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This oral history interview was conducted with Azar Nafisi by Maggie Lemere in Washington, 
D.C.. Azar was born in Tehran, Iran in 1948. The daughter of a prominent Iranian mayor and 

one of the country’s first female parliamentarians, Azar was 13 when she was sent to be 
educated in England, where she later attended university and majored in philosophy and 

literature. Azar moved to the University of Oklahoma to finish her studies before returning to 
Iran in the midst of the 1979 Islamic Revolution. Since returning to the United States in 1998, 

Azar has written several books, including Reading Lolita in Tehran and The Republic of 
Imagination. An award-winning author, Azar describes her childhood, her experience of the 

Revolution, and her rise as a prominent writer. 
 
 
Maggie: The date is November 11, 2018.  
 
Azar: My goodness.  
 
Maggie: How does the year go so fast? This is Maggie Lemere and I'm here with Azar Nafisi. Did I 
pronounce your name correctly? 
 
Azar: Yes, ma’am.  
 
Maggie: Good. Um, and we're at the Georgetown Institute for Women Peace and Security. And 
today we're really honored and grateful to have Azar with us. Personally, truly I'm so honored and 
excited to have this opportunity to talk to you. Um, and we're going to talk about Azar's life 
experiences, some of the most notable experiences that have led her to being the author, the scholar, 
the thought leader that she is, um, some of her perspectives on the journey of women in Iran and 
where they are today, where she hopes they may be able to go in the future as a movement. Um, and 
it's just going to be a conversation. So thank you for joining us.  
 
Azari: Thank you for having me. I'm very excited.  
 
Maggie: Well let's start by having you um maybe introduce yourself and talk a little bit about some 
of the themes or the topics or ideas that you're really passionate about. However you want to do 
that. 
 
Azar: Ok. It's so difficult to talk about yourself—to try to tell people who you are, you know. But, I 
have always—all my life, I have defined myself by being a reader to begin with. And then 
eventually a writer so I can say that I'm a reader and writer and a teacher and a mother [laughs], a 
wife. But I guess each of these needs to be explained as we move along. So [00:02:00] these are the 
titles by which I define myself and I also define myself by—I don’t mean activism in its normal 
sense of the word. For me being an activist is not just political; it's existential. As all these things I 
talked about as a woman, as a believer in human rights and a teacher and a writer, I feel that 
anytime there is a force that is trying to to take those away from me or or change them in one way 
or another or repress any of them, then I feel the duty to instinctively defend myself. And so it goes 
deeper than political: it is genuinely existential.  
 
Maggie: I definitely read and heard you speak a little bit about also this question of culture and 
things that go beyond politics and I look forward to getting into that. Will you tell us a little bit 
about where you're from and where you grew up and what it was like; some of the things that stand 
out to you from-- 
 
Azar:  Tell you about where-- 
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Maggie: Where you’re from. 
 
Azar: Oh, where I’m from. 
 
Maggie: Your home. 
 
Azar: Oh yes. Well I have had two physical homes. One is Iran. I was born in Tehran and stayed 
there until I was 13 and then my parents, as parents do, thinking they know what is best for their 
children, decided what is best for me is to be sent away—abroad. And I was sent to England in 
order to be both educated and, as my father put it, to become independent and rely on my own 
resources [00:04:00] and not just on theirs. So England was for me the first real separation. And  I 
made my home in England. I always talk about having a portable home and this is the kind of my 
permanent home that is a home where you carry your memories and and the world of imagination. 
So this is the kind of world that no one can take away from you, that wherever you go can come 
with you. And I made my home in England through reading. So I found that I have cousins and 
relatives and uncles and friends through reading Charles Dickens and Jane Austen and George Eliot 
and W.H. Auden, you name it [laughs]. I read them. And um, shall I go on? 
 
Maggie: Please. 
 
Azar: I always tell this anecdote that—it was one of the most painful experiences I had was leaving 
Iran at that age because I realized how easy it is to lose everything you call home. And what could I 
take with me from that home that would stay with me? Oh, well, it was my memories, no one could 
take those away from me but it was also books. So I took with me three books: two by the classical 
Persian poets Hafez and Rumi, and one by the fabulous feminist poet, modern feminist poet, 
Forough Farrokhzad. And they were on my bedside table and at nights I would read them. But if 
you were in England at that time had these electric heaters if you stayed too close to them they 
would burn you and-- [00:06:00]  
 
Maggie: [coughs] For some reason I have a little tickle in my throat.  
 
Azar: [laughs] 
 
Maggie: I’m so sorry. I was trying to-- 
 
Azar: No, I completely understand you, I have the same.  
 
Maggie [inaudible] Would you mind talking about just the electric heater? 
 
Azar: Um, and in England at that time they had these electric heaters if you sat too close to them 
they would burn you and if you sat too far away you would freeze. So I got into the habit of going 
under the covers and reading my books there and at that time they had hot water bottles which I 
would embrace. And there was a book around then that was satirizing life in the United Kingdom. 
And it said that continental people have sex life; the British have the hot water bottle. I always 
connect my readings under the cover with this anecdote about the hot water bottle.  
 
But that's how I made up my home in England. And later on I went to university. I got married very 
young. One of my first big mistakes getting married that first time. And I ended up at the University 
of Oklahoma where my then husband used to study. And I again made my home in America 
through reading and I was a literature and philosophy major so I had found my calling as they say. 
And then I went back to Iran after I finished my studies—very bad timing. There was the 
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revolution. And I always tell people don't go where I go. It becomes dangerous because I went back 
home to fundamentalism, terror, and the war in Iraq. And, when in 1997, I returned [00:08:00] to 
the US, I came back to fundamentalism, terror, and the war with Iraq. So, you know, it was quite a 
coincidence and I stayed in Iran for 18 years. Some of it I taught, some of it I was forced to stay at 
home. And finally left Iran in 1998. So now I call myself an Iranian American and this is my second 
physical home, United States.  
 
Maggie: Um, what stands out to you, I'm curious. I really connected with all the stories about 
reading cause I, it’s like interesting to me [inaudible] this makes sense because I would read 
biographies nonstop and now I’m an oral historian getting into people’s life stories and I would 
wake up early to read before school, and stuff. When you were much younger, that early chapter 
[inaudible] you were 12 or 13, um what was it like in Tehran? What were the things that you loved 
about your home there?  What stands out in your memories, maybe the books that you experienced? 
 
Azar: Well, I mentioned it in my book, Republic of Imagination, that when I was very young, I 
mean I was about three and a half or so, my father got into this habit of reading me or telling me 
stories every night and I would go to sleep with them. And he was very democratic in the way he 
told his stories because one night he would be talking about our epic poet Ferdowsi and the stories 
from One Thousand and One Nights, but the second night we traveled to France with The Little 
Prince or go to England with Alice or go to the US with Charlotte's Web or Denmark with Hans 
Christian Andersen. And from very early childhood I realized that I don't have to leave my little 
room in Tehran. I can bring the whole world [00:10:00] to me and that is what has stayed with me. 
That is what I'm so thankful to my parents for giving me this portable world, for making me realize 
that the world is at my command. I open a book and I leave where I am, traveling to a place I have 
never been before. And like Alice, I believe now that you leave that world in order to come back, 
not stay in the world of books but to come back and look at the world through the alternative eyes 
of imagination. And nothing is the same ever again. The most mundane things through the eyes of 
imagination change.  
 
And from my mother what I learned, she was so adamant I mean—I don't remember a time when 
she didn't tell me that I have to finish my education. That was the most important thing for her. And 
she said if you have an education you will always be independent—you will never have to rely on 
anyone else. And that was something that also remained with me, of course I learned that education 
is not just going to school. And that is why reading became so central because both my parents, 
they were rebels, my family, the whole Nafisi clan was sort of always stepping out of line and the 
only thing we were snobbish about was culture. My brother and I when we were teenagers we 
would go to these parties with books under our arms and wearing torn up jeans in order to make 
people who were so fancily dressed [00:12:00] feel uncomfortable. And, and so that kind of life 
taught me that I can never be part of power. I'm somehow always out of power or on the edge of it. 
My father was one of the most popular mayors of Tehran and, because of his insubordination, they 
put him in a temporary jail, as they called it, for four years and he refused to apologize in order to 
come out. And he gave his own defense at his trial. Finally they exonerated him and the only charge 
against him was insubordination, which they later took back as well, and which I am sorry about 
because I felt so proud of my father being insubordinate. And my mother was the same. She was 
one of the first Iranian women to go to the Parliament in 1963. And, um, I mention it in my 
memoirs that she was like an explosive everybody would hand to someone else. At that time when 
she was in the Parliament, my father was in jail and everybody would advise mother to be careful to 
not say things about the government that would get everybody into more trouble. She couldn't help 
it, she would dial the take the phone up and dial the head of the secret police and start telling them 
off, you know. And, so she only, as you can see, stayed in Parliament for one term. After her term 
was finished, they never let her get elected again. But I learned that being on the edge of power 
[00:14:00] is a good place. It's not a safe place, but it's a good place. So that's where I have been 
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ever since then.  
 
Maggie: What were you thinking about your parents as a young girl growing up in sort of their, um, 
I would sort of say ‘badassness,’ potentially, especially your mother? What were your thoughts? 
 
Azar: Well, with my mother I had a very troubled relationship. I mean I had a very problematic one. 
On one hand, I really admired her and, this sort of almost instinctive courage—she didn't think 
about it, she just came out with it—has always been sort of poignant. I admire it in many ways, but 
I also feel sorry for her because she lost her mother when she was very young. She was, she said, 
two and a half but others say four. We never knew what my mother's age really was. But she got the 
proverbial step mother. I mean, she really treated my mother, like a servant —gave her that room in 
the attic really literally. And then at the age of 19 she fell in love and married this guy who was the 
Prime Minister's son. She felt that she could leave all of that behind and find a home, but she 
discovered on her wedding night that they had lied to her and he was in fact dying. [00:16:00] He 
had nephritis of the kidneys and the doctor had said he only had two more years to live and he 
should do whatever he wanted. So, without telling my mother that that was what the situation was, 
they got them married and she nursed him to death for two years and then again was left all alone.  
 
That sort of turned her into a very angry person—into a very insecure person despite her 
independence of mind. And she took it out on my father and my brother and I. All her suspicions 
were now turned towards us, and even more towards me because I was a girl. I almost sometimes 
felt she wanted me to be educated but she was jealous of the fact that I got to go to the college, but 
she who was one of the most brilliant students in her class, and went to this French school was not 
allowed to go to university, while they sent her step sister and step brother to America and France to 
study. So, she was full of bitterness and she took out the bitterness on us. And one other reason that 
I have been always very wary of authority has been that all my life I had to fight with her authority 
in order to survive. Otherwise she would swallow me, you know?  
 
So it was a very complicated relationship. But as I was writing my memoirs, the more I wrote about 
her, the more empathy I felt for her and the more I appreciated her. She had no mother, she didn't 
know how to be a mother, but she wanted [00:18:00] the best for me and that is how it came out. 
She did not know how to express her emotions, her sense of loss, her rage. She was very intelligent, 
she was very active and she always wanted to have a public role and she didn't get a chance to have 
that. I owe it to her that I'm sitting here talking to you.  
 
Maggie: It’s so incredible any time you look across the generations of women’s stories. So my 
grandmother had seven children in eight years. She was the valedictorian of her high school class, 
but only her brother was allowed to go to college. She became a secretary. And I don’t think she 
really wanted to have so many kids. She was basically pregnant for an entire decade. Her whole life 
became this idea and she really wanted to travel the world and all these things. So she was in many 
ways an amazing person but also not a very happy person in certain ways. You can see the 
difference even in thinking about my life compared to her life.  
 
Azar Nafisi: There are all these unfinished women, you know, which as a young person I couldn't 
understand. But now I completely empathize with how difficult life has been for them. You talk 
about your grandmother, my mother's mother was married at the age of nine and she died when she 
was 16 in childbirth. And on my father's side they married my grandmother also at the age of nine. 
And it was because of the struggle of women of my grandmother’s and my mother's generation that 
I had the kind of freedoms that I did, and I think that we sometimes forget and do not appreciate 
those women as much as we should. [00:20:00] And we should tell their stories, you know. 
 
Maggie: Absolutely. Really. Realize whose shoulders we're standing on and even as complicated as 
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those journeys were. So when you were a young person, a young girl, growing up in Iran, you loved 
stories you escaped to stories did you have ideas about what you wanted your future to be like you 
know ideas around career and family had you sort of come up with the narrative when you were still 
younger.  
 
Azar Nafisi: I had not the foggiest idea what I wanted to do—I mean, clueless. I only went after 
what I loved and it was literature. Honest to god, until I finished and went to Iran and the 
universities started wooing me for teaching, I wasn't even sure that I was going to teach. I knew that 
I am going to do something with literature you know and as soon as I went to my first class I knew 
that I loved teaching. But at that age, no. And all through university I didn't know what I was going 
to do with my degrees. I loved my literature classes and before any of these classes, before the term 
started, I had almost finished all the books and they excited me. And of course I became a student 
activist during that time and I was in all these demonstrations and things and that then led to the fact 
that I couldn't go back to Iran during the Shah's time, because of my political activism. And it was 
during the revolution that ironically I went back. And then of course I didn't think that something as 
bad as the Islamic Republic could [00:22:00] happen. And I always say that you know when I came 
here and I mean long before all these things that are happening in the US happened I had written 
and talked about it. The fact that this complacency, this smugness, in America today is so 
dangerous. People would listen to stories from Iran and they would say “Oh my God how horrible, 
what can we do for you?” And of course there is a lot they could do for the people of Iran, but I 
would always remind them that when you think it doesn't it can't happen here, chances are it's 
already happened—that such things can happen anywhere and they always happen when we are 
complacent and we think that we're safe and secure.  
 
Maggie: It only happens somewhere else or in other people's stories. You have this idea that we’re 
somehow so exceptional or something.  
 
Azar Nafisi: Yeah all you have to do is read history your own history and history of the world you 
know and young people these days are not given that chance to really pause and think about history.  
 
Unidentified voice off camera: I do, I do think about history a lot.  
 
Azar Nafisi: That's good. That is one of the most important things. You know some of them don't 
know about 20th century history, not even about civil rights. Never mind the Holocaust and Stalin, 
you know. 
 
Maggie: So when you were, I guess, coming of age in Iran I think some people don't necessarily 
realize how different Iran was, you know Americans. Can you paint the landscape, you give the 
story about your mother but sort of what your impressions were of society then?  
 
Azar Nafisi: Yeah, Iran at the time was a sophisticated and vibrant society, and there [00:24:00] was 
a contradiction at the heart of society. On one hand, socially and culturally we were very advanced 
and we all acted the way people in the most advanced countries would. On the other hand, 
politically it was repressive. So there was constant conflict between cultural and social freedoms 
and political limitations that were imposed on people. But there were a lot of achievements that 
Iranian women had gained throughout those pre-revolutionary years after the Constitutional 
Revolution in Iran—I always tell people the reason women's movement in Iran is so vibrant today. 
The reason women Masih's age for example are at the forefront of struggle against this regime is not 
because they come to the West or they read about the West and they say oh we want to become 
Western. They go back to their own heritage you know and they find that in 1836 a woman named 
Tahereh was the first woman who unveiled, and she also was the precursor of a new religion which 
is the Baha'i religion. She was so courageous that one night she unveiled in front of her followers 
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and said the Universal Advent has arrived. So the Universal Advent arrives with a woman taking 
off her veil! The clerics and the Shah were so afraid of her that they first put her under house arrest 
and then they decided she was becoming too popular, and they decided to kill her but they didn't 
want to give her a public execution. [00:26:00] Because they were afraid her grave will be turned 
into a shrine. So at midnight they took her to the garden and strangled her and threw her down a 
well. I think how ironic because now every Iranian heart has become a shrine for Tahereh. We don't 
know where her body is but we know she is in our hearts and minds.  
 
Women had a role in the creation of the Constitutional Revolution in Iran, which was the first 
revolution of its kind in Asia. They also achieved many rights during the Pahlavi era. Before the 
revolution you had women active in all walks of life—we had two women ministers, one was my 
old high school teacher who, after the revolution, they arrested. It's horrible that we don't know 
exactly what they did to her. It is said that they because a man is not supposed to touch a woman 
they put her in a sack and either stoned her to death or shot into the sack. And because we don't 
know how she died, in my mind she's constantly dying in different ways and through different 
means. One of her greatest sins was publishing feminist textbooks as the minister of higher 
education. Her mother was so progressive that she was exiled from Tehran at the beginning of last 
century because of her views and activities on women's rights [00:28:00]. And another woman 
minister who was the second woman to become a minister for women's affairs in the world—the 
first being France—was Mahnaz Afkhami, who is now living in Bethesda, Maryland and has this 
wonderful organization, Women's Learning Partnership, which is again about women's rights. 
During those days a lot of women became active not just in politics— we had women doctors, 
women pilots, women policemen women judges. For example, the Nobel laureate Shirin Ebadi was 
a judge and these people at the Islamic Republic said that women are too weak minded to judge and 
so they disrobed people like Shirin. Shirin didn’t give up, she became an attorney for the rights of 
women and children.  
 
So the young generation of Iranians, once they became aware of what their mothers and 
grandmothers and great grandmothers were, they took courage from that. They take pride in their 
past and they follow in their mothers’ and grandmothers’ footsteps. Now Masih herself came from a 
very traditional religious family. And at the beginning she was very traditionally religious. There 
are so many young women like that who, from within the system, their eyes have been opened, and 
they are refuting the way they are being defined. I remember when the regime closed down the 
universities through the Cultural Revolution and the people who had implemented and formulated 
the Cultural Revolution came to a meeting at our university and many professors, including women 
professors stood up to them at that time. And I remember that I talked about the veil because the 
issue of the veil is not about religion in Iran or in Saudi Arabia and these countries: it's about state 
power. Religion is personal. You don't tell a woman how she should connect to God or if she should 
even connect to God. You allow her to find the way and the language of her religion. That is what I 
said in that meeting when the people from the Revolutionary Committee had come to the campus at 
University of Tehran. I told them my grandmother never took off her veil, she was an Orthodox 
Muslim, but she was absolutely heartbroken to see how these people in the name of Islam are 
treating young women, forcing them into the mandatory veil. She said that Islam never forced 
anyone into wearing the veil. For her, her veil was a symbol of her faith. My mother always called 
herself a Muslim—she even went to Mecca, which is a pilgrimage—but she never wore the veil. 
She was a very modern woman. Who is to say which one of these women is more Muslim 
[00:32:00]? Before the revolution, my mother and my grandmother lived side by side. There was 
mutual respect, you know. My grandmother used to cry and say you can't flog people into faith. 
Now if women like my mother and grandmother didn't exist then Iranian women would have no 
models. Fortunately, women have been at the forefront of taking back the confiscated history of our 
country.  
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Maggie: To dig into that deeper, why, why this is probably a universal question actually. But you 
know why is women's autonomy so threatening to the power structure?  
 
Azar Nafisi: Yeah because, you know, women everywhere in the world—but now we're talking 
about the Iranian case—are canaries in the mine. You want to measure freedom in any country in 
the world today, you go to half of that population, which is women, and those in power are very 
scared of this. I always tell people that when I wrote Reading Lolita in Tehran I didn't mean to just 
talk about Iranian women being victims. Obviously they were victims of a repressive regime, but 
just as important was the way they resisted. Women became aware of how powerful they are 
because their body, and how the way they looked was dangerous [00:34:00] to the state. I 
mentioned in my book when Khomeini died we were sitting in my living room and my daughter 
was around five at that time. She kept running to the window and running to us. And then she 
turned to me and said “Mom, Mom, Khomeini has not died—women are still wearing their 
scarves.” And I thought, oh my god this man with all his power, the sign that he's gone is that I 
would take off my scarf. If I take off my scarf it means that he has failed and Iranian women realize 
that. For 40 years they have been wearing their scarves in a subversive way. I call them weapons 
—their weapons of mass destruction—you know, showing, a little bit of hair, wearing lipstick. I 
seldom wore lipstick and usually I would wear very pale lipstick until I returned to Iran, and there 
wearing lipstick became a sign of protest and by just doing that, not by violence, not using violent 
rhetoric just by looking the way women became subversive, found ways of fighting the regime. 
They were in your face with the regime, as if saying you did not conquer me.  
 
In Iran there were these militia called the Blood of God—four armed men and women would drive 
Toyota patrols around the city looking for women showing their hair, wearing makeup, or being 
improperly dressed. And they would treat women like criminals— [00:36:00] taking them to jail 
and flogging them, insulting them. The next day young girls would come out of jail and do it again. 
And so it reached a point where the regime realized that these patrols are no good. All they're doing 
is making the population, including some among the orthodox Muslim population, aware of the fact 
that the government has to force women to wear their veil by putting guns to their heads. Women in 
Iran have become so aware of their power. Now the regime can destroy a political organization, it 
can kill their leaders. But what are they going to do with millions of young women who come into 
the streets and refuse to wear the veil. They can't put all of them in jail. And this is the problem that 
the regime is facing today. What Masih did in terms of young women's freedom was sort of 
following what the Iranian women have been doing for 40 years. It wasn't the fact that she came to 
America and realized that, “Oh we can do this.” It was looking at the brave Iranian women who 
went to jail in Iran —and this generation of women is not like my generation; we were not flogged, 
we were not jailed for the way we appeared in public, we did not have to fight for our individual 
rights the way the young people have—they have been giving their blood and sweat and tears. They 
have felt it with their skin and bones and they take it very seriously.  
 
Maggie: How do you feel when you see not only see Masih, but also [00:38:00] the work of this 
new generation what comes into your body, your mind, your heart? 
 
Azar Nafisi: I have two simultaneous emotions, one is heartbreak. You know these young women 
are like you. They should be free to walk the streets. They should be free to wear what they want 
not to have their clothing or their hair be weaponized and not have to live in fear. And yet they do 
live in fear. Everyone who goes to jail for this feels fear and does it despite fear. And then I also 
feel very proud. I think that they are the hope for the future. They are where the power is. And 
fortunately the young Iranian women are becoming very aware of who they are and what their 
power is and what they want. So I think that my grandmother would have been proud of them had 
she lived to see them. 
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Maggie: You've kind of gone through some distinct changes in and around in your lifetime and 
you've also gone through the experience in different ways at different times in your life of having 
yourself expression and your rights controlled essentially by the patriarchy. So what was it like for 
you when you came to Iran after studying and you were teaching and you had to cover and you had 
supposed to censor certain ideas. How did that feel, can you tell us about that experience?  
 
Azar Nafisi: It was one of the strangest experiences I had. I remember getting off the plane at 
Tehran airport—and Tehran [00:40:00] airport before the revolution was always a place of fun. 
Actually we went there for some of the best ice cream in Tehran and they had a restaurant where 
people on Thursdays would go dancing there. So it was a very vivacious place to be in, and all of a 
sudden after the revolution everything changed: when you landed there were soldiers everywhere 
and these women with dark veils walking around and huge pictures of Khomeini everywhere with 
slogans against America and the West. So it was a very, very shocking experience. I had expected 
to be welcomed, instead I had to ask myself who are these people? Are these my people, are these 
the people I left behind when I left Iran?  
 
And then when I went to university, the moment I entered the university was the moment where all 
the demonstrations and protests were going on so there wasn't a day where there was not a 
demonstration. And that was when they made the veil mandatory. You see there is a history to the 
veil as well that people don't know because, at the beginning of the revolution, Khomeini gave a 
fatwa that women should wear the veil. Hundreds of thousands of women came into the streets 
saying freedom is neither Eastern nor Western: freedom is global. And they were attacked by the 
vigilantes with knives. And they would throw acid into the faces of women without veils but the 
protests were so vehement [00:42:00] that Ayatollah Talabani and other more popular clerics came 
and said that their imam has taken back his fatwa.  
 
So then they went about it in a different way. First, they made the veil mandatory in the shops. So 
you would go to a shop and there was a basket with scarves in it, you had to wear a scarf in order to 
shop. Then they made it mandatory at the workplaces and that was close to the time of the first few 
months that I went to the university. Those times I didn't wear the veil, there were rumors and 
murmurs, but then they made it mandatory in workplaces and a lot of women resigned or left or 
were expelled. And two of my colleagues and I at the faculty of literature and languages, we refused 
to wear it. And I have a funny scene in my book where the doorman, poor doorman, is running after 
me because I'm not wearing my veil. And I remember one professor, she told me “Why aren't you 
wearing it? Because tomorrow you have to wear it even in a grocery store.” And I told her, because 
university is not a grocery store and I want my students to know that I'm wearing this under protest. 
I don't want them to think that I just gave in. I could never wear it properly. I always would show 
some hair. Of course they expelled me and I finally went back eight years later. But still I showed a 
little bit of hair and wore [00:44:00] pink lipstick. I felt like a naughty student, often summoned to 
the office of the head of the faculty who complained about the way I wore my scarf or treated my 
students, like touching them when I talked to them, and of course you cannot touch a man.  And it 
came to me that I wasn't even trying to be transgressive it was just natural to communicate with 
people like that.  
 
And so I, more and more, felt isolated. Those years when I couldn't teach, they were terrible, and 
then I wrote my first book and I was writing a lot of articles. But then it was becoming impossible 
to write because of censorship. My book became very popular and after the first printing they 
stopped printing it, the government banned it. Now we can't even find it in the black market. And 
then I taught these young girls at my home. But I knew I couldn’t continue teaching that way for a 
long time. That was when I decided to leave because for 18 years I had tried everything and nothing 
seemed to work. I couldn’t be a teacher. I couldn’t be a writer. I couldn’t be a woman the way I 
wanted to be. I could connect to my people better from abroad because I was free to say what I 
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wanted without fear of censorship. Of course this is not true of everyone. People should choose 
whether they stay or leave depending upon their conditions. But for me I felt that if I come abroad. 
[00:46:00] I can not only talk to my people freely, I can write about them. I can be a voice—not the 
only voice—but one voice that can tell the truth. And that is why I wrote Reading Lolita in Tehran. 
Of course I wrote Reading Lolita in Tehran partly because of the horrid images people in America 
had of Iran. It was crazy, you know, everywhere I go I would talk about repression in Iran and some 
people would say things like “Oh, but you're Western.” I would ask them sometimes, do you think 
that life liberty and pursuit of happiness is an American thing? Do you think that the Iranian women 
like to be flogged? I mean if they like to wear the veil why should they be flogged? You don't flog 
women here to go to church. And why do you take such a condescending view of others even if you 
have good intentions? They look condescendingly at women from other parts of the world about 
whom they don't know much. And despite all the good intentions they also have a very reduced 
view of Islam itself.  
 
I mean you have all sorts of Muslims. Muslims are like the rest of religious people. You have 
Orthodox Christians, Orthodox Jews—remember, the Jewish newspaper in New York who refused 
to publish Hillary Clinton's picture because she was a woman. You know you have these things, but 
you have also have variety. What we are against is not that Mr. Khomeini should not exist. but that 
he and people like him should occupy this small place that they deserve and allow the rest of us to 
be who we are. So I wanted to write [00:48:00] Reading Lolita in Tehran especially because the 
academia were horrible in the reductionist way they portrayed Islam and women in Muslim 
majority countries. And I wanted to show them that Iranian women are amazing. You take away the 
world from them, they come back to the world through its schools, through its golden ambassadors: 
through its writers filmmakers musicians artists. There was a lesson for American youth. They 
should have learned from the way Iranians would look at them. They would not mix the politics 
with the culture, they hated a lot of American policies. But when 9/11 happened, despite the ban on 
demonstrations thousands came into the streets. They brought with them roses and lighted candles. 
In Iran the youth are reading these forbidden books that are free in every bookstore here.  
 
Maggie:  There are so many follow-up questions I have right now. But one of the ones is that it 
seems that, you know, feminist in the US for example or the West quote unquote have really failed 
to understand the nuance and the complexity in the history and they're afraid of appearing 
Islamophobic et cetera. And you really touched on this. Can you talk about why that's not true but 
also how does what's happening in Iran today. Like how do you see that connecting what's 
happening with American feminism #MeToo and these sensitive topics. 
 
Azar Nafisi: I consider myself one of those who are fighting right now against the kind of 
oppressive conditions that have been created in this country. And I remind people, that just as in 
Iran, what was first under attack in this country, was women, minorities, and culture. Just like Iran, 
those who told the truth here the journalists, the poets, and the writers: they are constantly under 
attack, their freedoms were curtailed. And one thing I think Iranian women's struggle for resistance 
over the past 40 years should be a lesson to women all over the world. Because they did not respond 
to the rhetoric of the regime with their own rhetoric; they did not respond to violence with violence; 
they did not lower themselves to use the same kind of language that the regime used—they became 
more themselves. And I think that that is crucial, refusing to become victims. Sometimes in 
America I think it's easy to remain a victim. The fact that you are a victim is undisputed. The fact 
that you remain a victim is your choice. And over there, women don't just lose their jobs when 
they're harassed—I mean, the law is harassment—they can lose their lives when they do not do as 
the patriarchy tells them to do.  
 
So [00:52:00] I think that American women should also find creative ways of fighting misogyny. 
And I'm so glad that now we have all these women in Congress you know and, and because I 
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always wondered, why doesn't the women's movement pick up the issues that women in everyday 
life are confronted with? I often talk about this with Mahnaz/WLP. We talk about how this matters. 
For example, my own daughter tells me that, especially in government, women do not have 
pregnancy leave. I mean that is a matter that concerns all women. If women want to be in office. 
they need to have pregnancy leave. It is as if this country's made only for the rich—for the very 
rich, not just the rich. You have to be able to afford the nanny to afford private kindergartens. I 
mean those are also issues, and I think the #MeToo movement should pick up on more issues so 
that it will expand and develop into a comprehensive women's movement.  
 
Maggie: I agree with you. You know before Hollywood there were far more [inaudible] [53:49] so 
necessary. 
 
Azar Nafisi: Oh sorry. Go ahead. 
 
Maggie: No it's okay. Yeah I guess I just lost my train of thought. [00:54:00] Actually I know what 
I was going to say now. So this also kind of speaks to what would happen if women were centered 
truly in politics with Iran in the US so much of what we hear in the media here is nuclear 
agreement, nuclear agreement, nuclear agreement. And we aren’t having this conversation around 
women's representation and peace. And so we're sitting here at the Institute for Women Peace and 
Security. What thoughts do you have about how women and their agency and their rights whether 
it's in Iran or the US is tied to peace and security particularly in light of this U.S.-Iran situation? 
 
Azar Nafisi: I mean you ask yourself especially today in the US how can a government—how can a 
system claim to provide security when it does not provide security for its own citizens? When 
sometimes the government is the reason citizens don't have security? Now in Iran the case of 
women is so obvious, because the criminals are the government people; in the US, it's not so 
obvious. But look at the gun issue, and women have been at the forefront of the struggle against the 
gun issue, somehow the mothers—I mean fathers too but somehow this has activated the women 
much more. But the administration and many in Congress are not going to budge on the issue of 
guns. I think that that is something that a women's movement can take up and do because by nature 
it’s against violence.  
 
And another thing that I learned from the Iranian [00:56:00] women's movement which I think is 
very important—well there are two things, one is that they're very creative. For example, in order to 
bring the issue of repressive laws into the eyes of both Iranians and people abroad, they had this one 
million women signatures campaign where they would get signatures against the repressive laws. 
So by nature, and in a very peaceful way, they would be educating people about why these laws are 
repressive. That was one way of doing it. The other thing is that the women's movement in Iran has 
not separated itself from other movements. You have seen this on the Web how the Iranian woman 
is taking off her veil and the man is putting on the veil. So they realized that in the long run, men 
are also their allies. They have to be their allies. Otherwise. they won't win the war. I'm very much 
in love with James Baldwin and I think that every student should be reading him especially right 
now. In a letter to his nephew, he tells his nephew he knows—I mean he was himself active in the 
civil rights movement—but he tells his nephew about the white people. He said, ‘James, the tragedy 
is that you must not only accept them but you must also love them.’ Because he realized that, 
without the white people in those marches holding hands with them, the whites would always have 
the upper hand. You have to rely on the fact that all people of different genders and races are 
basically [00:58:00] the same. They are capable of the best and the worst and you must bring the 
best out in them. So Iranian women have always gone behind other people's movements. You know 
like when the workers are on strike when the teachers the farmers they have given voice to that or 
they have acted as if their voice is not separate from the other voices. And I think that is something 
that the US could also practice more of.  
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Maggie: This, including the men. Yeah I mean that was really incredible when I saw these cool 
videos and photos of the men with the hijabs.  
 
Azar Nafisi: They were so, I mean you didn't need to say anything when you looked at that image, it 
told you all. It told “I hear you”, “I feel you,” and it's important to make people from within the 
movement that has been oppressing them to say that because that is your job to make people 
understand before they judge. And it's a very difficult thing to do. I know for me it has been quite a 
struggle. When I was in Iran a lot of times I would just hate these people so much you know and I 
would say ‘God please kill them,’ ‘kill them all,’ but I don't want to kill them all, I want to change 
them all. If I can change them, I want to be able to do something so that they won't be able to do 
these horrible things, and create a society that won't allow such people to preach what they're 
preaching. And we have the same problem here. That, that is [1:00:00] some days I think, am I in 
the States or am I in Iran? And I'm not trying to exaggerate, I'm really not. But we don't realize how 
dangerous a game this is, you know. And it always creeps up on you. We're still going around and 
doing our own things and going to restaurants. But in the back of my mind there's this fear and I'm 
not going to go anywhere from here so better stay and fight.  
 
Maggie: As with Iran, a lot of people’s wellbeing and security is at stake. Something else I noticed 
from learning about the Iranian women’s movement is that it is very intergenerational. I saw, like, 
some women who were doing the, I think it’s called, Women of Revolutionary Street. An older 
woman got up and did the same thing. I’m curious if you’d like to comment about the kind of 
intergenerational aspects? 
 
Azar Nafisi: Yes actually that is a very important point you brought up, it's intergenerational. A lot 
of times you see a woman who's wearing the veil while defending these young women who are 
taking off their veils. So I think that the movement, in the same way that the movement of Iranian 
women in past generations, helped the young people to see themselves as heirs to that movement. 
Because, I remember, when I was in Iran our daughters would come home to us and their mothers, 
and I would look at my friends and they were all independent women. One was [1:02:00] a lawyer 
and another one was a doctor, they were all working hard and they were all telling their daughters 
about the way things work. And so our daughters would learn from that generation. But one 
amazing thing is how we learned from them. I don't know if I would have the courage or the 
resilience to go to jail and to be insulted the way they have been you know and come out and 
continue with it. So I think that the two generations are nourished by one another. It is not the older 
teaching the younger but each teaching the other. And that is the fun part. As someone who belongs 
to the older generation, I feel younger when I think of women like that. When I deal with Masih’s 
generation, I feel younger I feel more hopeful and who doesn't like to feel younger. 
 
Maggie: You know so we'll take a quick pause.  
 
[Unidentified voice off camera]: I want to change a couple of batteries and run low on batteries.  
 
Maggie: Sure [inaudible] [ 01:03:48] 
 
Azar Nafisi: Forough Farokhzad, the great feminist poet, made an amazing film about the leper 
colony in Iran that won the Venice Film Festival at that time [01:04:00] and it's very relevant still. I 
watched it a year ago again and it's so powerful it's so amazing. You see these talents and you feel 
so heartbroken that they are so restricted, you know, and you feel heartbroken that the kids here 
don't get it. Of course I can understand that, but if they were more exposed to the world they would 
get it more.  
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Maggie: Yeah, what their trajectory could be. Something that you said in the beginning both 
heartbroken but also deeply proud. To see what people do in difficult or challenging circumstances. 
So another question I had for you kind of given that the event that we're having and the discussion 
that we're having with the Institute and at Georgetown is so one is, you know, for Iranians who are 
living in the Diaspora, who are living outside of Iran, whether it's the US or anywhere else. You 
know, how do you feel? What do you feel you can do to engage, to support the women who are in 
Iran on the front line now to engage with them to support them? 
 
Azar Nafisi: To engage with them? Yeah yeah. Should I tell you now? I mean is this on? Oh I get it. 
Okay. Well one of the—I mean it wasn't the only reason, but one of the reasons I left was because I 
felt useless. I'm a writer and a teacher and if I can't write the truth, at least about what is happening 
in my country, what good [01:06:00] would I be? And of course having had the experience here 
before, America did feel like a second home. And coming here did feel like a second home. But, as 
I had predicted, the connections were not cut. That is the magic of literature. Because of my books, 
so many people who come from Iran, they say that they have Xeroxed copies of the books. They 
write to me about my books which are so close to my heart. When I give talks, often there's one 
young woman who gets up and says, “Do you remember me I? I used to be your student, I'm so and 
so,” One of the girls in Reading Lolita is doing now in Iran what I was doing before. She's gathering 
young girls and in her home and she said that she's also taking them mountain climbing.  
 
So, fortunately, this is one place where social media becomes a good thing. Fortunately, through the 
social media you connect. My social media is filled with Iranians who write both from inside and 
outside of Iran. I still miss the physicality of it. It is different from being there or listening 
[01:08:00] to them or participating. But I would have been, I mean I am a fool, but I would have 
been a greater fool had I not thought that there is a price to pay. And this is for me the price that I 
have to pay that I won't be able to participate. And what I see my role as being able to give as much 
voice to the movement within Iran and to make people over here aware of what is happening to 
them. Sometimes I talk to friends or former students in Iran who sometimes give in to despair. They 
think they're alone. They think nobody hears them and I, I really empathize because that's how I felt 
when I was in Iran. I thought the world had forgotten us. So people outside the country do have a 
role to play. They have to remind people inside Iran that the world has not forgotten you, that the 
world is taking notes and even learning from you. So it's very little.  
 
Maggie: It reminds me where I just think the act of telling your story alone can be so important for 
both the person who's telling the story and even just one person hears it. The act of telling a story on 
such a powerful act.  
 
Azar Nafisi: It is amazing. It always reminds me of the story of Scheherazade from One Thousand 
and One Nights because you know there are three classes of women in that story. One is the queen 
who is killed by the king because she betrays [01:10:00] him with a slave. But the point about it is 
that she doesn't have a voice. And the king does not have a trial for her, does not ask her why did 
you betray me. He kills her; he has the power. And the second one are the virgins whom he marries 
every morning and kills them before they have the chance to betray him. I always wonder why one 
of those virgins doesn't take a knife to bed if she's going to get killed—you might as well kill the 
king. But wisdom is that it goes beyond killing one king. It's like it goes beyond having one regime 
go. It goes into a mindset and that is where Scheherazade enters and by telling the story she makes 
the king curious, which is what we were talking about. You know that Nabokov used to say 
curiosity is insubordination in its purest form because with curiosity we come out of ourselves. We 
look at others; we want to know others and we look at the world through the eyes of others. So we 
become almost strangers that we observe through the eyes of other people and thereby we can 
change through looking at ourselves through the eyes of others and through curiosity, Scheherazade 
that leads the King into empathy and with empathy the king realizes that not all women are 
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betrayers. Some women betray some don't. Even some kings are bad and they're betrayers. The 
world is full of color, it's not black and white. And so he is able to empathize with people that he 
used to kill. I feel that that is the story [01:12:00] that that's the mother of all stories that tells you 
why since the dawn of man, since we know the world, since we started defining the world we told 
stories. You start with Greek and Roman and Persian and Indian mythology. And then look at all 
religions. Look at the Bible or on Torah all religious books are taught through fables through stories 
because that is how they get you to empathize through telling these fables and to the present. Stories 
are not something we don't need now because we have iPhones. We have stories because we're 
human and as human beings we're storytellers.  
 
That is why I think imagination is so important because imagination does two things. One is it 
makes you curious and it reveals a different world to you. And two, it subverts you. Literature is 
always subversive because it presents the world to you in a way you had not seen it before. And I 
always remember James Baldwin saying artists are here to disturb the peace—that is what we do as 
artists, as storytellers. And that is what we do as readers because we enter the story as readers and 
we interpret it. And we make it part of our lives. So despite the fact I get really frustrated [01:14:00] 
with the way books are treated these days I think books will find a way to survive because we need 
them. As much as they need us to read them.  
 
Maggie: You and I actually authored a book in the past. So I worked on a book and then I got into 
filmmaking. For me, I love books and I refuse to buy a Kindle or anything to have them as my 
friends and make notes and that's probably how I grew up.  
 
Speaking of how stories change us, how has telling your story and using your story you know to 
also help change other people's views. How has that process changed you over the years.  
 
Azar Nafisi: Well think that one of the things about writing the story was that it made me less 
judgmental. I noticed that I understood people that in real life I was really harsh about. Like there 
were these people in the universities that belonged to the Islamic student groups. They had every 
power bestowed on them; they could throw out the faculty and the students. They could also solve 
problems for them. In real life I just really really was mad and angry at them. And then I started 
writing and I realized two things when I was writing Reading Lolita in Tehran. One was the fact 
that my Muslim students, how diverse they were. I had this guy who constantly—he was horrible 
and would get up in the middle of every class and tell me how Daisy Miller should die [01:16:00] 
and Elizabeth Bennet was horrible and things like that. and my students would tell me how many 
students he had caused to be expelled.  
But there was also the head of the Islamic Student Association who was my closest ally in bringing 
films and speakers to the university or one of them who defended me when the university was going 
to expel me and he told me—he said, ‘you're different, I respect you because you tell us what you 
feel. Some of these others hide how they feel and we had respect for one another despite our 
differences and then those who were in the militia who we were also scared of. I mentioned in my 
book that one morning I was teaching Henry James in class and I heard a commotion outside and 
what had happened was that one of the militia students who had been to the war and who had just 
come back from the war with Iraq he had brought petrol to the university and poured it on his head 
and set himself on fire and started going to classes running while on fire shouting ‘they betrayed us. 
They betrayed us.’ I thought when I was writing, I thought ‘oh my god I who am so much against 
this regime am teaching Henry James and this guy who is so much part of the regime is setting fire 
to himself. What does this tell me? [01:18:00] This tells me about how helpless he is, not just how 
helpless I am.’ And so writing made me empathize even with people I call enemy and that is the 
great thing about fiction—about writing a narrative, because you have to give everyone a voice, 
even the villain; even if you want to defeat the villain, you have to understand. Without 
understanding you cannot do anything. That is why these days when we want to fight someone, we 
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first have to know about them to put ourselves in their place to see why are they doing what they're 
doing so that we would be able to do what we want to do to defeat them so writing has been 
amazing for me but so has reading. I was a reader before I was a writer.  
 
Maggie:  What was the moment when, you know, when you made that decision to become the 
writer or decided to… ? 
 
Azar Nafisi: Well, first of all, in our family we were in this habit of writing poems and reading them 
to ourselves. We had our own newspapers which we wrote and diaries. My husband always makes 
fun of me. He says everyone who leaves Iran, they take Persian carpets with them. We brought 
eight suitcases full of paper because since the age of nine I've been writing diaries and I have 
brought all my diaries with me. When I came to America I brought diaries and photographs. You 
know those were the only things that really matter to me. [01:20:00] So I started writing for myself 
when I was very young and then when I went back to Iran, I would be talking about things and then 
they would become obsessions and I had to write about them in order to get rid of those obsessions. 
So I started writing articles to begin with. I think writing is the passion that you cannot control. It's 
like falling in love writing and reading are like falling in love. You always imagine for example that 
you want to fall in love with a man who is, I don't know, six foot two, brown hair, and brown eyes, 
and you see a man who is a 5 foot 3 with blue eyes and blond hair. And you fall in love with him 
and you don't know why but there is this passion and as you continue your affair you discover what 
you want and why you feel the way you do. And writing for me is like that. I become obsessed with 
an idea. I don't know why, and then by and by I have to think about it and sort it. And once I sort it 
then I have to shape it because without shape it's just an idea you know. And so I go through those 
periods, you know, this still is unknown to me why I write because it's so hard. 
 
Maggie: It’s good to still be curious about these questions isn't it? So moving forward you know 
what are your [01:22:00] hopes with what you see happening in Iran right now with women? How 
is the conversation having and that woman in Iran are having for where this goes and what might be 
possible next if you dare to imagine.  
 
Azar Nafisi: Well I am not optimistic about what is happening in Iran but I am hopeful. I always 
make a difference between optimism and hope because hope is what you do regardless of the 
outcome. You want to do something, you have this passion you have this hope for the future. And 
I'm very hopeful for Iran. And I think I always used to say that Iran is the Soviet Union of the 
Muslim world. And that is where the theory of fundamentalism was formulated and they wanted to 
make it international to export the revolution to the world. But that is where that theory was first 
questioned and that is where, after 40 years, this theocracy has failed it has not gone but it has 
failed. And part of its failures and the most obvious examples of its failures are women each 
morning when they come into the street the way they appear they're like a thorn in the eyes of the 
regime, you know, because Iranian people as a whole have chosen democratic means to reach a 
democratic goal.  
 
It's not really about a regime being overthrown. We did it once and it got worse. It is about 
changing the mindsets that [01:24:00] is why it is so important for the movement to be democratic 
by nature, to not hope for a coup or for violent foreign intervention. The way sometimes this 
administration seems to be talking about or you know hoping that the regime goes, it's not up to 
them. What democratic forces can do for this movement is at all costs and at all times to give voice 
to the to the movement over there.  
 
It's like South Africa, I think. where once the American public realizes that Iran is important to 
them and what happens in Iran will affect in the same manner that what happened in South Africa 
affected the rest of the world, you know, it wasn't just the ‘South African problem.’ The day of that 
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realization will be when people abroad will really help the Iranian movement, when they are not 
queasy about supporting human rights. Some people bring the excuse and say if we voice our 
support the regime will repress the people more—this is what the regime wants you to believe so 
you won’t do anything. Otherwise why would the Iranian people use social media to air their 
grievances? Why do they have their slogans written in English? Why did they in 2009 have this 
slogan “Obama, Obama are you with us or are you with them?” Why do they call the BBC and 
Voice of America when something happens [01:26:00] because they want to know that they are not 
alone? And we should make them less alone.  
 
Maggie: Absolutely. What are you most excited about in terms of having this conversation with 
Masih and what might you want to ask her?  
 
Azar Nafisi: Well, I don’t know. I mean, she obviously is the second generation and that in itself is 
exciting. And coming from the kind of background that she has come from, and that is important 
because of the revolution within her. I feel that Masih, the changes that were brought about within 
her, they came out of both questioning the world outside and her questioning herself. Having to 
question her own beliefs and that takes courage. To question your own beliefs [1:27:00] and 
question who you are, because all of a sudden you are in the world all alone, if you change that 
much. The cause that she has taken up is in the tradition of what the Iranian women have been 
doing. It goes into that tradition and it is a development no one had thought to bring it abroad, and 
she did. There were women disobeying inside the country all the time, but she was able to connect 
the two and I that is also an important achievement.  
 
And you know the issue that she's bringing up the issue of the veil. Some people say it was just a 
piece [01:28:01] of cloth. It's not just a piece of cloth. For some women it is an issue of faith, and 
you can't fight with people's faith. You cannot tell a woman you should or you should not wear it, 
but you can criticize it.  
 
You can say that I don't wear it, but you can never tell another person not to wear it.  
So the issue of the veil is an issue of freedom of choice. What you're saying is that it's up to women 
and there should be no pressure on women. And we know that the pressure doesn't come just from 
the state it comes from families. I mean Masih comes from one of these families and it is interesting 
how, what changed her, what changes it brought about in her family.  
 
So that is an example that is very important nowadays for us. It shows hope. We were talking about 
that someone like Masih can change into this Masih. 
 
Maggie:  I wonder what questions she'll have for you as well because she's using a platform to share 
stories and you used a different platform at like a different time you know what, books will always 
be relevant, but they're both storytelling platforms where you're bringing a multitude of voices and 
perspectives and I suppose whether it was Masih, or other young women in Iran, or women like 
myself from the work you've done and the courage that you've also had. What would you want us to 
take from your story in your journey. You've had to also face difficulty and be away from you. You 
don't have the use of travelling back east. What would you want us to learn from you.  
 
Azar Nafisi: Well, I—I always tell my children that [01:30:00] I don't care what they do as long as 
they do what they're passionate about it and that is what I would like people to take away from my 
story. That passion is the essence of life. I mean you could be alive but for your life to have 
meaning you have to be true to your passion. For me, as I said, activism was not separate from 
imagination. For me I think I literally can say I survived because of books. They were my 
companions when I was a child when I was sent abroad. They were my companions. When I went 
back home—but when I went back home, I discovered that I have to find the means to communicate 
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with my own people. And I was teaching at a time when repression was at its height so I could not 
just be open but I could be open through Ibsen's Doll's House or Bronte's Wuthering Heights, and 
talk about everything that I wanted to talk about through these books. So I communicated with my 
own people through books. And when I came to America I did the same thing. At first I was very 
excited about politics and I would go to the political meetings or all the State Department, White 
House and this and that. Then I realized I'm not made for this. There is a limit I mean beyond which 
I can't go. and I believe like James Baldwin says that the [01:32:00] writer is a witness as a witness 
you can never be silent If you are silent, that means you're complicit in the crime that is committed, 
even against you. So being a writer is enough for me because I will always be a witness you know. 
So that is what I want people to take away. The passion that imagination and ideas bring us to 
follow that yellow brick road. 
 
Maggie: Did you guys have anything you wanted to ask? 
 
Unidentified voice off camera: No no no. Yeah. That's so informative.  
 
Azar Nafisi: Thank you. Thank you for the questions. Yes. Yes. 
  
Unidentified voice off camera: No, thank Maggie. She did awesome. 
 
Maggie:  Is there more that we should talk about in relation to the women's movement we haven’t 
covered. 
 
Azar Nafisi: Whatever you think we should cover. We can talk about. I mean if you think we need 
to talk more about the #MeToo. We'll talk about it.  
 
Maggie: We touched things including that there is real risk and obviously we touched on different 
parts and your life but we didn't get to go in depth all of them because there was so much there. 
 
Azar Nafisi: We can talk anytime anytime you want to. I'm not really worried about time.  
 
Maggie: I have been a journalist my whole life. This just makes sense. But then putting your voice 
out there and having people respond to what is actually being heard in an interview. What has that 
journey been like? I think I heard in an interview that you'd have been happy if you sold like nine 
thousand copies, or something [01:34:00]  
 
Azar Nafisi: Oh yeah. Yeah I am so critical of myself always and so I remember that when I was 
first writing Reading Lolita, I was telling all my friends and my editor that it won't sell more than 
nine thousand copies, if I'm lucky, you know. And to tell you the truth some friends and colleagues 
didn't help because they would say you're writing about Iran and right now we're entering a war 
with Iraq. So Iraq is all the rage, not Iran. And you are writing about this dead white male authors. 
Nobody would read it. And I believed that but I couldn't change it. You need to believe in your 
passion, where it leads you. Otherwise you become artificial and you cheat the readers and the 
readers know that you're being inauthentic. So I was absolutely shocked by the way Reading Lolita 
was sort of welcomed by its success. And to tell you the truth I have never taken that success 
seriously. There have been books that have sold far more than my book and they’re forgotten now 
and there will be books that will sell far more than my book so my book is one book among many, 
many. But the joy of it has been that I was able to connect. I was able to connect to so many people 
that I would not have been able to connect to had I not written. And these were people who came 
from all over the world and from unexpected places you know [01:36:00] and even the negative 
response to it was good for me, I learned how to connect to things that are not pleasant and to test 
and see how much my own beliefs go so that I felt that the only response I can give to them is to 
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write more. Rather than spend time getting into defending anything which I felt at not nothing to 
defend. That was the magic of the book, the connections, and each book has brought me a different 
connection. Different readers, different surprises. I say at my talks that books are like your children, 
first when you conceived them you go through so much anxiety you don't know what will happen 
what kind of a child will come to the world, and then you go through the pain of labor for so long. 
And once they come into the world you're so shocked by all the unexpected places they take you to 
the unexpected intimate strangers they bring to your home. So it's been an amazing experience. And 
because I don't take it seriously I have this experience. Each time whether the book has the success 
or not the connections are there.  
 
Maggie: It all resonates so much, especially the part about the anxiety. As someone, I have my one 
book and now I’m working on my films and there are so many days where I think I'm [01:38:00] 
insane. Why am I giving away my happiness to obsess over how to get this done. It seems 
impossible. And I think this is not real.  
 
Azar Nafisi: I completely empathize with that. I mean every time when it comes close to finishing 
the galleys and you haven't slept for so long and you live in your pajamas. Every morning I go 
through this ritual. I don't smoke. I can't inhale anyway. But I go with a cigar, and walk around the 
house like crazy people with this cigar and just walk you know. I say that never ever again. And it's 
exactly like children. After a few months you find yourself ready to go again. But I guess the lesson 
here is that there is no joy without pain. You have to pay the price. There's no escaping that. I 
seriously believe in that.  
 
Maggie: Somehow. that’s very reassuring to hear you know. What I'm reading, writing reassuring to 
hear that there is no joy without pain because there's a lot of pain sometimes involved in doing the 
things that we love.  
 
Azar Nafisi: There is always pain.  
 
I have not looked at love. There is so much pain—there's so much that you have to put into it. There 
is so much painful realization about yourself, any kind of passion brings with [01:40:00] it its own 
anguish and its own pain. We make the choice whether we want to pay it or not.  
 
Maggie: So maybe a final question for now. What is pushing you forward as a protest. You have 
these different projects use different moments in your life. You said they like children and they're 
always there and they also represent different times of who you are. and you're an artist. And so this 
is sort of a never-ending journey. What is feeding you challenging you inspiring new compelling 
new today.  
 
Azar Nafisi: Well, I'm a very fickle person in many ways. But one thing I've been consistent about 
and that's writing and reading and my teaching. Any project that I have now is somehow connected 
to the defense of imagination and ideas. I decided last year that for the time being I will put aside 
teaching because I wanted to spend all my time with this mission, which is around education and 
around humanities and liberal arts to push for having a quality free public education, to not take 
away from children in our public schools the arts the poetry the music which is what is happening 
right now all around this country, and to not denigrate what has been the fundamental idea behind 
this country. [01:42:00] You know I mean it's a very whimsical country when it talks about the right 
to pursuit of happiness not pursuit of property but pursuit of happiness. So that whimsical idealistic 
kind of goal which I know you never reach, freedom is like happiness you always pursue it you 
never reach it. That is what keeps me going and I think that I've been lucky because I have been 
given the chance, no matter where I lived, to practice what I love most.  
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Maggie: Does that love sort of center you in a feeling of home, I guess, within yourself? 
 
Azar Nafisi: Yeah it is that portable home. I wrote a children's story which is about this little girl 
who carries with her a portable home. For example, right now, this centennial fellowship with 
Georgetown, I was drawn to it mainly because of the global lab for performing arts and politics 
which is what I used to teach at Johns Hopkins, Politics and Literature, about the intersections 
between the two and how each one interprets other and how important imagination is in the life of 
politics as well as other areas. So that was the reason I accepted the fellowship. I kept thinking well 
you know this is what I do [01:44:00] not just for a living, but for life. The same is true of the 
reason I wanted to participate in the meeting you guys have. Or I like the connections that we have. 
It is because of the fact that this organization is passionate about women. But there is a universal 
message to it. That it is women all around the world so it creates a space where all can be 
connected. It creates a space where my struggle becomes yours and vice versa. So I got excited 
about it. You know I thought this is another home another place I like to be at. And as long as I 
have these spaces, I think I'm at home. I don't need to have a final home—I'm at home. Especially 
in these times of nationalism, it is good to remember the universe rather than just yourself. And one 
last thing I like to talk about: I think that that universality is important. We should celebrate 
differences but they should be in relation to connections, otherwise difference becomes really 
dangerous. We should simultaneously celebrate both difference and our common humanity. During 
the Holocaust, they were saying Jews are different from us; during slavery they were saying blacks 
are different from us; about women, they say it's not that we [01:46:00] are being discriminatory 
against women, it's just that women are the weaker sex: they are different from us, they're made for 
other things. Apparently they are not made decision-making or anything as trivial as that. So we 
have become in America a society that categorizes everybody and puts them in these little boxes. 
And that is dangerous. As a woman who comes from a Muslim majority country this segregation of 
Muslims from others that Islam is different from other religions is harmful. No, Islam is not 
different from other religions; it has its good people and it has bad people. It's got its 
fundamentalists and its reformists and it's got its atheists in those countries and agnostics. Once we 
start treating Islam like other religions the same as our own, we stop being afraid of it. The fear 
comes from difference and unfortunately some people from Muslim majority countries or in the 
academia fan this flame and keep talking about difference. And I disagree with it. I think all 
Muslims and Christians and atheists and Jews and Buddhists, they all want a decent life, they all 
want life liberty and pursuit of happiness. And these are not an American thing that Americans 
should keep to themselves. 
 
Maggie: One of the beautiful things about the US is how much of the world is here. Yeah. 
Sometimes there is I think within the activist space is just a reflection for me there is this idea at 
home which is true but I also think [01:48:00] for me I also connect across physical borders and 
boundaries to explore and learn from each other's movements. As we've been talking about today 
building solidarity and understanding and you just experiencing the joy and the beauty of other 
cultures, I don’t cut myself off from that.  
 
Azar Nafisi: That is one of the things about us. In no other country in the world do they have the 
equivalent of what we have here: calling ourselves Asian-Americans, African-Americans, 
Iranian-Americans. Immigrants come from a dark place. But as immigrants the US has learned that 
coming from a dark place they bring hope with them because they are coming here as the if it were 
the Land of Hope. And that is a gift that immigrants constantly bring to this country and this 
country has allowed them to look at it through the alternative eyes of the others. So it's a country 
that can take change and this whole nationalistic anti-immigrant view, this whole narrow-minded 
way of looking at yourself and others puts that whole thing in jeopardy. I mean pretty soon we will 
be taking the Statue of Liberty and throwing it into the ocean because it is not a country anymore 
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where all the poor and deprived can come. Isn’t it great that all the poor and deprived can come here 
to become not poor or deprived? What more do Americans want? why are they throwing such an 
amazing thing away? That's what I don't understand? 
 
You know that universality? I learned about that from Iran [01:50:00]. I learned it when my 
students would read Saul Bellow or Zora Neale Hurston and love it. I would watch Marx Brothers 
and take lessons from them. I learned from my experiences in Iran that imagination and ideas 
belong to everyone. I learned from someone like James Baldwin who says since you took away my 
heritage from me, since I don't know where I belong, I'll take with me the best you have to offer. So 
he took away Henry James and Shakespeare and he talks about how these people alongside of 
Negro spirituals and the Bible become his source of inspiration for writing. That now is 
self-confidence, not being scared to take and learn from others. And I worry about a nation that 
loses the ability to confirm and take from others and be confirmed by others. So if there is a gift 
from Iran I think that is the gift to know that you are never confirmed until you're confirmed by 
other people. That narrow mindedness I hate.  
 
Maggie: Yeah. Goodness wearing so much. I think we've all gained a lot today.  
 
Azar Nafisi: It was lovely talking to you. This is it. The questions were the ones that made the 
answers come.  
 
Maggie: There's so much I would love to talk [01:52:00] to you about. I really appreciate you 
sharing.  
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