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Dedication

As always, to my family, Bijan, Negar, and Dara Naderi. And my grandchildren, Cyrus Colman Naderi and Iliana Nafisi Guedenis. And in memory of Bryce Nafisi Naderi.





Epigraph

Create dangerously, for people who read dangerously. This is what I’ve always thought it meant to be a writer. Writing, knowing in part that no matter how trivial your words may seem, someday, somewhere, someone may risk his or her life to read them.

Create Dangerously: The Immigrant Artist at Work

—Edwidge Danticat





Introduction

When a reader falls in love with a book, it leaves its essence inside him, like radioactive fallout in an arable field, and after that there are certain crops that will no longer grow in him, while other, stranger, more fantastic growths may occasionally be produced.

—Salman Rushdie

ON OCTOBER 8, 2016, I sat down and wrote a letter to my father, who had been dead for twelve years. I know the date because I noted in my letter that it was the day after the Washington Post published the lewd conversation between Billy Bush and Donald Trump in which Trump boasted about grabbing women’s genitals.

During his lifetime, it was not unusual for me to exchange letters with my father. He first wrote me when I was four, in a diary addressed only to me, which, after his death, I discovered among his letters and diaries. I first wrote to him when I was six, while he was in America studying. I jotted down a few words on scraps of paper torn from my notebook, addressing him as Baba jan, the equivalent of “dearest Dad” in Persian, and signing off the letter with “Baba’s daughter.” We wrote not just when one of us was traveling, but also while we lived in the same country—even when we lived in the same house.

We wrote each other long letters on important occasions: when I was sent to England at the age of thirteen to continue my studies, or when my father, then the mayor of Tehran, was jailed for political reasons in 1963—because he would not obey his archenemies, the prime minister and the minister of the interior. We exchanged letters when he was finally exonerated of all charges, after having spent four years in what was called a temporary jail. We exchanged letters about my first wedding, at the age of eighteen, which he, being in jail, could not attend, and I continued to write from the University of Oklahoma, which I attended along with my first husband. My father was the first person I wrote to about my unhappy marriage and the decision to divorce, and, a few years later, about my second husband, Bijan, and my decision to marry him.

I graduated college and continued on for a PhD, which I completed right after the Islamic Revolution in 1979. I returned to Iran to teach but was expelled from the university for refusing to wear the mandatory veil. My father and I wrote about all of this, of course. We wrote when my daughter, Negar, and my son, Dara, were born. When I migrated back to America in July 1997, we exchanged long faxes in which we discussed everything from the most personal to the political and the intellectual: how lucky it was that my husband and I and our children lived in Washington, DC, the same city where some of my closest friends, and my kind and generous sisters-in-law, lived with their families; how exhilarating it was to watch uncensored movies and read uncensored books; how much I missed him. We wrote about the excitement of my new work, the books we each read, the lessons to be learned from Gandhi, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., and Montaigne. He created a list of the great works of Iranian literature for me to pass down to my children “so that they will remember Iran,” he said. We discussed the books I taught in my classes, as well as America’s evasion of reality and its growing obsession with comfort and entertainment. I wrote to him when I was happy, I wrote to him when I was unhappy, I wrote to him when I was excited, I wrote to him when I was angry or depressed.

On that day in October, I wrote because I was depressed, thinking of the two countries I called home. In Iran, the theocracy was in full force; despite people’s intense dissatisfaction and consistent protests, nothing had changed. The ayatollahs continued to harass, jail, torture, and kill innocent citizens. In America, although vastly different from Iran, the society was fast becoming polarized—too much ideology and not enough discourse—in some instances reminding me of the Islamic Republic. My father and I had many exchanges about how to deal with our oppressors, with those we call not just adversary but enemy. His imprisonment and those responsible for it were the topic of many conversations over the years, and, later, a revolution and a war made it almost a daily preoccupation.

And now, in America, I returned to the same question, finding it so central to the preservation of democracy. I wrote my father that I felt tongue-tied thinking of Trump’s candidacy, not just because of his person but also because of what he represented and revealed about us. I wrote him that in the Trump era we are preoccupied by our enemies, real or manufactured, that most of our actions are reactions to these real or fabricated enemies. I also told father that I missed him: “As we say in Persian, your place is empty.” His place had never been this empty.

I wrote how, all my life, I felt I had been his number one defender, confidante, friend, and fellow conspirator, despite our times of anger, or feelings of betrayal and bitterness. I said, “At times, I was hard on you, in the same hard way I loved you. But now death and distance have brought out the other feelings, the ones I evoke when I return to the happiest moments of my childhood: the storytelling.”

Like all loving and intimate relationships, ours had its ups and downs, but there was one aspect of our bond that remained unsullied: the stories he told me each night during my childhood. When my father would sit down to tell me some of my favorite stories, the unexpected joy was like a brief electric shock. I knew instinctively, even when I was very young, that the moment was sacred, I was being offered something precious and rare: the key to a secret world.

He was democratic in choosing the stories. One night he would tell the tales from our epic poet Ferdowsi’s book Shahnameh (The Book of Kings); the next night, we would travel to France with the Little Prince; the night after that, to England with Alice. Then to Denmark with the Little Match Girl, to Turkey with Mullah Nassreddin, to America with Charlotte and her web, or to Italy with Pinocchio. He brought the whole world into my little room. Time and again as a teenager, and later as a college student, a teacher, a writer, an activist, a mother, I would return to that room to draw upon the strength of those stories.

I left Iran for the first time at the age of thirteen to continue my education in England, and, ever since, books and stories have been my talismans, my portable home, the only home I could rely on, the only home I knew would never betray me, the only home I could never be forced to leave. Reading and writing have protected me through the worst moments of my life, through loneliness, terror, doubt, and anxiety. And they have also given me new eyes with which to see both my homeland and my adopted country.

In Iran, like all totalitarian states, the regime pays too much attention to poets and writers, harassing, jailing, and even killing them. The problem in America is that too little attention is paid to them. They are silenced not by torture and jail but by indifference and negligence. I am reminded of James Baldwin’s claim that “Neither love nor terror makes one blind: indifference makes one blind.” In the United States, it is mainly we, the people, who are the problem; we who take the existence of challenging literature for granted, or see reading as solely a comfort, seeking out only texts that confirm our presuppositions and prejudices. Perhaps for us, the very idea of change is dangerous, and what we avoid is reading dangerously.

AUTHORS ARE NOT INFALLIBLE. Each great writer is the child of her or his age, certainly. But the miraculous aspect of great books is their ability to both reflect and transcend the prejudices of the author as well as their time and place. It is this quality that allows a young woman in twentieth-century Iran to read a Greek man named Aeschylus, who lived thousands of years ago, and to empathize with him. Reading does not necessarily lead to direct political action, but it fosters a mindset that questions and doubts; that is not content with the establishment or the established. Fiction arouses our curiosity, and it is this curiosity, this restlessness, this desire to know that makes both writing and reading so dangerous.

Over the years, I have been saying how the structure of great fiction is based on multivocality, on a democracy of different perspectives where even the villain has a voice, while bad fiction reduces all voices to one voice, that of the writer, who, like a dictator, stifles all the characters in order to impose his message and agenda. Great works of literature—works that are truly dangerous—question and expose that dictatorial impulse, both on the page and in the public space. As I sat down to write my father on that day in October, reading dangerously had never felt more important.

WE ARE LIVING IN A post-Trump era, but Trump will be with us for a long time; if not physically, then figuratively, representing the autocratic mindset and tendencies within a democracy. We will experience the aftershocks of his presidency in the years to come. The establishment of some form of normalcy does not mean that these deep undercurrents of hatred have gone away and democracy is safe. This era is overwhelmed by violence both in rhetoric and reality, communicating not through inclusion but elimination. Adversaries and opponents are now reduced to and defined as enemies. This era is also dominated by lies. Unlike fiction that seeks the truth, lies are based on illusions that are mistaken for reality. But we also live in a time of hope and transition, where there is a real opportunity for change, for genuine equality, for democracy. It all depends on what we choose and how we choose to implement it.

How do we confront the current crisis? How do we genuinely change? Autocratic tendencies remind us that what we need to fight and change are not merely political positions or policies, but attitudes, a way of looking at and acting in the world. It is ironic that in opposing them, in trying not to be like them, we discover our own values as well as our own flaws and our negligence in defense of those values. For surely we too must share the blame—through passivity or inadvertent complicity—in creating the problems that face us today.

We in this country have lost the art of engaging with the opposition. This is where reading dangerously comes in: it teaches us how to deal with the enemy. We need to know not just how to deal with friends and allies, but with adversaries and enemies as well. Knowing your enemy involves discovering yourself. Democracy depends upon engagement with our adversaries and opponents. It depends upon us being made to think, and rethink, assess and reassess our own positions, face both the enemies outside of us and the ones within. I like what Jonathan Chait says in a 2021 piece in New York magazine about the Republican Party demoting Wyoming congresswoman Liz Cheney for having the “audacity” to not tow the party line regarding Trump’s actions before and during the US Capitol riots of January 6, 2021: “You make peace with your enemies, not your friends.”

WHEN I WAS A CHILD, and Father wanted to explain something complicated to me, he would try to make me understand it through telling me a story. As I tried to make my father understand our present moment, I drew inspiration from this. More and more, I found myself writing to my father about books. It is now my turn to tell him my stories.

My letters are focused on the events that shaped our lives through a crucial and turbulent time in recent history, beginning with the bloody November 2019 protests that rocked the Islamic Republic of Iran, and ending with the protests over the killing of George Floyd in America during the summer of 2020. I believe these events encapsulate not just what was happening then but also what is happening now and will happen in the foreseeable future.

I spent the four years of Trump’s presidency reading, rereading, and reflecting on works of fiction about trauma, both personal and political. Through these books, which came to form the backbone of my letters to my father, I attempted to make sense of our present moment—to use their stories to explain something complicated about America to him.

I began, as so much American writing these past four years has, with the allure and the dire threat of totalitarianism, tracing this idea from Plato’s Republic through to Ray Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451 and Salman Rushdie’s Satanic Verses. This era has laid bare the clash between the poet and the tyrant—and the precarious place a writer, or, for that matter, a reader occupies within an absolutist society. I then moved on to two great writers of twentieth-century letters, Zora Neale Hurston and Toni Morrison, whose novels offer commentary on the big political themes of our day—race, gender, oppression—as incisive as any being written today.

Next, I found myself writing about war, for this century and the previous one have been full of them: against nations, against people, people against people, and, in 2020, against a viral pandemic. David Grossman, Elliot Ackerman, and Elias Khoury were my touchstones here; they expose the dehumanization and hatred that are intrinsic parts of war. As the United States lurched through the first months of a turbulent 2020, it began to feel a bit like Margaret Atwood’s Republic of Gilead, so she too features prominently in this exchange with my father. And I closed with a source of inspiration for this book, namely, James Baldwin, and a contemporary writer who shares some of his sensibilities, Ta-Nehisi Coates, as I attempted to understand the murder of George Floyd and the protests that followed.

This is how the idea for this book gradually took shape. My letters became a meditation, both personal and political, through the eyes of imagination, especially about my migrant experience and my two homes, Iran and the United States. It also revisited some of the facts and events in my previous writing, placing them in a new light and context. Its focus is on a specific mindset: an absolutist one that allows no room for dialogue or change of mind, that sees everyone in the opposition or different as an enemy. This mindset is best manifested in totalitarian systems, but it exists in democracies as well.

The aim of this book is to involve the reader and make her an active participant in thinking about these questions: How do we deal with feelings of frustration and anger in the face of absolutism? How do we confront the lies and replace them with the truth? How do we resist injustice and avoid becoming paralyzed by fantasies of revenge? How do we become just toward those who have been unjust to us? How do we deal with our enemy without either becoming like him or surrendering to him?

I turn to fiction because responding to these questions, and dealing with our adversaries, first and foremost requires understanding, and for that we need the imaginative power that fiction cultivates. In fiction, as in real life, plot moves forward and character is developed through opposition and conflict. Personal, political, or literary opposition can always find a form. And I am interested here to explore the different forms and shapes both literary and actual opposition take that can lead to a change in perspective. Because change is difficult to effect, and differences often seem insurmountable, and literature teaches us how we are compelled to act in certain ways, leading us to the question “How do we change the world?” followed by “How do we change ourselves?”

The writers in this book have lived on the edge of trauma and danger and have found literature and imagination not only important but, in fact, vital to their well-being. For them, writing was a way of surviving—in a sense, their only way of surviving. It should be clear by now that when I talk about books, I am not talking about literature of resistance but literature as resistance. I am interested in ways through which literature and art resist seats of power—not only that of kings and tyrants, but the tyrant within us as well. It is possible to change policies, but it is far more difficult to change attitudes. My goal in this book, as in all the books I have written, is to replace the rifts created by politics with connections gained through imagination.

Right now books are in danger. One can go a step further and say that imagination and ideas are in danger, and whenever they are threatened, we know that our reality is similarly in danger. Remember the saying “First they burn books, then they kill people”? This is a good time to remember what Toni Morrison once said: “. . . art takes us and makes us take a journey beyond price, beyond cost, into bearing witness to the world as it is and as it should be.”





The First Letter:

Rushdie, Plato, Bradbury

NOVEMBER 22–DECEMBER 24, 2019

Dearest Baba,

How I wish you were here. Especially here, in Washington, DC, the city I first heard about because of you. I wonder how much has changed and how much has remained the same since the fifties, when you lived in DC on a government grant while working on your master’s degree at the American University. I had seen the photos and heard about the beautiful city from you. The Washington of your photos was an expanse of green. There you were, sitting picnic style with friends on a green lawn or standing in the shadow of a tall ancient tree.

I live in the vicinity of the city’s historic Foggy Bottom area. When I am asked where I live, I love saying with a British accent, “Foggy Bottom”! I think you would have appreciated the place. I am surrounded by American icons representing the best and the worst. My apartment is a few minutes from the Kennedy Center, and if I stand in the middle of Virginia Ave., I can see the Washington Monument. Then there is the notorious Watergate building, reminder of Nixon, and Clinton’s Monica Lewinsky scandals. Later, Condoleezza Rice lived there, as did my favorite Supreme Court justice, Ruth Bader Ginsburg.

But most of all, I think you would have appreciated the river. The window in our living room opens to the balcony and the Potomac below, and almost every morning, I look out and salute it. This river plays the same function for me that Mount Damavand did in Tehran. You remember our living room window held a view of that historic mountain. Ever since I was a child, I’ve heard so much about Damavand. I remember you saying that it is at the heart of Persian mythology and culture, a symbol of national pride—you can go back more than a thousand years and find it in the lines of our great epic poet Ferdowsi. I heard of Damavand in the stories you told me from Shahnameh, Ferdowsi’s opus that begins with Persian mythology and ancient pre-Islamic history, and ends with the Arab conquest of Persia in the seventh century.

In Ferdowsi’s stories, Damavand is a symbol of resistance against, and triumph over, despotic rulers and foreign invaders. I so well remember the story of Zahhak, perhaps the most hated of these rulers, who feeds the two serpents sprouting from his shoulders with the brains of Persian youth. Each time I heard the story, I would feel immense relief when Zahhak is finally defeated by Prince Fereydun, who, with the help of Kaveh the blacksmith, binds and chains him in a cave underneath Damavand.

At school, we learned that Damavand was the third highest peak in the world. Recently, I have researched the mountain, and I do not find that fact anywhere. It is instead number twelve, though it is also the highest mountain peak in Iran and the second highest volcano in Asia after Mount Everest. I didn’t know Damavand was an active volcano. Is this the reason there is always a misty halo surrounding its peak?

The Potomac also plays an important role in the history and story of America. It is called the “nation’s river,” probably because it was the site of many skirmishes between the Union and the Confederacy during the Civil War. Indeed, the largest Union army was named after it. George Washington was born and lived in the Potomac basin. The river, like the mountain, is important to me. They signify beauty and endurance, link the city to nature, and remind us that the mountain and the river were here before us and will be here after we are gone.

This mix of history and nature means a great deal to me, as it did to you. I first learned of Damavand from you. Do you remember the long walks we took through the streets of Tehran together, you telling me stories and keeping me going with promises of ice cream and bookshops? The city, surrounded by the mountains and filled with promises and secrets, became magical to me. Even as an adult, I so loved walking those streets to relieve my anxieties. Washington also has beautiful streets and parks, as you know. I roam around the city, sometimes wondering if you had walked these same steps. How I miss our lively conversations during those so long ago walks. I follow the bends of the Potomac and think about Damavand. They represent the best that each of my two homes has offered me.

IF YOU COULD BE HERE, we would have walked to the waterfront, discussing people, projects, and ideas. You always enjoyed exchanging ideas. Since you are not here, I have to imagine you walking by my side. Maybe we would stop by the National Portrait Gallery to take a look at those who made this country what it is, not just the ones you know and talk about in your writing, but those I don’t think you know about, like a fellow called Benjamin Lay (1682–1759), a Quaker and a dedicated abolitionist. He was morally consistent in his defense of the enslaved people, too strident even for the abolitionist Quakers, making himself unpopular among some of them because of his dramatic protests and outbursts against slavery. He tried to shame them into fighting more fiercely. He was also a vegetarian and a defender of animal rights—ahead of his time in more ways than one.

But right now I want to talk to you of another matter, something that has been with me for almost three decades. I want to talk to you about a book. The book itself is a pleasant read, but the story of what happened to it in reality is not at all pleasant, and yet now that book and that reality will always be mentioned together.

You remember the fatwa by Ayatollah Khomeini against the writer Salman Rushdie? It was issued on February 14, 1989, just over thirty years ago. You might not remember it as well as I do, because it became one of my obsessions, one that I have returned to again and again over the years. When The Satanic Verses was published in 1988, some Muslims considered the book blasphemous. Living in Iran at the time, I followed the news surrounding the ensuing fatwa as closely as I could. You might remember that friends and relatives who lived abroad, including my brother, Mohammad, tried to keep us updated on recent events around the world. Even before the fatwa was issued, the book had sparked widespread protests among the Muslim communities around the world, particularly in India and Pakistan. The fatwa further inflamed these protests. It also led many people, especially in democratic countries, foremost among them writers, to oppose the decree as a fatal threat to freedom of expression.

Particularly painful for Rushdie must have been the many assassination attempts against those who supported him, among them two Noble Prize winners in literature—playwright Wole Soyinka of Nigeria and the prolific Egyptian fiction writer Naguib Mahfouz—both of whom had criticized Khomeini. Soyinka was threatened with death, and Mahfouz was stabbed in the neck by an Islamic fundamentalist. William Nygaard, the Norwegian publisher of The Satanic Verses, was seriously injured after being shot three times. The Turkish writer Aziz Nesin, who was translating the book into Turkish, was believed to be the target of arson in a hotel in Sivas, Turkey, that left thirty-seven people dead. The Japanese translator of the book was murdered. In Bombay, twelve protestors died during a riot, and there were book burnings in Britain. Rushdie himself went underground, with round-the-clock police protection.

According to Ayatollah Khomeini, Rushdie deserved death because his book had mocked the Prophet Mohammad and Islam. I remember one evening, soon after the fatwa, when some of our friends were at our place, and we had a heated debate about the issue. You had dropped by to visit the children but were drawn into our discussion in the living room. You stood next to the wall, listening, then you said suddenly, “Your Mr. Rushdie is quite mischievous! Even the title must sound insulting to our ayatollah.” You reminded us that Satanic Verses refers to an unflattering account of the Prophet that claims when he was confronted and pressured by the resistance of Mecca’s leading merchants to the new faith of Islam, he accepted three of their local deities. I would discover that this account recorded by two Muslim scholars, al-Waqidi (AD 747–823) and al-Tabari (AD 839–923), was discredited by later commentators on the Quran.

Baba, I remember how during those terrible years, you always tried to calm me down. As much as anyone, you hated the Islamic regime and what it was doing to our country and people, yet you would remind me of all the other disasters and tragedies Iran had survived in its two and a half millennia. I wish I had paid more attention when you tried to tell me that we should not be so arrogant as to think our suffering is the only suffering in the history of the world or this country—our country. I knew you were right, but I could not let it go. Had such an edict against a writer been issued anywhere other than my homeland, I would have taken it hard and personally. But the fact that it was delivered by Ayatollah Khomeini, in Iran, made it even harder and more personal.

ALTHOUGH I HAD RETURNED TO Iran from the United States in 1979, after finishing my degree, by the time of the fatwa against Rushdie, ten years later, I still had not adjusted to the Islamic Republic—I never would. After years of being away from my homeland and dreaming about returning there, it was hard to accept that I had come back to a country where such atrocities could occur. As an Iranian and one who was deeply committed to literature and freedom of expression, I felt frustrated and outraged that I could not voice my protest publicly. The new regime’s oppressive laws against women and minorities and any form of dissent were accompanied by a systematic assault on freedom of expression and culture. The fatwa confirmed my belief in the close association between imagination and reality: suppression of one inevitably leads to suppression of the other. I had become obsessed with the ideology that shaped Ayatollah Khomeini’s mindset, the way that it had penetrated every aspect of our lives. He had taken up all of my mental space, making life itself claustrophobic.

Three decades later, I have the benefit of hindsight. I know that in that moment, in the living room, I did not express myself in a calm and collected way. I blurted out my feelings and emotions, unable to control my outrage. I saw the concern in your eyes. Perhaps you were wondering how I could bear to live in Iran when I almost always seemed to be on the verge of a new outburst.

I am now trying to correct myself by laying out why it was that I acted this way. Baba, I have always felt that the writers and poets in Iran, perhaps more than those in any other country, could truly empathize with what Rushdie was going through, because the same regime that had issued the fatwa against him was the one that censored, jailed, tortured, and even killed us too. Now, close to the thirtieth anniversary of the fatwa, I want to return to it with you. Three decades may have passed, but the issue at the core of the fatwa—the hostility of tyrants to imagination and ideas—is as relevant as ever. And it is relevant not only in dictatorial societies like Iran but in democracies like America as well.

I DON’T THINK YOU EVER actually read The Satanic Verses. I first read it in Iran about a year after the fatwa, thanks to my kind and courageous friend in London, Shiva, who smuggled it in on a visit to Tehran. I had a great time reading it, appreciating Rushdie’s mischievous play with words, the way he blows them into being like a child blowing soap bubbles, watching them go every which way. I believe the main theme of The Satanic Verses was expressed in the book itself by the poet Baal: “What kind of idea are you? Are you the kind that compromises, does deals, accommodates itself to society, aims to find a niche, to survive; or are you the cussed, bloody-minded, ramrod-backed type of damnfool notion that would rather break than sway with the breeze?—the kind that will almost certainly, ninety-nine times out of a hundred, be smashed to bits; but, the hundredth time, will change the world.”

You, Baba jan, would like this book. It is not about comforting clichés, but ideas that question and disturb and attempt to change the world—which makes not only writing but also reading it so dangerous. And this is what makes such a book so intolerable to tyrannical mindsets. In fact, this is what makes any great work of imagination a threat. Imagination cannot be controlled and regimented; it is free and wayward, refusing to be reduced into any one ideology.

Then there are the phantasmagorical characters living and suffering in the magical realistic world Rushdie has created for them. He must have had a great deal of fun creating the two protagonists in The Satanic Verses, who are both Indian actors with Muslim backgrounds: Gibreel Farishta, a Bollywood superstar, and Saladin Chamcha, who has abandoned his Indian identity and is a voice-over actor in England. When we meet the two, their hijacked plane has exploded over the English Channel, and, miraculously, both not only survive but also are transformed. Gibreel becomes the archangel Gabriel, his transformation a symptom of schizophrenia (partly, at least), while Saladin grows hooves and horns, turning into the devil. He is arrested and suffers at the hands of the police, who suspect him to be an illegal immigrant.

I wish you had read the book, because then you would have seen what the ayatollah missed when he condemned Rushdie’s novel as anti-Muslim: its objectionable parts are, in fact, the hallucinations and dreams of Gibreel, not Rushdie’s own opinions. In Gibreel’s dream sequences, a merchant named Mahound—an allusion to Mohammad—appears, and, in a brothel in a city called Jahillia, prostitutes assume the names of the Prophet’s wives in order to promote their business. Jahillia, meaning ignorance and stupidity in Arabic, is also attributed to the pre-Islamic era in Arabia, where people were unaware of the grace of God and his Prophet. Now, Baba jan, Rushdie has been accused of blasphemy for his depiction of the Prophet Mohammad, but it is quite clear to any fair-minded reader that it is not him, Salman Rushdie, but his character, the drunken, schizophrenic Gibreel, who sees Mohammad in this light. And never mind that there is really nothing terrible about Mahound except for the fact that he is too human and fallible, and—as some critics have mentioned—a bit like the Christ figure in Martin Scorsese’s film The Last Temptation of Christ.

Baba jan, I draw your attention to the fact that The Satanic Verses portrays a world and a place created by the mind of a madman, where faith, ethics, and knowledge do not exist; where no one is who they claim to be, but all are fabricated versions; a place where character and morality do not matter; where the names of good people are taken to hide the depravity of the rulers; and where the Prophet’s wives are degraded in a ploy to make more money. Everything in this world is a parody and an evil shadow of the real world. Rushdie has been quite clear that The Satanic Verses is not about Islam but about “migration, metamorphosis, divided selves, love, death, London and Bombay.” He claims, “It’s a novel which happened to contain a castigation of Western materialism. The tone is comic.”

In fact, rather than being critical of Islam or the Prophet, the book is really a critique of not just Western materialism and commercialism but also of clerics such as Ayatollah Khomeini, who seem to claim to have taken up the mantle of the Prophet. In the book, there is a cleric, “a bearded and turbaned Imam,” similar to Ayatollah Khomeini, who lives in exile in London, and flies on the back of Gibreel to his homeland when the revolution against the Westernized system breaks out. After all, Rushdie has claimed that “A powerful tribe of clerics has taken over Islam. These are the contemporary Thought Police.”

IT IS NOW SOMETIME LATER in the morning. After writing you for a while, I took a break to call my friend in Iran, Shirin, via WhatsApp. You, of course, remember Shirin. You had seen her and talked to her many times, and, once I’d returned to the United States, she told me you were regularly in touch with her. You would ask her to join you at your office for coffee and a chat. This was the third time I’d tried calling Shirin, but to no avail. For the past few days, I have been distracted by an old anxiety: another wave of protests in Iran, accompanied by the regime’s ruthless violence.

These protests started over a sudden 50 percent hike in the price of petroleum. Then they soon became political, calling for the overthrow of the regime and ouster of the supreme leader. What must be particularly frightening for the regime is the fact that people from all walks of life, especially the middle and lower classes, are participating all over Iran. The news, as reported in the media and by human rights organizations, is that the regime has been ruthless, shooting into the crowds from the state-owned buildings, targeting the protestors trying to get away. It has been reported that they have even been shooting from a helicopter. So far, hundreds have been killed, and there are reports of the regime abducting the bodies of the dead and injured in order to hide the real numbers. Families of the victims not only do not know where their loved ones are, but also there are stories about the regime demanding that the families pay for the cost of the bullets or destroyed property—something it has done before to political opponents.

Although I know that the regime has blocked all internet service to Iran in order to stop the news from getting outside of the country, I still keep trying to call my friend, as if I could connect to her through some sort of magic. I am sorry, Baba; every time we talk about Iran, we talk of violence and anguish. For me, of course, there is also guilt, the fact that I live here safe from the bullets, and, despite the anxiety and pain in the back of my mind, I continue with my normal life. All these years, I have been away from Iran, but the feeling of guilt persists almost as if I had just left it.

YOU KNOW, BABA, I HAVE BEEN thinking about what it meant to me that I grew up in a secular, liberal Muslim family. Your version of religion was
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