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Introduction 

 Much of the immigration from Iran to the United States resulted from political unrest in 

Iran, as a consequence of people fleeing the Iranian Revolution of 1978-1979 and the creation of 

the Islamic Republic in 1980. “Elements within the clergy promptly moved to exclude their 

former left-wing, nationalist, and intellectual allies from any positions of power in the new 

regime, and a return to conservative social values was enforced” (Afary, 2021). This complete 

transformation of normal life in the country of Iran inspired many to seek refuge in the United 

Sates. Post-revolution immigrant, Amir Nikraz, explained how, “After the revolution in Iran, 

things changed 180 degrees. You couldn’t wear the stuff you used to wear before, you couldn’t 

drink alcohol, you couldn’t even say the stuff that you said two weeks prior, and if you did, they 

would kill you” (Ganion, 2021). 

 There are key factors in every immigrant’s story that either made them thrive in their new 

home-country, or experience just the opposite. Some scholars define resiliency as, “The process 

or outcomes of positive development in the context of adverse circumstances, with the capacity 

to rebound and grow from challenging experiences” (Doty, 2021). In most cases, immigration is 

a difficult, chaotic, and life-altering process. Though having resiliency doesn’t make problems 

disappear, it can give people the ability to see past them, better handle the situation at hand, and 

even maybe enjoy it. According to the literature regarding Iranian immigrants that moved to the 

U.S. after the revolution, the outside factors that influenced their experiences the most include: 

Family Structure, Education, Language, Racism, Religion, Gender, and Global Politics.  

 

Family Structure 
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 Many scholars have questioned the role of family structure in the immigrant experience. 

Considering the common notions regarding the collectivistic culture of Iranians and how they, 

“tend to look at the external locus of control within big families to help them make decisions and 

support them in adverse situations” (Hormozi, 277), it is no surprise that family framework 

played such a crucial role in first-generation Iranian refugees being able to acculturate into the 

U.S. so effectively. Some scholars, like Nilou Mostofi, argue that it is the inherent closeness of 

family that provides a net of support during the inevitably difficult immigration process. Scholars 

describe the true Iranian American identity as a combination of American notions of freedom 

and liberty and Iranian cultural traditions, with emphasis on concepts of family. Mostofi explains 

how the Persian spirit of family cohesion and closeness is something that is inculcated into 

Iranians at a very young age. Furthermore, “The importance of the family unit is also celebrated 

and deeply rooted in Persian poetry, music, and literature dating back to the time of the Persians 

thousands of years ago” (Mostofi, 688).  

 Though the literature almost unanimously agreed that family closeness contributes 

positively to the journey of immigration, I can imagine that being constantly surrounded and 

influenced by family members caused at least a few hindrances. The most common difference in 

family structure, between pre and post immigration, was the role of children. According to the 

literature, American-born Iranian children usually become a vehicle to acculturate their parents 

to the details of the new culture (McGoldrick, 460). Especially for those immigrating as young 

adults, I could imagine the pressure to succeed on behalf of one’s family being extremely 

daunting. Though, to my surprise, the research and interviews I conducted seemed to 

unanimously agree in defense of family structure, I thought maybe the immense closeness of 

family might hinder younger immigrants from making relationships outside the home. Many 
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Iranian immigrant families lived with aunts, uncles, grandparents, and cousins all under the same 

roof, upon arriving to the United States. I could imagine that having a very different looking 

home environment, in comparison to a classic American nuclear family, could have negatively 

affected the distance between new friends or neighbors interacting with family members at 

home.   

 Based on separate interviews of Iranian immigrants of various ages and experiences, the 

subjects tended to support the theory that the heavy reliance on traditional family framework was 

a main contributor to the success of Iranian immigrants in coming to the United States. For 

example, Amir Nikraz explained, “When I came here, I lived with all three of my aunts’ and 

uncles’ families and they really backed me up during those first few years. Without them I don’t 

know if I could have done it, because I saw how it played out for some of my friends that came 

and didn’t have any family at all, and they had much much harder times than me” (Ganion, 

2021). Another interviewee brought light to the difficulties in maintaining the strong framework 

on a geographic level. Rouz Tabaddor stated, “In Iran, we were very very close (geographically) 

and the family would get together as often as possible. I think that became one of the issues 

when we came to the U.S., because we were more geographically spread out, so it turned to us 

seeing each other a couple times a year” (Ganion, 2021). Overall, it’s agreed upon that the 

strength in family connection and togetherness lessened the blow of packing up one’s life and 

moving to an entirely foreign land, maintaining that connection throughout the following years 

seems to have been a harder task than imagined for most immigrant families. Although this 

doesn’t resolve the debate entirely, the evidence that I was able to gather generally supports the 

view that family structure hugely impacted the success of Iranian immigrants’ journey in the 

United States.  
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Education 

 Studies regarding education have been widely associated with stories of immigration, and 

in this particular case, Iranian immigrants. For some immigrants, being educated provided a soft 

cushion to land on, once in the United States. Those who had stable, high paying jobs in Iran 

(commonly associated with obtaining higher education), would maintain similar employment 

after immigrating. According to the 2009 Annual Report of the International Monetary Fund 

(IMF), “More than 420,000 Iranians with higher education degrees resided in the USA, of which 

250,000 were physicians and engineers” (Chaichian, 19). For others, being an immigrant in the 

United States was the only possible way of pursuing their higher education. Many of those who 

did not necessarily bring experience in higher education from Iran decided to pursue it once 

arriving in the U.S. John Pier further explained how education is a premium priority in Iranian 

culture, “Education is greatly valued in Iranian culture and so people often seek to have at least a 

basic understanding of a broad range of topics. Many people study for a higher education or 

post-graduate degree as strong respect is shown to those who have proof of expertise” (Pier, 

200). Considering that education is so deeply embedded into the Iranian culture, it was only 

natural for immigrants to seek to continue their academic careers in America. As one study 

suggested, of the Iranian immigrants within the ages of 20-30 that they observed, “The majority 

of participants believe that there is limited access to higher education in Iran and cite educational 

opportunity abroad as the biggest benefit for leaving Iran for the U.S.” (Mossayeb, 42).   

 The subjects I interviewed unanimously supported the theory that having or pursuing 

education positively affected their assimilation as immigrants. Tabaddor touched on the view of 

education in Iran and how, “In Iran, if you didn’t do your work or talked back, you would 
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literally be physically hit by the teacher. It was a lot more rigid and serious kind of schooling 

there” (Ganion, 2021). Many of the children that immigrated as high schoolers already had that 

academic discipline instilled in them before coming to the United States. Tabaddor summarized 

his stance by saying, “Iranian men or women that get educated generally tend to be more 

resilient, because they know what’s going on, they achieve a goal, and have the drive to have a 

career and so forth. So, when you look at the percentage of the Persian community that is 

educated and the statistics from a minority standpoint, much of it is derived from the fact that 

education is such a core stance,” (Ganion, 2021). 

 Though the majority of scholarly reports and literature that examine the effects of 

education on immigration tend to agree that it positively contributes to the resiliency of Iranian 

immigrants in the United States, I could see potential problems arising, from the perspective of 

Iran itself. According to one study, “The emigration of the educated elite has become one of the 

main social problems facing Iranian society – so much so that the government had to establish a 

special committee to tackle the issue” (Chaichian, 19). Especially with the current political 

climate and social chaos that we see in modern-day Iran, those who have higher education also 

tend to have the means to emigrate to countries in Europe or the United States. This creates the 

notion that Iran is simply a starting point for their educated class, rather than a place that furthers 

the careers of Iranian scholars and academics. I could also imagine that those who came to the 

United States as high school students felt immense pressure to be the first-generation graduates 

of their families and have a steady and successful career. As stated by Nikraz, “After seeing Iran 

go through the Revolution and all the efforts we put into me getting to the United States, I had to 

do it all: high school, college, dental school. Again, failure was not an option, I had to pursue my 

education.” 
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Language 

 Topics of language and immigration are oftentimes interconnected when analyzing the 

research we have about Iranian immigrants and their journey to the United States. For many 

immigrants, language proficiency is a huge benchmark in measuring assimilation and integration 

into their new home country. One study suggests that, “Although first-generation Iranian 

Americans speak mostly Persian [or Farsi] at home, due to their high levels of education prior to 

immigration, they have also been far more proficient in English than first generation immigrants 

from many other groups” (Emami, 17). Furthermore, Iranian immigrant, Kian Shafe stated in a 

PBS interview that, “I thought I would get kicked out of the country if I didn’t know English. So, 

I studied it for about 6 months, and once I got good enough, my entire life changed” (PBS 

Kansas City, 2014). The majority of literature I found agreed that English-speaking Iranian 

immigrants were better off, post-immigration. One study suggests that, “Those with higher levels 

of English proficiency also showed…a relatively high socioeconomic status while in the U.S.” 

(Mossayeb, 42).   

 Once again, I found that my interviewees all agreed on the fact that learning or knowing 

the English language was hugely beneficial when adapting to life in America. When asked about 

his experience in not knowing English upon arrival, Tabaddor said, “When in the United States, I 

was put into the lowest level classes because I couldn’t speak any English or write my name or 

anything like that. Being in those classes ended up being my biggest incentive to study my butt 

off, and after just one year, I was put into the highest level of classes offered” (Ganion, 2021). 

Though he was an older generation of immigrant, Dogmetchi put his experience about knowing 

English in very simple terms, “How was I able to make it here in the U.S.? I knew the language” 
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(Ganion, 2021). One issue I would expect to arise, in terms of language proficiency, would be 

teaching immigrants from older generations how to speak English. Even if those who were older 

came to the United States with backgrounds in higher education, it is oftentimes difficult to pick 

up completely new languages as an older adult.  

 

Racism 

 For minorities in the United States, being exposed to racism and viewed with suspicion is 

something that can happen at any time in a number of ways. Notably, former U. S. Congressman 

John Cooksey once stated, “If I see someone come in and he's got a diaper on his head and a fan 

belt around that diaper on his head, that guy needs to be pulled over and checked” (Mahdavi, 9). 

From someone’s citizenship status being questioned, a hate crime committed, or even a passing 

comment made that implies they aren’t deserving of the same treatment as white Americans, 

Iranian immigrants have been greeted with racism for many years. Most scholars agree that these 

experiences of marginality and discrimination have been empirically shown to inhibit the 

attainment of feelings of membership and belonging among Iranians in the United States. 

“Experiences of exclusion have become more acute after events like the Hostage Crisis and 

September 11, as Iranians in America have increasingly experienced racial profiling and 

racialization” (Sadeghi, 1112). These scholars argue that, “Iranian Americans today find 

themselves caught in racial loopholes where they are not white enough to escape racially 

motivated discrimination and hate crimes, but are too white to reliably secure race-based 

protection against hate crimes and the violent and discriminatory acts committed against them” 

(Maghbouleh, 13). Iranians’ identities are stigmatized simply because they are associated with 

Iran. Consequently, this association complicates and negatively impacts Iranians’ quality of life 
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in the U.S. and impedes Iranians’ ability to belong and experience full feelings of citizenship 

here. On the other hand, some scholars say that discrimination may influence Iranians to better 

incorporate American ideological norms, take on American identities, and utilize “whitening” 

strategies to more easily incorporate into mainstream American society (Sadeghi, 1112).  

 When asked about their personal experiences with racism in the United States, all of the 

interviewees shared very unique perspectives. Tabaddor explained his take from when his family 

immigrated to Akron, Ohio, “In places where there’s less diversity and people don’t really travel 

out, they kind of ‘hodge-podge’ everyone together. So, there was really no difference between an 

Indian, an Arab, and an Iranian…they were all being viewed as a form of middle eastern and as 

terrorists” (Ganion, 2021). He remembered a few instances where kids at school would ask, “Do 

you want to play hostage?” or other derogatory things like that. Nikraz immigrated to Irvine, 

California and explained how his dealings with racism were few and far between. He said, 

“Though most people at school and in the community were relatively friendly, I remember some 

people calling me ‘camel jockey’  in high school. I guess that was the image they had of Iran, but 

I actually had never even seen a camel in my life at that point” (Ganion, 2021). Dogmetchi 

explained how the false portrayal of Iranians in American media contributes to a significant 

amount of the racism that we see today, “The media shows a lot of racism against Iranians and 

the Middle East. The media is really wrong about Iran and advertising a totally different country 

and culture” (Ganion, 2021). Although all of my subjects experienced racism upon arriving to 

this country, it did not seem to drastically hinder the success of their immigration experience or 

prevent them from feeling like they belonged in America.  

 

Religion 
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 Religion has been a central element in some of the most important stories of immigration 

in our world’s history. Some scholars view religion as a tool for immigrants to either maintain 

their culture upon immigrating, or better adapt to a new culture by finding those with similar 

beliefs in other countries. Charles Hirschman from the University of Washington stated how 

religion is beneficial, in the sense that it can provide, “Cultural continuity and the psychological 

benefits of religious faith following the trauma of immigration” (Hirschman, 1208). Members in 

many religious bodies, similar to members of a family, expect immediate reciprocity as a basis 

for friendship and simple social exchange when introduced to those of the same beliefs. 

Hirschman explains, “The idea of community (of shared values and enduring association) is 

often sufficient to motivate persons to trust and help one another, even in the absence of long 

personal relationships” (Hirschman, 1207). Though this point of view is considered accurate for 

a very general analysis of immigration, Iran’s particular struggle with religion is very unique.  

 The Iranian Revolution brought the Islamic Republic into power, and with that, came an 

entirely new take on extremism and religion in Iran. The strong opposition against Islamic 

theocracy created a noticeable lack of religiosity within the immigrant population that came to 

the United States. According to one study, “Because of the excesses of the Islamic Republic, or 

due to their own secularized social background, most Iranian immigrants do not 

pray or fast, and they consume alcohol” (Yurdakul, 250). Yurdakul further stated how, post-

revolution, “it was more common for immigrants from Muslim backgrounds identify themselves 

as Iranians first and Muslims secondarily (Yurdakul, 252). This complete disconnect and 

contempt for Islam supports the theory that religion had little influence on the resiliency of 

Iranian immigrants after the revolution. Frankly, the majority of Iranians seemed to be fleeing 

religion, rather than embracing it.  
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 Surprisingly, all of the participants that I interviewed came from relatively non-religious 

backgrounds and believed that religion in no way attributed to their success as immigrants. 

Tabaddor shared his own family’s experience and how watching the revolution unfold only 

furthered the distance between them and adopting any sort of religion, “We weren’t religious, in 

fact my Dad was sort of anti-religious, in a sense. Especially after seeing the outcome of the 

revolution, many Iranians were like my Dad, and believed in things like socialism and were 

really against any type of system that he thought would oppress people (ie. Religion)” (Ganion, 

2021). Nikraz further explained how Iranians were essentially forced to practice religion once the 

new regime took over, “Before the revolution we weren’t religious, and after the revolution 

everybody had to act religious and pretend. For example, my Dad had to grow a beard…he hated 

it. We had to put a picture of Ayatollah (Khomeni) in our living room in case anyone came over, 

to make sure they knew we were abiding by the new regimes way of life” (Ganion, 2021). Both 

participants agreed that bringing an extremist belief in religion with them as immigrants would 

have made their assimilation process much more difficult and hindered their resiliency, as 

foreigners in this country. Tabaddor concluded by saying, “Religion is a great example of where 

there’s an arbitrary thing that says you have to cover your hair or that women shouldn’t do this 

and men shouldn’t do that, and it’s those things that retard people from their growth” (Ganion, 

2021). 

 

Gender 

 The majority of literature regarding topics of gender in Iran place heavy emphasis on the 

role of women, and its complete transformation once in the United States. To understand gender 

differences between Iranian immigrants, it is important to have contextual understanding of how 
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women were treated in the particular country that they fled. Some scholars believe that Iranian 

values (regarding gender) are so deeply-rooted, that Iranian immigrants struggle to adapt to new 

gender roles in the United States—deeming them less resilient. For example, sex before 

marriage, which is considered a norm rather than exception in the mainstream American society, 

is still a rare exception to the rule in Iranian culture. In contrast, concepts like virginity, chastity, 

and authenticity are all top qualities that an “ideal Iranian wife” would have in Iran. 

Mohammadreza Hojat of the University of Tehran explains the effect of having such contrasting 

norms between the Iranian and American cultures, “It is plausible to suspect that for a 

considerable number of Iranian immigrants in the United States, incompatibility of traditional 

Iranian cultural values and the norms in mainstream American society regarding basic social 

institutions of gender, marriage, and the family could generate serious intrapersonal and 

interpersonal tension” (Hojat, 430).  

 On the other hand, some scholars, like Zohreh Sullivan, believe that female Iranian 

immigrants were able to come to America and shed the gender constraints of Iranian society. She 

recounts her personal experiences of immigrating to the U.S. in her book, Exiled Memories: 

Stories of Iranian Diaspora. She states how her family still held Iranian traditions close upon 

immigrating, but on the other hand, “I was encouraged by my family to be educated, to be 

professional, and to further my studies outside of Iran…I began to understand that men [in the 

United States] were more like my father, and worshiped women who were intellectual, educated, 

and professional, while also being great mothers and wives” (Sullivan, 41). Essentially, the 

scholars that argue for this side of the argument believe that Iranian women were more resilient 

as immigrants, because many not only maintained their traditional and more domestic roles, but 
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simultaneously took this newfound freedom and earned professional careers for themselves as 

well.  

 My interviewees addressed both sides of my findings about gender differences within the 

scope of Iranian immigrants. Dogmetchi addressed how the limitations against the role of women 

in Iran has only increased post-revolution, “After the revolution, women were seen as 2nd, 3rd, 

and 4th class citizens of the country. Things like the prostitution of young girls has grown in the 

country, because women aren’t able to make enough money in their day jobs to survive. It would 

be impossible to live there otherwise. Unfortunately, the young women there can’t do anything 

for themselves” (Ganion, 2021). Tabaddor mentioned how his mother really ran the household 

and everything that they did, from Iran to the United States. He also touched on his family’s 

view of gender roles, “Many of the Persian women I knew and grew up with are now extremely 

successful individuals. From a resiliency standpoint, they [Persian parents] wanted their 

daughters to be educated. It wasn’t ‘you’re just going to be a housewife here’, but that ‘you were 

going to be educated here’” (Ganion, 2021).  

 

Global Politics 

 Most scholars argue that this larger context of a precarious, and at times hostile, 

geopolitical relationship between Iran and the USA has major bearings on Iranians’ quality of 

life and ability to belong in the USA. A number of historical and current conflicts have helped 

shape the existing relationship between Iran and the U.S. Some of these events include, 

“America’s involvement in overthrowing the democratically elected Prime Minister Mossadegh 

in 1953, the Revolution of 1979 and hostage crisis, U.S. financial and military support of 

Saddam Hussein during the Iran-Iraq war, and President Bush’s naming of Iran as a member of 
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the ‘Axis of Evil’ in his 2002 State of the Union address” (Sadeghi, 1113). Each of these 

conflicts have had immediate and life-changing consequences for Iranian immigrants living in 

the United States. For example, directly after the hostage crisis, the U.S. government responded 

and retaliated against Iranians who were in the United States. “Attorney General Benjamin 

Civiletti issued regulations requiring post-secondary students who were in the U.S. on student 

visas and who were natives or citizens of Iran to submit special proof of their continued 

eligibility for student visa status” (Sadeghi, 1100). The failure to comply with the new 

regulations subjected students to immediate deportation.  

 Furthermore, both the public perception of Iranian Americans as outsiders and their self-

perception as such are strengthened by U.S. policies and by anti-Middle Eastern sentiment in the 

U.S. public. According to Sara Mahdavi and her report on requirements for Iranian students in 

the U.S. during the 1979-1981 hostage crisis to the registration requirements and detentions after 

September 11, 2001, the outsider status of Iranian Americans has been reflected and reinforced. 

“This, in turn, has led to low civic development in the Iranian American community and the 

under-representation of Iranian American interests in the political process” (Mahdavi, 28). 

Essentially, research has shown that migrants and their children feel that the diplomatic and 

political relations between nation-states impact their lives. “Specifically, immigrants who are 

associated with a politically stigmatized homeland are inevitably marked by the negative 

connotations surrounding it, and experience marginalization and disruptions to belonging” 

(Sadeghi, 1123). 

 Though my interviewees didn’t address any direct effects of global politics on their lives 

and immigration stories, they did comment on how their experiences shaped their perspective on 

global politics and the political state of Iran. Dogmetchi mentioned how many immigrants don’t 
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have the time or understanding to follow along with the global politics in their new home-

country. He stated, “The point of coming here was to be able to survive. We came as survivors. 

We didn’t have a house, we didn’t have income, we didn’t have lots of money. So, we didn’t 

have time for politics. As an immigrant, when you work 6 or 7 days a week, you just don’t have 

time to follow politics or let if affect you” (Ganion, 2021). Essentially, there is a huge difference 

between political involvement in the United States, compared to that in Middle Eastern 

countries. Dogmetchi mentioned how in Middle Eastern countries, the people don’t really want 

to be involved with politics, they more-so have to. All three interviewees agreed with Nikraz’s 

statement that, “As long as that government is still there [in Iran], I’m not sure if there is hope 

for that country politically” (Ganion, 2021). With all of the political unrest since the Iranian 

Revolution, Tabaddor stated that, “Our view of politics, in general, is always skeptical, whether 

it’s Iran or U.S.” (Ganion, 2021). Overall, the racism that stemmed from the political unrest 

between the U.S. and Iran had varying effects on all of the subjects. In the eyes of Americans, 

Iranian immigrants were closely associated with the very “enemy” regime that they were all 

fleeing from.  

 

Conclusion 

 Overall, researchers generally agree that there are a handful of traits or circumstances that 

contribute to successful immigration and assimilation in the United States. The three interviews 

that I was able to conduct really reinforced how specific factors like Education, Family Structure, 

and Language Proficiency were crucial to their prosperity as Iranian Americans. Similarly, my 

interviewees also agreed that certain factors like Racism, Global Politics, Gender, and Religion 
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had either a slightly negative or no real effect on being able to successfully navigate what could 

have been (and for some it was) an extremely challenging experience.  

 After listening to first-hand experiences and comparing them to the literature that does 

exist about Iranian American immigration, I believe that it is engraved in the Iranian culture to 

be resilient. This specific group of people witnessed their homes being destroyed, their 

government be tainted with corruption, and their daily lives be completely changed in the matter 

of months, but still be able to physically get their families to an entirely foreign country and start 

life over. The same major factors that made it possible for Iranians to bounce back from their 

dislocation from Iran made it possible to successfully adjust to a new life in the United States. 
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