academy is concerned that many English speakers don’t know the term Farsi and that it may give the impression that Farsi is a dialect or a new language. Persian, on the other hand, correctly evokes the country’s history and civilization, as this term has been used throughout the years in Western scholarship. In this book I use Persian for the language, carpets, and miniatures, and Iranian for society, people, culture, and the New Year holiday, although this distinction may sometimes seem arbitrary and its use inconsistent.



THE COUNTRY . . .



Iran, with its present borders resembling the outline of a sitting cat, occupies a vast area of 636,000 square miles (1,650,000 square kilometers), located between the 26th and 40th parallels north of the equator, and between the 44th and the 64th meridians east of Greenwich. Most of the country is mountainous, except a large desert in the center and areas of less than 650 feet (200 meters) altitude lying along the southeast border with Iraq and the south coast. As a result, most of the country has very hot, dry summers and cold winters. The only exceptions are the Caspian littoral in the north and the Persian Gulf coast in the south, both of which are humid because of their proximity to water, and the northwest province of Iranian Azerbaijan which, according to the Bradt guide, boasts a climate similar to that of Switzerland.


Iranians take pride that the country has four seasons and view this as a balanced and complete universe. Each season begins at its appointed time, exhibiting its typical weather and bearing its own fruit. And maybe surprisingly to those from nations covering a smaller land mass, each of the seasons can be found somewhere in the country at any time of the year. The weather forecast usually mentions the coldest and warmest spots in the country, ranging from around freezing in winter to over 100° Fahrenheit (around 40° Celsius) in the summer.



. . . AND ITS NEIGHBORS



Iran shares its long western border with Iraq and a northwestern one with Turkey. After the break up of the Soviet Union, its former neighbor all along the northern border on both sides of the Caspian Sea, Iran now borders the republics of Armenia and Azerbaijan to the northwest and Turkmenistan to the northeast. Its eastern neighbors are Afghanistan and Pakistan, the Gulf of Oman to the southeast and, past the Hormuz Straits, the Persian Gulf across which lie (from east to west) Oman, the United Arab Emirates, Saudi Arabia, and Kuwait.


Be careful not to use any other name to denote the Persian Gulf, such as “The Arabian Gulf” or simply “The Gulf” as it sometimes appears in newspapers and on some maps. Iranians consider this almost blasphemous and point out that the Persian Gulf has always been called so since antiquity.3



CALENDARS IN USE



The first-time traveler to Iran will notice a different concept of time, which is as much a cultural construct as anything else. The organization of the day and the week differ from what a Westerner is used to. The day begins at the moment of true dawn—about an hour and twenty minutes before sunrise—with the call to morning prayer. This timing variation through the seasons influences Iranians’ everyday life. Iranians often feel that in winter, when the noon call to prayer is made at about 11:55 and the evening one can be as early as 5:00 P.M., that the days are short and that they can’t get many tasks done. In the summer, when days are long, there are more hours in the day. The rest of the day is punctuated by another two calls to prayer, at about 12:00 noon in the autumn and winter, and about 1:00 P.M. in the spring and summer for the noon/afternoon prayer, after which lunch is usually eaten. The most marked difference happens with the variation of the evening prayer, which can be as early as 5:00 P.M. in the winter and as late as 8:45 P.M.in the summer. Traditionally, meals are served after the evening prayers, so in the summer dinnertime may be as late as 9:30. Office and school hours, however, don’t vary with seasons.






	




	DAY OF REST



	As in other Islamic countries, the day of rest in Iran is Friday, with schools and some offices working a half day on Thursday. The first working day of the week is therefore Saturday, so many embassies have their weekend on Fridays and Saturdays. Traditionally, the day ends at sunset, so “Thursday night” can also be expressed as “the night of Friday.” Consequently, Iranians often celebrate birthdays and anniversaries on the eve of the day itself.






The Iranian New Year (Noruz) begins with the spring in the northern hemisphere, at the exact moment that the Sun enters the northern hemisphere on the vernal equinox on March 20th or 21st. While at first this may seem unusual to Westerners, consider this: the first month of the horoscope is Aries (March 21–April 20), and the extra day for a leap year is always added to February and not, say, to December, which points toward some ancient link to the natural cycle of the seasons.


The exact calculations are much more complicated than this, but the general idea is that the new year is linked to the new life generated on earth by the advent of spring. The Iranian calendar consists of twelve months: the first six have thiry-one days each, the next five have thirty, and the last month twenty-nine, or thirty in leap years. The names for the Iranian months derive from old Persian names of Zoroastrian deities, the religion of Iranians before the advent of Islam in the seventh century A.D. It was at this point that Iranians adopted the Islamic lunar calendar, which was used until the late nineteenth century, at least for administrative purposes. But the Iranian solar calendar was not forgotten: it was recalibrated in the eleventh century by a group of scholars, including the famous poet, mathematician, and astronomer Omar Khayyam, and was eventually enshrined in Iranian law in 1925 (see appendix B for the months of the Iranian and the Islamic years).


For example, our year 2010 corresponds to the Islamic solar year anno Persico (A.P.) 1388–89 and to the Islamic lunar year anno Hegirae (A.H.) 1430–31. Both of these calendars are in use today in Iran: the former for governmental and administrative purposes and the latter for religious observances. These calendars begin the reckoning at A.D. 622, with the Hijra (Hegira in Latin), the Holy Prophet’s migration from Mecca to Medina. So why are they out of synch?


The Islamic lunar calendar consists of twelve lunar months, making it about 354 days long, which means that every lunar year is eleven days shorter than the solar year. Starting the calculations at the same point in time, after fourteen centuries the two dating systems have ended up with forty-five years’ difference.


The implications of this “discrepancy” reveal themselves in different ways. For example, Islamic observances, such as the mourning ceremonies for Imam Hossein, clashed with the New Year celebrations between 2002–2006, and the fasting month of Ramadan edges forward toward the summer. Ramadan began on September 13 in 2007, September 2 in 2008, August 22 in 2009, and so on by eleven days every year. And, of course, calculating your age in lunar years may makes you feel slightly older. (Multiply your age in years by 365 and divide the result by 354 for a rough calculation.)






	




	USE OF THE DIFFERENT CALENDARS



	The Iranian calendar (sâl-e hejri-ye shamsi, Hijra solar year) is used for administrative and fiscal purposes and for birthdays, wedding anniversaries, and other memorable dates.



	The Islamic calendar (sâl-e hejri-ye qamari, Hijra lunar year) is used for religious festivals and occasions, for example Ramadan, the annual pilgrimage (Hajj), Imam Hossein’s martyrdom, and the feasts of Eid Fitr and Eid Qorbân (see chapter 4).



	The Western Christian calendar (sâl-e Milâdi, year of the birth [of Christ]) is used in transactions and correspondence with the rest of the world, international days, for example, World Labor Day, international fairs, and foreign travel bookings.



	Date books and calendars published in Iran bear all three dates for every day of the year, so it is always easy to check correlations. Newspapers also include the three dates on the first page.







IRAN THROUGH THE MILLENNIA



The Iranian plateau contains evidence of people living in the Lower Paleolithic times (800,000 years ago), and the first Aryan nomadic tribes settled in the area at the end of the second millennium B.C.


Because of its geographical location, Iran has been at the crossroads of civilizations and movements of people from both Europe and Asia. Over the millennia, Iran was invaded by the Greeks, Arabs, Mongols, and Turks, with every invasion introducing new influences into the culture. Iranians have proved remarkably adaptable in the face of successive occupations, assimilating elements of every conqueror’s culture and giving them an Iranian flavor, while the conquerors also adopted elements from Iranian culture. However, Iranian peoples have always reasserted their national identity and have developed as a distinct political and cultural entity. (For a brief overview of Iranian history, see appendix A).






	




	WHAT IRAN HAS GIVEN THE WORLD



	Iranian civilization has made numerous contributions to the world in agriculture and animal husbandry, cultural products, and architecture. It is responsible for peaches (Prunus persica), tulips, spinach, saffron, barberries, pistachios, and the domestication of goats and chickens. The lute (târ), the precursor of the guitar, and the game of polo also have Iranian ancestry.



	Bricks, windmills, the architectural form of the ziggurat, underground water canals (qanât), and, of course, hand-knotted carpets are credited to Iranian creativity and artistic innovation. The first mail system (The Royal Road) and the first taxation system were introduced in the Achaemenid period. The Cyrus Cylinder, dated between 539–530 B.C., which declared the principles of respect for other humans, religious tolerance, and freedom of worship and is often considered the first charter of human rights, is now kept in the British Museum, and its replica is at the U.N. headquarters in New York. It was translated into all the U.N. official languages in 1971.







THE SYSTEM OF GOVERNMENT



Iran is an Islamic Republic, the only one of its kind in the world, established in 1979 by a popular movement (the Islamic Revolution) which overturned Mohammad Reza Pahlavi and abolished the institution of monarchy.


The establishment of an Islamic Republic is predicated on the principle of the regency of the jurisprudent (velâyat-e faqih) that was propounded by Ayatollah Khomeini. In simple words, this principle means that in the absence of the twelfth Imam (see Imam Mahdi, Appendix C, and chapter 4 “Other Religious Texts”) the most learned theologian in the Shi’a world is entrusted with the governance of the Islamic community.


Based on this principle, Western media often refer to the Islamic Republic as a ‘theocracy’, but this designation is both inaccurate and misleading, as it does not acknowledge the ‘Republic’ part of the term. In Iran there is universal suffrage over the age of 18, and 46.5 million electors were entitled to vote in the June 2009 presidential election, in which a record turnout of 85 percent was recorded.


The 1979 Constitution voted after the Islamic Revolution instituted the division of power among different bodies in order to ensure that no individual or body would ever be able to seize absolute power. The electorate vote directly for the president of the republic, the parliament, local government and the Assembly of Experts, who elect the Supreme Leader and act as his advisors in matters of state. The Guardian Council is the most powerful body and consists of twelve jurists, six appointed by the Supreme Leader and six proposed by the judiciary and subject to parliamentary approval. The Supreme Leader also appoints the head of the judiciary and must give his approval to the presidentelect before he can take up office. The Expediency Council is another advisory body to the Supreme Leader and has the final say in cases of disagreement between the parliament and the Guardian Council.4



HOW TO GET THERE



Many major European and Middle Eastern airlines fly to Tehran, Shiraz, Isfahan, and Mashhad. At the time of this writing, the Iranian national carrier Iran Air has three scheduled flights per week from London to Tehran. The vast majority of Iran Air’s clientele consists of Iranians, and it is worthwhile to fly Iran Air because it will help you get into the Iranian spirit. The in-flight meal always includes a specialty cooked by an Iranian chef, and you are bound to meet a few gregarious Iranians who will be interested in you and the reasons for your trip, and who will be forthcoming with advice and information. (Chances are you will be invited to visit them during your stay, too.)


Iran Air includes a complimentary domestic air ticket to any Iranian city, which is useful if you are visiting at a busy time. In addition, Iran Air’s generous baggage allowance was only recently matched by other airlines serving this route: every passenger can check in 65 pounds (30 kilograms), plus have 11 pounds (5 kilograms) of carry-on baggage.


Iran Air’s Thursday flight from London is the most popular because it lands in Tehran early on Friday, which is the weekly day of rest; consequently, families can go to the airport to welcome travelers. For those who are returning after a long time, this is especially important.


The new Imam Khomeini International Airport (IKIA) in Tehran opened to air traffic in the late summer of 2007, and has provided long-overdue relief from the cramped conditions of the old Mehrabad Airport, which now only handles domestic flights.


Standard customs limitations apply in Iran, so travelers with nothing to declare should go through the green channel, otherwise the red channel should be used. You should, however, bear in mind that bringing alcohol into Iran is strictly forbidden, so travelers cannot take advantage of their duty-free alcohol allowance when coming to Iran.


In addition, decks of playing cards and publications containing photos or images that may offend public mores are also not allowed into the country, but apart from obviously pornographic material, it is difficult to define what is considered ‘offensive’. Indicatively, offensive pictures would depict men or women in close contact or wearing revealing clothes. However, the worst that can happen is having the offensive publication confiscated.


Once through customs, an airport taxi desk will arrange for a taxi to take you to your destination. These specially marked airport taxis charge a standard fare agreed upon at the desk in advance. It is always helpful to have your destination written down in Persian, although the taxi desk staff should speak English, even if the driver may not (for more on fare transactions, see chapter 3).






	




	IDENTITY DOCUMENTS



	All Iranian nationals have an identity document (shenâss-nâmeh). This is a booklet with a red plastic cover carrying all personal information, including names of spouse and children. By looking at a person’s identity, one can find out whether a person is married, whether s/he has ever been divorced, and how many children s/he has. This identity document is issued as soon as a baby’s birth is registered, but does not carry a photograph until the holder is about 16 years old. It needs to be used throughout one’s life, from school enrollment until one’s death.



	In recent years a national ID card scheme (kârt-e melli) has been introduced, bearing the holder’s digital photograph and a unique barcode. Increasingly, the national card is now used more widely, but it is not meant to replace the original identity document.



	Travelers to Iran need a valid passport with a valid visa.







URBAN VIEWS



As you walk or drive through Tehran today, you will notice that there are very few traditional houses left, and those are mainly around the bazaar in central Tehran. The older houses have been replaced by two-or three-story houses dating from the 1940s onward, or by more recent multi-family homes and apartment complexes. You will most likely be struck by the enormous variety of designs and forms; every house and apartment building sports its own design of doors, windows, and finishing materials, which visitors interested in architecture will find particularly fascinating.


The yards of Iranian houses face south. Thus, the houses on the northern side of a road running east-west are accessed through the yard, while those on the south side are entered through the house itself and have the yard at the back of the house. A south-facing garden, making the most of sunshine, is a positive asset to properties in the northern hemisphere; in Iran, all properties boast sunny, south-facing gardens. In terms of town planning, this practice means that streets feel more spacious than they would if the buildings came up to the boundary on both sides. There is also more greenery in the form of trees and plants, at least on the northern side of the road.
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