Chapter 11
Veils and Shadows: Navigating Trauma and Identity in Reading Lolita in Tehran
Women, by their nature, are not only more resilient than men but also more adaptable
to adverse situations. The history of women’s rights is one of resilience, persistence,
and strength in the face of immense challenges. Despite the obstacles, women are the
guardians of change and progress.
— Shirin Ebadi

Iran, historically known as Persia, located in Western Asia, has a rich and
complex history that has significantly influenced its social, cultural, economic, and
geopolitical landscape. Iranian culture is a blend of ancient traditions and modern
influences. Hamid Dabashi explores the intertwined evolution of literature and socio-
political conditions in Iran, particularly during the modern era through his work 7The
World of Persian Literary Humanism. Dabashi comments:

Rumi, Sa’di, and Hafez stand as towering figures in the canon of Persian

literature. Their works transcend temporal and geographic boundaries,

influencing not just Persian literary traditions but also shaping a universal
humanist discourse. Sa’di’s Gulistan, Hafez’s lyrical poetry, and Rumi’s
mystic verses collectively represent the zenith of Persian cultural and literary
achievement, embedding themes of love, ethics, and spirituality into the fabric

of Persian identity. (127)

Iran’s social and cultural contexts are deeply interwoven, creating a complex
and multifaceted national identity. It is a country of contrasts, balancing ancient
traditions with modern aspirations, and navigating a challenging international
landscape while seeking to maintain its sovereignty and regional influence. Jahangir

Amuzegar observes that Iran’s strategic location, military strength, and historical



52

connections make it a major Middle Eastern power, shaping its efforts to counter
Western influence and assert leadership in the Muslim world (23-25).

Iran, despite its rich tradition in culture, is facing setbacks due to its societal
and political transformations and the pressures of modern socio-political realities.
Kamran Talattof in her book The Politics of Writing in Iran: A History of Modern
Persian Literature extrapolates that “modern Persian literature reflects the intersection
of traditional poetic forms with the forces of modernity, colonial encounters, and
national identity formation. Writers grappled with preserving a cultural legacy while
responding to societal and political transformations” (12).

Nayereh Tohidi in her article “Iran in a Transformative Process by Woman,
Life, Freedom,” focuses on the societal and political dynamics in Iran, particularly in
the context of the Woman, Life, Freedom movement highlighting the systemic
sexism, misogyny, and authoritarian control which continue even today leading to
gross gender biased violations and oppression of women. She writes, “The Woman,
Life, Freedom movement has emerged as a powerful response to the systemic
misogyny, gender apartheid, and authoritarian rule in Iran. This movement reflects the
culmination of decades of struggle against patriarchal norms and repressive policies
that have marginalised women and curtailed their rights” (5).

Despite the unstable and authoritarian governmental policies, Iran possesses
the world’s second-largest natural gas reserves and the fourth-largest proven crude oil
reserves. The economy is heavily dependent on oil and gas exports, making it
vulnerable to fluctuations in global oil prices and international sanctions. The
country’s economic structure is a mix of state control, central planning, and private
enterprise, with significant government involvement in key industries. However,

sanctions imposed by the United States and other Western nations have had a
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profound impact on Iran’s economy, leading to inflation, unemployment, and reduced
foreign investment. Despite these challenges, Iran has a relatively diversified
economy with significant sectors in agriculture, manufacturing, and services. Ervand
Abrahamian describes in his book /ran Between Two Revolutions, the post-coup
consolidation of power and opposition suppression. He states, “However, it was
during the Cold War era, after the 1953 CIA and MI6-backed coup d’état, that the
Nationalist, Islamist and Communist movements were crushed and suppressed” (288).
Before the Iranian Revolution of 1979, Iran was under the rule of Shah
Mohammad Reza Pahlavi, whose regime sought to modernise the country along
Western lines. The Shah’s White Revolution, launched in the 1960s, aimed to rapidly
industrialise the economy, reform land ownership, and promote women’s rights,
including granting women the right to vote and encouraging their participation in
education and workforce. When these reforms were seen by some as progressive, they
were deeply polarising. The rapid Westernisation alienated many in the traditional and
religious communities, who viewed these changes as a threat to Islamic values and
Iran’s cultural identity. Nikki R. Keddie’s book, Modern Iran: Roots and Results of
Revolution explain this change:
The rapid Westernisation under the Pahlavi regime, particularly during the
White Revolution, alienated many in the traditional and religious sectors of
Iranian society. The sweeping changes were seen as an assault on Islamic
values and Iran’s cultural identity, fostering resentment among clerics,
bazaaris, and rural populations who felt marginalized and threatened. (142)
Additionally, the Shah’s regime was marked by widespread political repression, as
dissent was met with violence, imprisonment, and censorship. The disconnect

between the monarchy and the people grew deeper, fuelled by the regime’s reliance
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on Western support. This volatile environment set the stage for the revolutionary
fervour.

The revolution that followed brought about a dramatic shift in Iran’s political
and social order, with Ayatollah Khomeini taking up the charge of establishing an
Islamic Republic. The new regime swiftly rolled back many of the Shah’s reforms,
particularly those related to women’s rights. The regime established by Ayatollah
Khomeini after the 1979 Iranian Revolution significantly disappointed many Iranians,
particularly women, who had initially hoped for greater freedom and social justice.
While the revolution aimed to overthrow the Shah’s autocratic regime, it quickly
transformed into a theocratic state that imposed strict interpretations of Islamic law.

Under Khomeini’s rule, many of the rights and freedom women had gained
during the previous regime were curtailed. The new government implemented
mandatory hijab laws, requiring women to cover their hair and wear modest clothing
in public. This was seen as a symbol of the regime’s repressive policies and an
infringement on personal freedom. Additionally, the family laws that had been
liberalised prior to the revolution were rolled back, restricting women’s rights in areas
like marriage, divorce, and child custody. Scholars argue that although many Iranian
women played a vital role in the revolution, they were subsequently marginalised in
the post-revolutionary political order. They document how Iranian women played
vital revolutionary roles, yet faced systematic marginalisation through retrogressive
policies, while resisting via memoirs. Haleh Esfandiari describes in her interview
given at Wilson Center about women marching “shoulder to shoulder, hoping that the
revolution would bring for them an improvement in their economic status.” These
narratives show women actively resisting the Islamic regime’s attempt to appropriate

nationalism. Employment opportunities for women diminished, and many were
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pushed out of public life or relegated to traditional roles. The regime’s rhetoric often
emphasised women’s roles as mothers and homemakers, contrasting sharply with the
aspirations for equality and participation that many women had fought for during the
revolution.

This disillusionment led to widespread frustration and resistance among
women, who sought to reclaim their rights in a society that had promised liberation
but delivered repression. Women writers who were the natives of Iran had to leave the
country as the atrocities against women escalated in social spheres. Many of the
writers migrated to the Europe or to the U.S. but they continued to voice out for the
rights of the women in their homeland. These diaspora writers fought like freedom
fighters for the establishment of human rights of women in Iran.

The selection of Azar Nafisi's Reading Lolita in Tehran from among
numerous diaspora Iranian writers is justified by several compelling scholarly and
methodological considerations for examining trauma in Iranian literature. The memoir
functions as a unique intersection between literary analysis and lived traumatic
experience, as it documents both personal and collective trauma during the Islamic
Revolution and Iran-Iraq War through the lens of literature itself, making it an ideal
text for trauma studies in the Iranian context. Nafisi's work explicitly engages with
themes of memory, trauma, and identity while providing first-hand testimony of the
traumatic conditions experienced by women under the Islamic Republic, including
state-imposed restrictions, loss of autonomy, and the psychological impact of
totalitarian governance.

The memoir's scholarly significance lies in its function as a historical record
that preserves marginalised voices and documents the traumatic experiences of

individuals, particularly women whose suffering is often absent from dominant
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historical narratives, thereby offering researchers access to subjective trauma
narratives that are socially and linguistically constructed within a specific cultural and
political context. Furthermore, Nafisi's deliberate use of Western literary texts as
interpretive frameworks for understanding Iranian trauma creates a dialogic space
where comparative trauma analysis becomes possible, allowing researchers to
examine how individuals process and articulate traumatic experiences through literary
discourse. The memoir's international recognition and extensive scholarly attention
also provide a substantial body of secondary literature for critical engagement, while
its focus on the revolutionary period addresses a pivotal moment of collective trauma
in Iranian history. Published in 2003, it was on the New York Times best seller list for
over one hundred weeks and has been translated into 32 languages. The book consists
of a memoir of the author’s experiences about returning to Iran during the revolution
(1978-1981) and living under the Islamic Republic of Iranian Government until her
departure in 1997. It tells about her teaching experience at the University of Tehran
after 1979, her refusal to submit to the rule to wear the veil and her subsequent
expulsion from the University, life during Iran-Iraq War, her return to teaching at the
University of Allameh Tabatabei (1981), her resignation (1987), the formation of her
book club (1995-1997) and her decision to emigrate.

The events narrated in the book are interlaced with stories of the book club
members consisting of several of her female students who met weekly at Nafisi’s
house to discuss works of Western literature, including the controversial Lolita of
Vladimir Nabokov among various other texts. They interpreted these texts, their
philosophy and studied them in detail in the sociopolitical background of their own
country. The book Reading Lolita in Tehran is divided into four sections “Lolita,”

“Gatsby,” “James” and “Austen.” They talk of not just Lolita but One Thousand and
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One Nights, Invitation to a Beheading, The Great Gatsby, Persian Classical
Literature and others. The main themes discussed by them are oppression, trauma and
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). The reader is thus made to witness how
Iranians’ dreams including the author’s, become shattered through the government’s
imposition of new rules.
Theoretical Framework: Feminist Criticism, Psychoanalysis, and Trauma
Studies

The researcher establishes that Azar Nafisi's Reading Lolita in Tehran: A
Memoir in Books functions as what Shoshana Felman and Dori Laub identify as
testimonial literature, where "the act of witnessing trauma through narrative creates a
shared space of understanding between author and reader, transforming private
suffering into collective knowledge" (57). This memoir exemplifies Cathy Caruth's
foundational concept of trauma's "belatedness" (Nachtrdglichkeit), where "traumatic
events are not fully experienced at the moment of occurrence but return later through
memory and narrative reconstruction, challenging linear temporal understanding"
(17). Nachtraglichkeit, refers to Sigmund Freud’s German term for deferred action or
belatedness, which describes how an event gains traumatic force retrospectively — not
fully assimilated during occurrence but reprocessed later through memory, triggering
symptoms like flashbacks. He states in his article, “Project for a Scientific
Psychology” that, “Now this is typical of repression in hysteria. We invariably find
that a memory is repressed which has only become a trauma by deferred action
‘Nachtraglichkeit’ (353). Caruth adapts this thought to refer to the belatedness of
trauma.

The choice of memoir as a genre becomes theoretically crucial, as it allows

what Dori Laub terms the "imperative to tell" while simultaneously confronting "the
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impossibility of telling" that characterises survivor testimony (63). The researcher
argues that Nafisi's memoir demonstrates how women's resistance emerges through
the complex intersection of feminist criticism, psychoanalysis, and trauma studies.
Following Judith Herman's tripartite framework in Trauma and Recovery, the
narrative traces women's journey from isolation through remembrance to
reconnection, with literature serving as the primary vehicle for psychological healing
and political resistance (155). The book club functions as what Herman identifies as a
“healing community where survivors reclaim agency through shared testimony and
collective interpretation” (214).

The researcher establishes that Iranian women overcome severe political and
personal trauma through systematic engagement with European literature,
transforming intellectual pursuit into a primary tool for psychological healing,
emotional resilience, and personal empowerment. This memoir transcends
conventional trauma narratives that focus primarily on victimisation and survival by
revealing how literary engagement enables women to not merely endure their
circumstances but to actively transcend them and achieve genuine psychological
strength and hope for the future. Unlike clinical approaches to trauma recovery that
rely on therapeutic intervention, Nafisi's memoir reveals literature's unique capacity to
provide both analytical frameworks for understanding traumatic experience and
imaginative models for transcending it.

The Thursday book club represents more than a social gathering — it functions
as a transformative intellectual community where traumatised women discover their
capacity for critical thinking, analytical reasoning, and creative interpretation that
rebuild their sense of agency and self-worth. The researcher argues that European

literature specifically provides these Iranian women with alternative narratives of
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possibility, individual autonomy, and female agency that their immediate political
environment systematically denies. By engaging with the works of Nabokov, F. Scott
Fitzgerald, Henry James, and Jane Austen, the students’ progress from isolated trauma
victims struggling with depression and helplessness to empowered intellectual agents
who find hope, purpose, and psychological strength despite living under oppressive
conditions. This intellectual pursuit fills them with hope by offering concrete models
of resistance, creativity, and possibility that inspire them to envision different futures
for themselves and their society. The process demonstrates how sustained engagement
with complex literary analysis develops cognitive and emotional resilience that
enables trauma survivors to transform their relationship to suffering from passive
victimisation to active meaning-making.

Genre Analysis: Memoir versus Fiction in Trauma Representation

The researcher emphasises that the memoir form enables what Marianne
Hirsch conceptualises as ‘post memory’ transmission — “the relationship of
subsequent generations to cultural trauma experienced by their predecessors through
narrative, image, and embodied knowledge rather than direct experience” (103).
Nafisi's choice of memoir over fiction creates a narrative self-repair where survivors
reconstruct identity through the telling of their stories in ways that fictional
representation cannot achieve.

The fragmentary structure of the memoir, organised around literary texts rather
than chronological progression, reflects what Caruth identifies as “trauma's inherent
resistance to linear narrative representation” (17). Unlike fictional trauma narratives
that can impose coherent plot structures, memoir form preserves what Kali Tal terms
the "literature of trauma" authenticity — writing that emerges “from the need to tell

and retell the story of the traumatic experience, to make it 'real' both to the victim and
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to the community” (21). The researcher notes that this generic distinction becomes
particularly significant when analysing how belatedness operates differently in
testimonial versus fictional accounts of political oppression.

Censorship and Academic Suppression: Knowledge as Resistance

The Islamic Republic's systematic targeting of Western literature represents
what Michel Foucault analyses as disciplinary power operating through knowledge
control, where "the regulation of discourse becomes a fundamental mechanism of
political dominance” (27). The researcher reiterates that literature functions as
medicine for psychological wounds inflicted by political oppression, providing
intellectual tools that enable emotional healing from despair and the cultivation of
hope. When Nafisi observes her students shedding their mandatory veils upon
entering her home, she witnesses more than physical transformation — she observes
intellectual liberation that directly leads to emotional resilience and renewed sense of
personal agency. The students “took off more than their scarves and robes, thus
gaining their true self” (Nafisi 20), revealing how literary engagement systematically
restores authentic identity that has been suppressed by political oppression.

This transformation occurs because European literature provides models of
individual autonomy, intellectual freedom, and personal agency that contrast
dramatically with their daily experience of surveillance and control. The choice of
European texts proves crucial because they offer complex psychological narratives
that validate the students' inner emotional lives while providing frameworks for
understanding their traumatic experiences. Through Lolita, they explore themes of
power, resistance, and the recovery of voice; through The Great Gatsby, they examine

dreams, hope, and the pursuit of ideals despite corrupt circumstances; through Henry
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James's works, they encounter sophisticated psychological interiority that mirrors
their own complex emotional experiences.

The researcher observes that this literary engagement creates a systematic
progression from trauma to resilience: initially, the students arrive at the book club
damaged by various forms of political and personal violence; through sustained
intellectual discussion and analysis, they develop analytical skills that enable them to
process their experiences; ultimately, they achieve psychological strength and hope
that enables them to envision and work toward better futures. The European literary
tradition provides them with intellectual tools unavailable in their immediate
environment: critical thinking skills that enable them to analyse power structures;
imaginative frameworks that help them envision alternative possibilities; and models
of female characters who demonstrate agency and resistance under difficult
circumstances. This engagement transforms their relationship to suffering from
passive endurance to active intellectual engagement that produces meaning and hope.

In Iran, the revolutionary group that came to power after the Islamic revolution
detested Western Culture and took stringent measures against Western practices.
Women were their targets, and they were subjected to severe moral policing and were
forbidden to wear make-up or use any sort of cosmetics. Western books face
systematic censorship, radio and television broadcasts remain under government
control, and social media platforms like Facebook are banned under the pretext of
preventing moral decadence and Western cultural infiltration. Berfin Cicek’s analysis
in Politics of Resistance in Modern Iranian Literature: Trauma, Memory, and the
Limits of Subjectivities proves particularly relevant here. She says, . . . the narratives
deconstruct ideas of the human question, westernization and the martyrdom of the

Sacred Defense literature as well as fallible ideologies resulting from failing
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revolutionaries who are tortured and traumatized” (36). This observation illuminates
how personal trauma becomes inseparable from collective political experience under
authoritarian rule, creating what the researcher identifies as the invasion of state
power into the most private spaces of consciousness and imagination. She confirms
the observation by analysing Sherin Ebadi, the Nobel Prize winning activist from Iran
who states in lran Awakening: One Woman'’s Journey to Reclaim Her Life and
Country that the government took stringent measures to curb violation of new rules
put forward by the revolutionary group and enforced strict dress code and behavioural
rules for women. She says, “The revolutionaries sought to redefine the place of
women in society, enforcing strict dress codes and behavioural expectations. These
measures were part of a broader attempt to erase the vestiges of Western influence
and impose their interpretation of Islamic values on every aspect of life” (56).

The researcher notes that Hamdhaidari and others document in their article,
“Higher Education during the Islamic Government of Iran (1979-2004)” how “in the
early years after the 1979 Revolution, many professors and university staff who were
seen as ideologically incompatible with the new Islamic regime were dismissed or
forced to retire. The government implemented policies to Islamise higher education,
including revising curricula to align with Islamic principles and values” (49). Women
suffer disproportionately from these restrictions, as books addressing democracy,
freedom, feminism, and women's rights are prohibited from publication. The
researcher argues that this gender-specific censorship reveals what Judith Butler
identifies as the "performative" nature of gender regulation, where restrictions on
women's intellectual access function to materialise gender difference through repeated

acts of exclusion (94).
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The prohibition extends beyond individual texts to encompass entire
categories of knowledge, creating the systematic exclusion of women from knowledge
production and transmission. Nafisi says, “how well could one teach when the
concern of university officials was not the quality of one’s work but the colour of
one’s lips, the subversive potential of a single strand of hair?”” (11), revealing how the
regime's gender policies undermine the fundamental conditions necessary for
intellectual inquiry. The incident involving Professor Laleh, who was pursued by a
guard for entering the psychology department without a head scarf, illustrates the
transformation of academic institutions into surveillance sites where intellectual work
becomes secondary to ideological conformity. Her decision to resign rather than
comply — “upholding her self-respect” — and subsequent forced reliance on “sewing
for almost two years” (161), to survive economically demonstrates the material
consequences of intellectual resistance under authoritarian rule.

Mahshid and the Politics of Religious Identity — Journey from Trauma to
Intellectual Resilience

All the students who attended the reading sessions at her home, had their own
traumatic experiences, which they shared, as they identified themselves with the
characters of the books they read from. Mahshid exemplifies the memoir's central
argument most clearly through her dramatic transformation from a traumatised
political prisoner to a confident intellectual participant. As a former political prisoner
who endured five years of incarceration and torture resulting in permanent kidney
damage, Mahshid initially embodies the silencing effects of state violence. Her trauma
manifests as inability to articulate her experience: her "jail memories visited her time

to time" but she "still had not found a way to articulate them" (13).
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The researcher emphasises that Mahshid's initial silence represents more than
individual psychological damage — it demonstrates how political oppression
systematically destroys victims' capacity for self-expression and meaning-making.
However, through sustained participation in literary discussions, Mahshid undergoes a
remarkable transformation that demonstrates literature's capacity to restore voice,
agency, and intellectual confidence to trauma survivors. Mahshid's engagement with
European literature provides her with vocabulary, analytical frameworks, and
intellectual confidence for understanding and communicating her traumatic
experience. Rather than remaining trapped in repetitive traumatic memory that offers
no resolution or meaning, she develops sophisticated analytical skills that enable her
to process her past while building a meaningful and hopeful present. Her
transformation from a silent victim to an articulate intellectual demonstrates how
literary analysis functions as a form of cognitive therapy that rebuilds analytical
capacity damaged by trauma.

Mabhshid's consistent participation in book club discussions reveals her
growing intellectual confidence and analytical sophistication. She progresses from a
hesitant participant who struggles to articulate her thoughts to a confident intellectual
who offers complex interpretations of literary texts. This intellectual development
directly correlates with her emotional healing and renewed sense of personal agency.
Her religious identity, maintained even during imprisonment, initially seemed like
submission to patriarchal authority. However, through literary engagement, Mahshid
discovers how to integrate her spiritual values with intellectual autonomy,
demonstrating that recovery from trauma involves not abandoning one's cultural
identity but rather reclaiming agency within it. This represents a sophisticated form of

resilience that combines personal healing with cultural authenticity.



65

Mahshid's characterisation embodies the complex intersection of religious
devotion and political resistance that defines post-revolutionary Iranian experience.
The researcher analyses how her five-year imprisonment for affiliation with a
dissident religious organization illustrates what Giorgio Agamben terms "bare life" —
"existence stripped of political rights yet maintaining biological continuity within the
sovereign exception" (123). Her permanently impaired kidney functions as what
Elaine Scarry identifies as the body's involuntary testimony to state violence, creating
what she terms "bodily evidence" that exceeds linguistic representation and serves as
a material proof of political persecution (27).

Significantly, Mahshid wore the scarf before the revolution, positioning her
religious identity as her personal choice rather than state compulsion. This distinction
becomes crucial for understanding what James C. Scott identifies as "hidden
transcripts" — "forms of resistance that operate through compliance with surface
requirements while maintaining autonomous inner convictions and alternative value
systems" (136). The researcher emphasises that Mahshid's case demonstrates what
Saba Mahmood identifies as the "paradox of subjectification" in religious contexts,
where “agency operates through apparent submission to religious authority while
maintaining spaces for resistance and self-determination” (14).

Nafisi observes that Mahshid's jail memories "visited her time to time" and
that she "still had not found a way to articulate them" (13), exemplifying what Caruth
identifies as trauma's resistance to direct narrative representation (4). While
discussing Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita, Mahshid says: “It is hard for me to read the
parts about Lolita’s feelings. All she wants is to be a normal girl. . . . All she wants is
to live a normal life.” (49-50) Mahshid identifies herself with Lolita who is a victim

of acute trauma. The researcher connects this to what Dori Laub identifies as the
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"collapse of witnessing" that occurs under extreme conditions, where "the capacity to
witness can be annihilated by the very event that most demands witnessing" (82).

By the rule of law of the Islamic State of Iran, a woman was not allowed to
walk along the streets with a male stranger. Girls were controlled from moving out of
house as the marriageable age for women was reduced to nine years, under the new
government. Roxanne Varzi in her Warring Souls: Youth, Media, and Martyrdom in
Post-Revolution Iran gives an ethnographic study for understanding the broader post-
revolutionary issues in Iran, including those faced by women. She gives vent to her
distress that women in Tehran were forced to lead a life of utter insecurity and trauma,
after the Iranian revolution (50-75). They had to face social discrimination of the
highest order. If she gets on a bus the seating is segregated. She must enter through
the rear door and sit in the back seats, allocated for women. Moreover, when they get
harassed by men, no actions were taken against the culprits. Stoning to death was the
punishment for adultery and prostitution. Haleh Esfandiari in her book, My Prison,
My Home: One Woman's Story of Captivity in Iran states:

Life as a woman in post-revolution Iran was fraught with uncertainty. Every

action, from the way one dressed to the words one spoke, could lead to

unwanted scrutiny or even imprisonment. The trauma of constant surveillance
and the arbitrary enforcement of laws created an atmosphere of insecurity for

women, particularly those who dared to challenge societal norms. (94)

In the course of nearly two decades, the streets were turned into a war zone,
where young women who disobeyed the rules were hurled into patrol cars, taken to
jail, flogged, fined, forced to wash toilets and humiliated. The streets of all Iranian
cities were patrolled by militia, who rode in white Toyota patrols, four gun carrying

men and women, and were sometimes followed by a minibus. They were called the
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blood of God. They patrolled the streets to make sure that women wore their veils
properly, did not wear make-up, did not walk in public with men who were not their
fathers, brothers or husbands. Nafisi writes,

... girls were discriminated even in front of the university gate. Next to the
gate there was a small opening with a curtain hanging from it. It was an
aberration that attracted attention, because it did not belong there: it gaped
with the arrogant authority of an intruder. Through this opening, all the female
students, including my girls, went into a small dark room to be inspected. (29)
Nafisi expresses her emotions through Yassi, one of her students who attended

the Thursday class:

... there in that small dingy room, she would first be checked to see if she has
the right clothes, the colour of her coat, the length of her uniform, the
thickness of her scarf, the form of her shoes, the objects of her bag, the visible
traces of even the mildest make-up, the size of her rings and their level of
attractiveness are all checked before she could enter the campus of the
university, the same university in which men also study. And to them the main
door with its immense portals and emblems and flags, is generously open. (30)

The small opening near the main gate was the source of endless tales of frustration,
humiliation and sorrow. Nafisi says that everyday her students recounted stories of
humiliation and anger. “It was as if the sheer act of recounting these stories gave them
some control over them; the deprecating tone we used, our gestures, even our
hysterical laughter seemed to reduce their hold over our lives” (31).

This process at the gate transforms routine university attendance into daily

humiliation designed to reinforce powerlessness and submission. However, the

students react by transforming this institutional trauma through collective storytelling
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and literary analysis. The researcher argues that the intellectual engagement with
literary narrative provides concrete tools for processing and ultimately transcending
traumatic experience. Rather than remaining passive victims of institutional
oppression, the students transform into active agents who use analytical skills
developed through literary study to understand, critique, and emotionally overcome
their circumstances. The researcher emphasises that this transformation demonstrates
resilience achieved through intellectual pursuit rather than mere psychological
endurance. By developing analytical skills through European literature, the students
gain cognitive tools that enable them to contextualise their personal suffering within
larger frameworks of power, resistance, and social critique that reduce the emotional
impact of daily humiliation. In Reading Lolita in Tehran, Nafisi presents a number of
case studies, citing the lives of her students.

Sanaz and the Surveillance of Intimacy

The plight of Sanaz was, not less, from that of Mahshid. Her life was
dominated by her brother and her father. Her brother was so obsessed with her that he
continually spied on her, listening to her phone conversations and monitoring her
actions. Her father was too autocratic, never letting her live a life of her choice. Sanaz
escaped from them to attend Nafisi’s home class by lying that she along with Mahshid
had volunteered to help translate the Islamic texts into English. To read Western
literature and its forbidden books she had to lie to the family.

Sanaz's experience demonstrates how state surveillance extends into familial
relationships, creating what Foucault identifies as "capillary" power that "operates
through intimate social bonds rather than formal institutions alone, transforming
kinship relations into mechanisms of political control" (198). Her brother's monitoring

of phone conversations and daily activities reflects what the revolutionary regime
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expected from male family members, creating what the researcher identifies as
patriarchal collaboration with state power structures.

The researcher emphasises that Sanaz's deception — claiming to translate
Islamic texts to attend literature classes — represents what Homi Bhabha
conceptualises as "mimicry," where "colonized subjects adopt the coloniser's
discourse while subtly subverting its authority through strategic performance" (86).
The researcher observes that Sanaz’s statement that she must lie to her family to read
Western literature reveals the extent to which intellectual freedom has become
criminalised within domestic spaces. The incident where Sanaz arrives late to class
because guards found blush in her bag illustrates the minute level of bodily control
exercised by the regime. The guards' harsh wiping of her face "with a towel that she
felt her skin would come off" (Nafisi 9), transforms routine inspection into ritualised
performance of state power on individual bodies. The researcher analyses here how
the Islamic Republic's enforcement system operates through what Michel Foucault
identifies as "disciplinary mechanisms" that "extend state power into everyday social
interactions, creating what he terms a 'disciplinary society' where surveillance
becomes internalized as self-regulation" (135).

The traumatic incident at the Caspian Sea, where Sanaz and her friends endure
forced detention, virginity tests, and public flogging are examples of how system
through conscious intimidation terrorises women. This state-sponsored sexual
violence mirrors Brownmiller’s thesis by weaponising humiliation to enforce
patriarchal dominance, curtailing the women’s physical freedom and social agency in
a manner that perpetuates collective female subjugation. Susan Brownmiller
elucidates: “rape is nothing more or less than a conscious process of intimidation by

which all men keep all women in a state of fear” (15).
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The researcher connects this to what Judith Butler terms the materialisation of
gender through repeated acts of state violence, where the regime's obsession with
female virginity functions to inscribe gender difference onto women's bodies through
ritualised violation (XIX—XXI). Sanaz's journey from a trauma victim to a resilient
intellectual demonstrates the memoir's core argument revealed through her response
to severe sexual humiliation and state violence. After enduring the traumatic incidents
at the Caspian Sea — including forced detention, invasive virginity tests conducted by
government gynaecologists with students observing, and twenty-five public lashes —
Sanaz returns to the book club in a state of psychological devastation and profound
humiliation. The researcher analyses how this traumatic experience initially destroys
Sanaz's sense of personal dignity and agency. The violation of her bodily privacy
through forced gynaecological examination, the humiliation of signing false
confessions, and the physical pain of public flogging create what trauma theorists
identify as "learned helplessness" — the psychological state where victims lose belief
in their capacity to influence their circumstances. However, through continued
participation in literary analysis and discussion, Sanaz experiences a remarkable
psychological transformation that demonstrates literature's capacity to restore dignity
and agency to trauma survivors. Her initial self-representation as "a naked girl, the
white of her body caught inside a black bubble" held by "a giant bird with long black
talons" suggests complete victimisation and helplessness (Nafisi 75). Yet as Sanaz
continues engaging with European literature and developing her analytical skills, this
imagery undergoes a crucial transformation. The black bubble, initially representing
entrapment and victimisation, gradually becomes a protective space that preserves her
authentic self from external violation. The bird's talons, originally symbols of

predatory control, begin to suggest potential for flight and escape that reflects her
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growing psychological strength and hope for the future. This symbolic transformation
demonstrates literature's unique capacity to help trauma survivors reframe their
traumatic imagery from victimisation narratives to empowerment narratives.

By analysing literary characters who face similar oppression and violation,
Sanaz develops psychological tools for understanding her experience within larger
contexts of power and resistance rather than individual shame and helplessness. The
researcher emphasises that Sanaz's intellectual development directly enables her
emotional healing and restoration of personal agency. Her growing sophistication in
literary analysis parallels her recovery of self-respect and hope for the future. By
developing analytical skills through European literature, she transforms from a
passive victim of state violence to an active intellectual agent capable of
understanding and critiquing the political systems that oppressed her. Moreover, the
virginity tests represent the sexualisation of violence in communal contexts, where
women's bodies become territories on which political conflicts are inscribed through
sexual violation. The researcher argues that this practice exemplifies the state’s
sovereign right to determine who may live or die, extended into the realm of sexual
autonomy and bodily integrity.
Yassi and Post-Colonial Identity Formation

Yassi's family history of political persecution and imprisonment under the
Islamic Republic could have produced resigned despair and acceptance of limited
possibilities. Her family members were "arrested, tortured and jailed for many years"
despite their religious credentials, demonstrating the arbitrary nature of political
oppression that makes resistance seem futile (Nafisi 31). However, Yassi's sustained
engagement with European literature cultivates hope, imaginative freedom, and

future-oriented thinking that enables her to envision possibilities beyond her family's
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traumatic experience. The researcher establishes that Yassi's intellectual engagement
with European texts exposes her to alternative models of women's lives and individual
autonomy that inspire her to pursue education and independence rather than accepting
traditional limitations. Her dream of emigrating to America, where her uncles live,
represents more than geographical relocation — it symbolises psychological freedom
and hope for the future that has been cultivated through literary engagement with
different cultural possibilities. Yassi's refusal to marry at a young age and her
commitment to university education demonstrate agency and self-determination that
have been developed through intellectual pursuit. Reading European literature
provides her with concrete models of women who pursue education, career, and
personal fulfilment rather than accepting early marriage and domestic limitation. This
exposure enables her to envision and work toward alternative possibilities for her own
life despite family trauma and social pressure.

The researcher emphasises that Yassi's transformation demonstrates how
intellectual pursuit functions as liberation from cultural constraints and family trauma.
Rather than being defined by her family's persecution and suffering, she uses literary
engagement to develop independent thinking and personal aspirations that transcend
her immediate circumstances. This represents resilience achieved through intellectual
development rather than mere psychological survival. Her consistent participation in
literary discussions reveals growing intellectual confidence that parallels her
emotional strength and independence. She progresses from a quiet participant to a
sophisticated analyst capable of complex literary interpretation. This intellectual
development directly enables her to envision and pursue a future defined by her own

aspirations rather than family trauma or social expectations.
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Coming from "an enlightened religious family that had been badly hurt by the
revolution" (Nafisi 31), Yassi embodies what Homi Bhabha terms "third space"
subjectivity — "the liminal zone where different cultural systems encounter and
transform each other through processes of translation and interpretation" (37). Yassi,
manifests hybrid subjectivity by relating banned Western texts like 7The Great
Gatsby to her Iranian life, creating a “third space” of subversive cultural negotiation
under authoritarianism. This interpretation fits Bhabha’s framework, as Yassi’s
readings hybridise Western literature with local experiences, resisting both patriarchal
and colonial legacies through interpretive translation.

Sexual Violence Transformed Through Literary Voice and Analytical Power

Nassrin, another of Nafisi’s brave, bold students, one day opens up to Nafisi
stating that her youngest uncle, a very pious man, had sexually abused her when she
was barely eleven years old. Nassrin recounted how he used to say that he wanted to
keep himself chaste and pure for his future wife and refused friendships with women
on that count. He used to teach Nassrin Arabic lessons and sometimes mathematics
and during those sessions as they sat side by side at her desk, he abused her. His
hands had wandered over her whole body, Nasrin said that such incidents form the
hairline structures of trauma that start building up in the mind (Nafisi 48).

Nassrin's disclosure of childhood sexual abuse by her religious uncle initially
renders her nearly mute about traumatic experience, representing the silencing effects
of sexual violence combined with religious hypocrisy. Her detachment serves as
"defense against unpleasant memories and uncontrollable realities," suggesting the
psychological numbing that enables survival but prevents healing and growth (Nafisi
48). The researcher analyses how this childhood sexual abuse creates compound

trauma: the immediate physical and emotional violation, the betrayal by a trusted
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family member, and the hypocrisy of abuse perpetrated by someone claiming
religious devotion and moral authority. This combination of sexual violence and
religious betrayal initially destroys Nassrin's capacity for trust, self-expression, and
hope for justice or healing. However, through sustained participation in literary
analysis and discussion, Nassrin undergoes a profound transformation that
demonstrates literature's capacity to restore voice, analytical power, and emotional
agency to survivors of sexual violence.

Nassrin's interpretation of Nabokov's invented word "Upsilamba" as "the
magic code that opened the door to a secret cave filled with treasures" (Nafisi 21),
reveals how literary engagement transforms her relationship with language, meaning,
and personal agency. This interpretation demonstrates Nassrin's growing
understanding that intellectual analysis provides tools for unlocking meaning and
discovering value even in arbitrary or difficult circumstances. Rather than remaining
silenced by sexual violence, she discovers that literary engagement provides
frameworks for understanding, articulating, and ultimately transcending traumatic
experience. The researcher emphasises that Nassrin's transformation from a silent
victim to a confident intellectual demonstrates literature's unique capacity to restore
voice to those who have been silenced by violence. Her growing sophistication in
literary analysis directly parallels her recovery of self-expression and personal agency.
Through developing analytical skills, she progresses from a traumatised victim who
cannot speak about her experience to an empowered intellectual who can analyse
complex psychological and social dynamics.

The researcher establishes that Nassrin's prison testimony and witnessing of
executions represent extreme trauma that could have produced permanent

psychological damage, but her intellectual foundation developed through literary
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engagement enables her to process these experiences as meaningful testimony rather
than mere victimization. Nassrin's account of prisoners being "called in the middle of
the night" for execution and her witnessing of a twelve-year-old girl being shot for
"running around the prison grounds asking for her mom" (Nafisi191), represents
trauma so severe that it typically destroys survivors' capacity for hope, trust, or belief
in human dignity. The systematic execution of political prisoners, including children,
creates what researchers identify as "witness trauma" that can be as psychologically
devastating as direct victimisation. However, Nassrin's intellectual development
through European literature provides her with analytical frameworks for
understanding these experiences as testimony to political oppression rather than
meaningless violence.

Nassrin’s ability to articulate these experiences and communicate their
significance demonstrates resilience achieved through intellectual capacity rather than
mere psychological survival. The researcher argues that Nassrin's transformation from
a silent trauma victim to an articulate witness demonstrates literature's capacity to
restore meaning-making ability even after exposure to extreme violence. This
intellectual foundation enables Nassrin to function as a historical witness rather than
remaining trapped in traumatic re-experiencing. Through developing analytical skills
via literary study, she gains the capacity to contextualise her traumatic experiences
within larger frameworks of political resistance and historical documentation that
transform suffering into meaningful testimony. Rather than being defined by
traumatic experience, Nassrin uses intellectual tools gained through European
literature to transform her suffering into historical knowledge that contributes to

understanding and preventing future atrocities.
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Nassrin's arrest “while distributing leaflets in the streets” (191) and subsequent
ten-year sentence (later reduced to three years) demonstrates the regime's systematic
persecution of intellectual dissent and political opposition. The practice of executing
prisoners in the middle of the night, forcing "converted" prisoners to participate in
executions of former comrades, and the systematic rape and murder of virgin female
prisoners represents destruction of human dignity and moral values that typically
produces despair about human nature and social possibility. Such extreme trauma
usually results in what researchers identify as "complex PTSD" that permanently
damages survivors' capacity for relationships, hope, and meaning-making. However,
Nassrin's intellectual development through sustained engagement with European
literature provides her with analytical frameworks and interpretive tools that enable
her to understand these experiences as testimony to political oppression rather than
meaningless violence. Her ability to articulate her prison experiences and
communicate their historical significance demonstrates resilience achieved through
intellectual capacity rather than mere psychological survival. In his work Discipline
and Punish, Foucault states, “From being an art of unbearable sensations, punishment
has become an economy of suspended rights” (89). The researcher notes that
Nassrin’s reduced sentence from ten years to three, demonstrates what Foucault
identifies as the economy of punishment, where the regime calibrates violence to
maintain control while avoiding excessive international attention or domestic
backlash.

From Domestic Violence and Marital Control to intellectual Independence

The researcher establishes that Azin's experience of systematic domestic

violence and emotional abuse within marriage could have produced permanent

psychological damage and acceptance of subordination, yet her participation in the
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Thursday book club enables her to develop intellectual confidence and personal
agency that ultimately leads to her liberation from abusive relationships. Azin had
married three times. She had married her first husband before she was eighteen and
divorced him within a year. He was physically abusive and so was her second
husband. Nafisi says: “Perhaps she married so often because marriage was easier in
Iran than having a boyfriend.” (Nafisi 272) Her third husband was frustrated by all
that interested her. He beat her up daily and the next morning tried to placate her by
swearing his undying love. Azin's husband's systematic psychological manipulation
telling her that no one else would marry her, represents the systematic destruction of
self-worth and personal agency that typically traps women in abusive situations. His
control of finances, social relationships, and daily activities creates isolation and
dependency that usually prevents escape from domestic violence. The loss of child
custody following divorce demonstrates how legal systems reinforce women's
powerlessness and vulnerability within patriarchal marriage structures. Such
systematic legal and social disadvantages typically produce acceptance of abuse rather
than resistance, as women recognise their limited options for economic survival and
social support. However, Azin's sustained participation in literary discussions and
intellectual analysis provides her with cognitive tools and emotional strength that
enables her to recognise the abusive nature of her marriage while developing capacity
for independent thought and action.

Through analysing complex female characters in European literature who
demonstrate agency and independence, Azin develops intellectual frameworks for
understanding her own situation and envisioning alternative possibilities. Her
continued application of makeup and nail polish, despite social and domestic pressure

represents intellectual resistance informed by her literary education about individual
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autonomy and personal expression. This seemingly small act of defiance demonstrates
her growing understanding that intellectual independence requires assertion of
personal dignity and aesthetic choice despite attempts at total control. The researcher
emphasises that Azin's intellectual development enables her to recognise and resist
psychological manipulation while building confidence in her analytical abilities and
personal worth. Her transformation from an isolated abuse victim to a confident
intellectual participant demonstrates literature's capacity to restore agency and self-
respect to women trapped in oppressive relationships. Her husband's psychological
manipulation demonstrates what Judith Lewis Herman identifies as the systematic
"destruction of the victim's sense of self" through emotional abuse that parallels
political torture techniques (377).

The commodification of women within marriage markets, where Azin is
described by her husband as "used" and compared to "a second-hand car," (Nafisi
272) exemplifies what Gayle Rubin identifies as the "traffic in women" under
patriarchal systems, where "women function as objects of exchange between men
rather than subjects with autonomous desires and choices" (157). Azin's loss of child
custody upon divorce reveals what Shirin Ebadi documents as the legal architecture of
gender inequality within the Islamic Republic, where "women's maternal rights
become contingent upon male approval, creating conditions where motherhood itself
becomes a form of political vulnerability" (89). Despite domestic abuse, Azin's
continued participation in the book club demonstrates what Michel de Certeau
identifies as "tactics" of resistance — "ways of operating that turn constraints into
possibilities for agency while remaining within systems of domination" (37). Azin
defends her bruised psyche and fights for her identity as she gains intellectual freedom

to stand up for herself.
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Literary Resistance and Healing Through Narrative: The Transformative Power
of "Upsilamba'': Collective Meaning-Making

The researcher emphasises that Nafisi and her students' collective
interpretation of Vladimir Nabokov's invented word "Upsilamba" in his celebrated
work Lolita demonstrates literature's capacity to create imaginative spaces. Each
student's unique interpretation reveals their individual psychological needs and desires
while contributing to collective meaning-making: Nafisi associates the word with "the
impossible joy of a suspended leap;" Yassi envisions "the name of a dance;" Manna
sees "small silver fish leaping in and out of a moonlit lake;" Azin hears "a sound, a
melody;" Mahshid describes "three girls jumping ropes;" Sanaz imagines "a small
African boy's secret magical name;" Mitra experiences "a blissful sigh;" and Nassrin
sees "the magic code that opened the door to a secret cave filled with treasures"
(Nafisi 21). The researcher argues that through collaborative meaning-making, the
students transform arbitrary linguistic signifiers into repositories of hope and agency.

The word "Upsilamba" becomes what Jacques Lacan identifies as a "master
signifier" — “a linguistic element that organises meaning while remaining partially
empty, allowing subjects to project their desires and fears onto its semantic
possibilities” (171). Each student's interpretation reveals the power of women's
language that challenges masculine linguistic structures through multiplicity and
fluidity rather than singular definition. Shahram Khosravi observes that "in the
shadows of repression and trauma, art and literature became not merely forms of
expression but tools of survival. For many Iranians, poetry, prose, and visual arts were
channels to reclaim their identities, express dissent, and hold onto hope amidst the

despair of political cruelty" (132).
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These interpretations prove that sustained engagement with European
literature enables trauma survivors to reclaim their imaginative capacity and creative
voice. Rather than remaining trapped in traumatic imagery of violence, surveillance,
and oppression, the students use literary analysis to generate hopeful, beautiful, and
life-affirming meanings that demonstrate their psychological resilience and emotional
healing. The researcher emphasises that this creative interpretation process represents
intellectual resistance that directly leads to emotional empowerment. By transforming
a meaningless word into a meaningful imagery, the students demonstrate their
capacity to create beauty, hope, and significance even when external circumstances
provide only oppression and despair. This ability to generate meaning through
intellectual engagement represents genuine resilience rather than mere survival. Azin's
hearing of "a sound, a melody" in the word demonstrates how literary engagement
restores aesthetic appreciation and sensory pleasure that trauma typically destroys.
Mabhshid's vision of "three girls jumping ropes" while shouting the word reveals her
recovery of childhood joy and playful community through intellectual participation.
Sanaz's imagination of "a small African boy's secret magical name" shows how
literary engagement enables her to identify with freedom and magic rather than
victimisation. Mitra's experience of "a blissful sigh" indicates her rediscovery of
peace and contentment through literary community.

Nassrin's interpretation of "the magic code that opened the door to a secret
cave filled with treasures" (21) demonstrates her understanding that intellectual
analysis provides access to hidden treasures of knowledge and valuable insights.
Collectively, these interpretations prove that European literature provides Iranian
women with intellectual tools for transforming their relationship to language,

meaning, and possibility from despair to hope. The researcher argues that this
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transformation represents the memoir's central theme. Sustained intellectual pursuit,
particularly engagement with European literature that offers alternative models of
agency and possibility, provides concrete tools for overcoming trauma and achieving
genuine psychological resilience and hope for the future.

State Violence and Moral Policing: The Apparatus of Disciplinary Control

The researcher establishes that the students' intellectual engagement with
European literature enables them to transform their experience of state violence from
personal humiliation to analytical understanding of power systems, which directly
reduces the psychological impact of oppression while building critical thinking skills
that enhance their resilience. The morality squads' systematic harassment described as
"armed men and women in white Toyota patrols" who monitor women's appearance
and behaviour - initially creates fear, anxiety, and psychological trauma (Nafisi 27).
However, through developing analytical skills via literary study, the students learn to
understand this oppression within larger frameworks of political control rather than
experiencing it as personal attack on their individual worth. However, the students'
literary education enables them to analyse these practices as political tactics rather
than experiencing them as confirmation of their personal inadequacy or
powerlessness.

This analytical transformation, the researcher argues, represents genuine
resilience, rather than merely enduring oppression. The students use intellectual tools
gained through European literature to understand, critique, and psychologically
transcend their oppressive circumstances. This intellectual resistance directly reduces
the emotional impact of daily harassment while building confidence in their analytical
abilities and critical thinking capacity. The students’ progress from passive victims

who experience moral policing as personal attack to active analysts who understand
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these practices within the larger political contexts of authoritarian control. This
transformation demonstrates how intellectual pursuit enables trauma survivors to
reclaim agency and dignity even when they cannot change their external
circumstances.
War Trauma and Collective Suffering: Finding Hope Through Literary
Community

The researcher analyses how the Iran-Iraq War's (1980—1988) systematic
traumatisation of civilian populations could have produced despair and hopelessness,
but the students' engagement with European literature provides intellectual
frameworks for processing collective trauma while maintaining hope for better future.
The war's impact on the daily life of people — constant air raids, bombing campaigns,
shortages, and civilian casualties — creates what trauma researchers identify as chronic
traumatic stress that typically destroys psychological resilience and hope for the
future. The regime's willingness to sacrifice children for military objectives could
have convinced the students that their society has no hope for moral recovery or
positive change. However, through sustained engagement with literature that explores
themes of war, suffering, and recovery, the students developed intellectual
frameworks for understanding collective trauma while maintaining hope for social
healing and personal transcendence. The European texts provided models of societies
that survived war and oppression while rebuilding moral and cultural foundations,
offering concrete examples of recovery and renewal that inspired hope rather than
despair.

The researcher emphasises that the students' literary discussions created
community resilience that enabled mutual support and shared hope despite individual

and collective trauma. Rather than isolating themselves and suffering individually,
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they used literary analysis to create collective meaning-making processes that build
solidarity and mutual encouragement. Their weekly gatherings demonstrated how
intellectual community can provide psychological refuge and emotional healing even
during wartime. By focusing on literary analysis rather than dwelling on war trauma,
they created mental space for hope, creativity, and forward-thinking that sustained
psychological resilience despite external violence and destruction.

The researcher establishes that the Iran-Iraq War functions as what Kai
Erikson terms "collective trauma" — the "psychological reactions that affect entire
societies and fundamentally alter community structures, creating what he identifies as
a ‘new species of trouble’ that exceeds individual capacity for comprehension" (233).
Nafisi's narration of Tehran under bombardment as “sad, dejected and defenseless, but
with dignity” (208), captures the extent of pain experienced by the citizens. Her
description of pregnancy during wartime bombing reveals how war trauma
specifically affects women's reproductive experiences and futurity. Her persistent
anxiety that her child might be born crippled and her constant worry about safety
demonstrate the trauma of existence in a war-ridden country.

The researcher notes that the radio announcements made during air raids —
"Attention! attention! The siren you hear is the danger signal. Red alert! Leave at once
and repair to your shelters" (184), create what Nafisi describes as an echo that "stayed
forever," illustrating how the "shrill voice that several times a day, at most unexpected
hours, would intrude into their lives" becomes permanently embedded in civilian
consciousness (Nafisi 185). This auditory alarm exemplifies what Cathy Caruth
identifies as the "unclaimed experience" of trauma that "returns involuntarily through
sensory memory, disrupting present consciousness with past events that were never

fully experienced" (4).
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The use of child soldiers in war, particularly boys aged ten to sixteen "made to
walk over the mine fields to check for mines" — represents systematic destruction of
innocence and future that typically produces collective despair (Nafisi 208). This
exemplifies what Giorgio Agamben terms "bare life" — "human existence stripped of
political significance and reduced to biological functionality within the sovereign
exception" (123). Similarly, the twelve-year-old girl shot to death for "running around
the prison grounds asking for her mom" exemplifies what the researcher identifies as
the regime's systematic use of terror against children to maintain control over adult
prisoners (Nafisi 191). This incident demonstrates what Achille Mbembe identifies as
"necropolitics" extended to its logical extreme, where "sovereign power claims the
right to kill . . . even. . . children whose only crime is seeking their mothers" (11).
Vladimir Nabokov's Invitation to a Beheading as a Political Allegory

The researcher analyses how Nafisi's students read and discuss Western
classics in their Thursday reading club at Nafisi’s house. They identify themselves
with Nabokov's protagonist Cincinnatus C, who faces execution in a totalitarian
society that denies him even the knowledge of his execution date. Nafisi observes that
"the condemned man's only privilege was to know the time of his death; but the
executioners kept even that from him, turning every day into a day of execution" (76).
This temporal manipulation exemplifies what Achille Mbembe identifies as the
"necropolitical" control of time, where "sovereign power exercises dominance not
only over life and death but over the temporal experience of those under its control"
(11).

Cincinnatus' prison world mirrors the life of people of Iran. The researcher
emphasises that Cincinnatus' situation parallels the students' situation in the Islamic

Republic of Iran, where "literature becomes the sole space for authentic experience
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and resistance to totalitarian control" (Nafisi 76). Unlike conventional therapy that
focuses primarily on symptom management, literary engagement provides
frameworks for understanding suffering within larger contexts of human experience
while offering models of resistance, recovery, and transcendence. Vladimir Nabokov's
Invitation to a Beheading proves particularly healing for the students because it
mirrors their experience of living under totalitarian control while demonstrating
artistic resistance to oppression. The protagonist Cincinnatus C faces execution in a
surreal totalitarian society that denies him knowledge of his death date, creating
psychological torture similar to what the students experience under constant
surveillance and arbitrary punishment. This mirrors the students' daily experience of
potential arrest, harassment, or violence that creates chronic psychological tension and
fear. However, by analysing Cincinnatus' response to totalitarian oppression, the
students developed intellectual frameworks for understanding their own
circumstances while discovering models of psychological resistance.

The artificial texture of Cincinnatus' prison world — where "the moon from the
window of the cell was fake, the spider always found in the corner too" — helps the
students understand how totalitarian systems attempt to control reality itself through
propaganda and surveillance (Nafisi 76). The discovery that "the director of the jail,
the jailor and the defense lawyer were all the same man, who switched places" (76)
provides analytical tools for understanding how oppressive systems maintain control
through deception and role-playing. Most importantly, Cincinnatus' "only window to
another universe was his writing," which directly parallels the students' situation
where literature becomes their sole space for authentic experience and hope for

transcendence (Nafisi 76). Through the analysis of this character's artistic resistance to
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totalitarian control, the students come to understand how intellectual and creative
activity can maintain psychological freedom even under extreme oppression.

Similarly, F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby provides healing through its
exploration of dreams, hope, and the pursuit of ideals, despite the corrupt
circumstances. The students' analysis of Gatsby's persistent optimism and belief in
possibility resonates with their need to maintain hope and courage even amidst the
oppressive political environment. Gatsby’s maintaining his dreams even in the face of
repeated disappointment and social corruption, help the students develop intellectual
frameworks for understanding how to preserve hope and idealism in hostile
circumstances. The researcher emphasises that Henry James's psychological novels
provide particularly powerful healing tools because they offer sophisticated analysis
of interior experience that validates the students' complex emotional lives. Under the
Islamic Republic, women's inner experiences are systematically denied and
invalidated by political rhetoric that relegates them to a lower level to carry out only
their biological and reproductive functions. James's detailed exploration of
consciousness, motivation, and psychological complexity provides intellectual
frameworks that restore dignity and significance to their emotional and mental lives.

The collective nature of their healing process exemplifies what Judith Herman
identifies as the importance of "reconnection" in trauma recovery, where "survivors
move beyond individual healing to engage in social and political action that gives
meaning to their suffering and contributes to preventing future atrocities" (197). The
researcher argues that their literary discussions function as what Herman terms "social
action" that transforms private trauma into public testimony with political

implications.
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The Politics of Dress and Bodily Autonomy

The researcher analyses how the Islamic Republic's systematic gender
persecution initially destroys women's sense of personal dignity and social value, but
engagement with European literature provides intellectual tools for understanding
gender oppression while developing resistance strategies that restore agency and self-
respect. The mandatory hijab, designated as "the symbol of [the regime's] power,"
represents systematic control of women's bodies designed to demonstrate state
authority while reducing women to symbols rather than autonomous individuals
(Nafisi 165). The reduction of marriageable age to nine years and legal requirements
that women obtain male permission for basic activities create systematic
infantilisation intended to destroy women's capacity for independent thought and
action.

Shirin Ebadi's documentation that "revolutionaries sought to redefine the place
of women in society, enforcing strict dress codes and behavioural expectations" as
part of "broader attempts to erase vestiges of Western influence" reveals how gender
oppression serves political objectives of cultural purification and ideological control
(56). This systematic reduction of women's legal and social status could have
produced permanent acceptance of subordination and loss of hope for equality or
dignity. However, the students' engagement with European literature provides them
with alternative models of women's lives, intellectual capacity, and social possibility
that enable them to understand their oppression within larger contexts of political
control rather than accepting it as natural or inevitable. European texts offer examples
of women who achieve education, career success, intellectual recognition, and
personal autonomy that directly contradict the regime's claims about women's natural

limitations and proper social roles.
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Through analysing complex female characters in European literature, the
students developed intellectual frameworks for understanding gender oppression
while maintaining belief in their own capacity for intelligence, creativity, and social
contribution. This literary engagement prevents the internalisation of oppressive
gender ideologies while building intellectual confidence that enables resistance to
psychological manipulation. The researcher emphasises that this transformation from
gender victims to analytical agents represents genuine empowerment achieved
through intellectual development. Rather than merely surviving gender persecution,
the students used literary education to maintain dignity, intelligence, and hope for
better futures despite systematic attempts to destroy their self-respect and social value.

The requirement that female professors choose between "veiling or being
jailed, flogged and perhaps killed" represents systematic elimination of intellectual
leadership and educational quality (Nafisi 161). The case of Professor Laleh, who was
forced to resign and "make a living from her sewing for almost two years" (162)
rather than comply with veiling requirements, demonstrates how the regime
systematically destroys intellectual capacity and professional development. Professor
Laleh's forced resignation for entering her department without a head scarf and her
subsequent reliance on sewing to survive economically demonstrates the personal cost
of intellectual integrity under authoritarian rule. However, her decision to maintain
self-respect rather than comply with oppressive requirements represents intellectual
courage that inspires others to value learning and analytical independence over
political conformity.

The case of Professor Mina, who returned from Boston University to complete
her scholarly work on Henry James is different. The fact that she was immediately

expelled for refusing to wear the veil, demonstrates how the regime systematically
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destroys intellectual leadership and academic expertise. Her brother's execution
reveals the regime's power to eliminate entire families of intellectuals, creating terror
that typically silences academic resistance and cultural preservation efforts. Mina's
subsequent withdrawal to a secluded life with her mother represents the trauma and
isolation that typically results from systematic persecution of intellectuals and
educators. Her inability to continue teaching or scholarly work demonstrates how
political oppression typically destroys intellectual productivity and cultural
development. However, the Thursday book club proves that dedicated intellectuals
can preserve and advance learning even when formal educational institutions are
destroyed by political interference. The researcher examines the regime's designation
of the veil as "the symbol of its power" which also reveals how gender regulation
serves broader political objectives of demonstrating state authority over individual
bodies and private choices. Mariam Poya's documentation of women's resistance
reveals how "women took to the streets in 1979 to protest the imposition of the
mandatory hijab by the new revolutionary government. The protests reflected their
broader defiance against the discriminatory rules that sought to reduce their visibility
and autonomy in public life" (81).

However, the researcher argues that the regime's violent suppression of these
protests — where "women were pushed away by the police by the butts of their guns,
ordering them to go home" — demonstrates what Achille Mbembe identifies as the
"necropolitical" dimension of gender control, where "the state claims the right to use
lethal force to maintain gender hierarchies that serve its political interests" (11). The
systematic murder of "former ministers and educators, prostitutes, leftist
revolutionaries" as enemies of God reveals how gender regulation intersects with

broader political persecution. Under the circumstances, the students’ weekly removal
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of mandatory clothing upon entering Nafisi's home represents more than physical
comfort — it demonstrates their intellectual understanding that authentic identity exists
independent of external control and political manipulation. This act of resistance,
informed by their literary education about personal autonomy and individual dignity,
enables them to maintain psychological freedom despite physical oppression. The
researcher emphasises that their intellectual development enables them to understand
that compliance with dress codes represents political necessity rather than personal
submission or religious devotion. This analytical distinction, developed through
European literary study, enables them to maintain internal agency and dignity despite
external conformity required for physical safety.

The transformation of universities from centres of learning into sites of
ideological enforcement typically produces educational collapse and cultural
regression. The regime's burning of publishing houses and bookstores, closure of
newspapers and magazines, and censorship of classical poets like Rumi and Omar
Khayyam demonstrate what the researcher identifies as denial of intellectual freedom
which they try to overcome. However, the Thursday book club demonstrates how
committed intellectuals can preserve and develop critical thinking capacity even when
educational institutions are destroyed by political interference. By creating alternative
educational space in Nafisi's home, the participants maintain intellectual standards
and analytical development, despite official suppression of learning. The researcher
argues that this alternative educational model proves more effective than formal
university education because it focuses entirely on intellectual development rather
than political compliance. The students' sophisticated literary analysis and critical
thinking development demonstrates how intellectual pursuit can thrive when freed

from political constraints and ideological requirements. Their progress from hesitant
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participants to confident analytical thinkers proves that intellectual capacity can be
developed and maintained even under oppressive political conditions. This
transformation represents genuine educational success that enables personal
empowerment and critical consciousness despite systematic attempts to destroy
learning and intellectual development.

The transformation of Nafisi's memoir into an international bestseller
translated into thirty-two languages demonstrates what Arjun Appadurai identifies as
"mediascapes" in action, where "local narratives reshape international understanding
of political conditions while creating transnational communities of solidarity" (35).
This global reception creates what Benedict Anderson conceptualises as an "imagined
community" of readers who share concern for Iranian women's experiences across
cultural and national boundaries (6).

Collective Literary Analysis: Building Resilience Through Intellectual
Community

The researcher concludes that the Thursday book club's collective engagement
with European literature creates a model for overcoming trauma through intellectual
community that enables both individual healing and group resilience. This approach
proves more effective than individual coping strategies or clinical interventions
because it combines intellectual development with social support and shared meaning-
making processes. When students offer different interpretations of literary texts, they
demonstrate analytical agency while supporting each other's intellectual development
in ways that directly contribute to emotional healing and psychological strength.

The collaborative nature of literary analysis enables mutual encouragement
and shared hope that builds community resilience alongside individual recovery. The

researcher emphasises that this intellectual pursuit systematically fills the students
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with hope by providing concrete models of resistance, agency, and possibility that
contrast dramatically with their daily experience of oppression. European literature
offers alternative narratives of individual autonomy, social justice, and cultural
possibility that inspire them to envision different futures for themselves and their
society. By participating in complex literary analysis, the students develop cognitive
and emotional tools for processing trauma while building confidence in their
analytical abilities and creative capacity. This process systematically transforms them
from isolated victims struggling with individual trauma into a community of
empowered intellectuals who support each other's growth, healing, and resilience. The
researcher concludes that sustained intellectual pursuit, particularly engagement with
European literature that offers alternative models of agency and possibility, provides
concrete and effective tools for overcoming trauma and achieving genuine
psychological resilience and hope for the future.

The students' recurring dreams where they forget to wear their veils and find
themselves "running away" but "rooted to the ground" initially represents trauma
symptoms of hypervigilance, anxiety, and psychological paralysis that typically result
from chronic oppression and surveillance. These nightmares demonstrate how state
control becomes internalised as psychological self-monitoring that continues even
during sleep. However, through sustained literary analysis and interpretive discussion,
the students develop intellectual tools for understanding these trauma symptoms as
responses to political oppression rather than personal psychological failure. Their
analytical education enables them to contextualise anxiety and fear within larger
frameworks of authoritarian control that reduces self-blame while building critical
understanding of power systems. The researcher emphasises that their literary

discussions create systematic healing process that combines individual psychological
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recovery with group solidarity and intellectual development. This approach proves
more effective than individual therapy or medical intervention because it builds
analytical capacity while creating supportive community and shared meaning-making
processes.

Collective Memory and Cultural Preservation: Literature as a Repository of
Hope

The researcher establishes that the Thursday book club's systematic

engagement with European literature creates collective memory work that preserves
cultural values, intellectual standards, and hope for future social reconstruction
despite systematic attempts to destroy educational institutions and cultural continuity.
The researcher argues that their literary community demonstrates how committed
individuals can maintain hope for cultural recovery and social progress despite
immediate circumstances of oppression and destruction. Through preserving and
developing intellectual capacity, they create foundation for future social change while
maintaining personal resilience and group solidarity capable of sophisticated literary
analysis, critical thinking, and mutual support proves that intellectual pursuit can
enable genuine transcendence of traumatic circumstances rather than mere survival.
Their achievement of hope, agency, and analytical sophistication despite living under
severe oppression demonstrates literature's capacity to provide concrete tools for
psychological healing and personal empowerment. This intellectual approach to
trauma recovery proves superior to conventional therapeutic approaches because it
combines individual healing with community building, critical consciousness
development, and cultural preservation work that creates meaning and purpose

beyond personal recovery.
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The students' development of analytical skills, creative capacity, and
intellectual confidence provides foundation for continued growth and social
contribution that extends far beyond trauma resolution. Their collective achievement
represents hope for social recovery and cultural reconstruction that transcends
individual healing to suggest possibilities for broader social transformation through
intellectual education and literary engagement. Having established European
literature's capacity to enable Iranian women's recovery from trauma through
intellectual pursuit, the analysis now transitions to examine how similar dynamics
operate in different cultural contexts, moving to Basma Abdel Aziz's The Queue,
which expands this investigation from a memoir to allegorical fiction and from private
spaces to public bureaucratic systems of control and resistance.

The researcher analyses how the Islamic Republic's systematic gender
persecution initially destroys women's sense of personal dignity and social value, but
engagement with European literature provides intellectual tools for understanding
gender oppression while developing resistance strategies that restore agency and self-
respect. However, the students' engagement with European literature provides them
with alternative models of women's lives, intellectual capacity, and social possibility
that enable them to understand their oppression within larger contexts of political
control rather than accepting it as natural or inevitable. European texts offer examples
of women who achieve education, career success, intellectual recognition, and
personal autonomy that directly contradict the regime's claims about women's natural
limitations and proper social roles.

By analysing the complex female characters in European literature, the
students develop intellectual frameworks for understanding gender oppression while

maintaining belief in their own capacity for intelligence, creativity, and social
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contribution. This literary engagement prevents the internalisation of oppressive
gender ideologies while building intellectual confidence that enables resistance to
psychological manipulation. The researcher emphasises that this transformation from
gender victims to analytical agents represents genuine empowerment achieved
through intellectual development. Rather than merely surviving gender

persecution, the students use literary education to overcome trauma, maintain dignity,
intelligence, and hope for better future, despite systematic attempts to destroy their
self-respect and social value.

Having established the complex dynamics of individual trauma and collective
resistance within the domestic and educational spheres of post-revolutionary Iran, the
analysis now transitions to examine how these patterns of oppression and survival
operate in different cultural contexts, moving to Basma Abdel Aziz's The Queue,
which expands the investigation from private spaces into a broader critique of public
bureaucratic system, illustrating how trauma manifests in plural and multifaceted

ways under the authoritarian regime.



