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Chapter 1. Introduction 

1.1 Migration Transformations and Subjectivities 

After the events of the 1979 Revolution, the number of Iranians that migrated to 

Los Angeles “City of Angels”, California increased significantly. Iranians came in large 

numbers (doubling from 25,000 in the period between 1975-1979 to nearly 57,000 in the 

period between 1980-1984) (Bozorgmehr 11: 2011). Mehdi Bozorgmehr suggests, 

“Iranian-Americans are preoccupied with their exact population size and often feel that 

the US Census undercounts them substantially” (Bozorgmehr 13: 2011). Regardless of 

this population anxiety, following Bozorgmehr, according to 2007 data, 413, 845 Iranians 

were in the US while more than one third are understood to reside in California, largely 

in and around the Greater Los Angeles Area (Bozorgmehr 16: 2011). Ethnically, 

religiously, and politically Iranian-Americans in Los Angeles are diverse, including 

pronounced populations of Muslims, Jews, Baha’i, Zoroastrian, Christians (Armenian as 

well as Pentecostal), and non-religious Iranians as well as several active political 

organizations. The Iranian diaspora is also varied in terms of class, although a prominent 

stereotype of Iranian-Americans is associated with great wealth, there is class diversity 

amongst the population in Los Angeles. As Iranian-American and Middle Eastern 

diaspora scholar Amy Malek puts it, “any attempts to typologise the southern California 

Iranian-American population as a monolith should be viewed critically” (Malek 18: 2015). 

This dissertation, as will be elaborated on in the next section, is about Iranian-American 

migrants in Los Angeles, more specifically, I examine the relationship between migrant 

experiences and aesthetic expression. Geographers studying migration, urban centers, 

or aesthetics have yet to do so from a psychoanalytic perspective. As such, this 

research investigates the role of the unconscious in relationship to Iranian migrant 

experiences in Los Angeles.  

Migratory experiences are necessarily transformative. The migrant subject 

ventures into unknown geographies, languages, customs, rituals, and cultures. Through 
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the pressures of migration, the sounds, smells, and sights of a migrant’s world undergo a 

potentially radical shift. In other words, the pressures of migration may lead a migrant to 

create a new world. Migrants experience a sort of sensual metamorphosis or even an 

aesthetic revolution. The notion of aesthetics, derived from the Greek word aisthetikos, 

meaning sensitive or perceptive and from aisthanesthai to perceive by the senses or by 

the mind. Although migrants experience a sensory revolution they are also stubbornly 

connected to the ghosts and unfinished business of the places they left behind. Imagine, 

the decision-making process, if they are lucky enough to have one, for a migrant before 

they leave their sense world for another. My mother speaks of this in the following way: 

I said good-bye to Iran in 1978. I said good-bye to my sisters and 
brothers. I knew I would never see my mother again. I knew it would all 
be different if I ever came back, which at the time I secretly thought I 
never would, but I still left. No more smell of roasted balal (corn) in the 
morning, no more gahve (coffee) and noon khamee (cream pastry) with 
my friends. No more early morning hikes with my sisters. I left everything I 
knew and I couldn’t care. Mesle ye rooh (like a ghost) I floated onto the 
plane. You were in my arms the entire time. I couldn’t care. I had to leave 
because a better life was somewhere else for me, for the kids I brought 
into the world. When we arrived to Atlanta I didn’t stop crying for a year 
but I knew they were still there eating, talking, walking down the same 
streets that now had different names (2011). 

In this interview excerpt, my mother mentions her senses several times and then 

describes boarding the plane as a “ghost” or a senseless being. Her senses had been 

destabilized. Migrants due to their geographic shift experience a sensual transformation, 

their mouths have to move in new ways to speak a new language, they taste new foods, 

they experience shifts in climate and they hear new sounds. These sensual changes 

may seem disorienting at first but migrants necessarily go through a process of 

reorganizing their sensual world as a way to make sense of their new reality. Jacques 

Rancière (2009), argues that the profound relationship between aesthetics and the 

unconscious are testament to the relationship between sense and nonsense or what he 

calls the “aesthetic unconscious”. Aesthetics make sense of that which seems to be 

nonsensical. Encouraging my mother to speak to me of her past or to interrogate herself 

(especially as she advances in age) is an exhausting task. As Freud once wrote in 

regards to his famous Wolfman case, “thus the course of this treatment illustrates a 

maxim whose truth has long been appreciated in the technique of analysis. The length of 

the road over which an analysis must travel with the patient, and the quality of the 
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material which must be mastered along the way, are of no importance in comparison 

with the resistance which is met with in the course of the work, and are only of 

importance at all in so far as they are necessarily proportional to the resistance” 

(12:1955). My mom, along with many of the Iranian migrants I interviewed in Los 

Angeles have, as this dissertation will demonstrate, been resisting or taming the 

repressed materials associated with migration. While others, especially many of the 

artists I interviewed for this research, have engaged in varied ways with those 

experiences.   

For Lacanian psychoanalysis, repression is the constitutive mechanism for those 

with a neurotic psychic structure; it is a way to cope, expelling conscious thoughts and 

memories to the unconscious (Evans 165: 1996). Very importantly, repression is that 

which causes neurosis. As Fink puts it “one becomes neurotic due to repression” (Fink 

77: 1997). Repression allowed my parents to follow through with the decision to 

permanently leave one country for another. My mother, Afagh, (Afagh translates to 

“horizon”), knew that the family and friends she left behind were still there eating, talking, 

and walking but she convinced herself that they no longer existed so that she could go 

on. Samuel Beckett’s narrator of The Unnamable (1953) famously said, “you must go on, 

I can’t go on, I’ll go on” as he wrestles with language and its effect on subjectivity. I think 

of this often when I imagine my parents facing the tremendous transformation before 

them. How difficult it must have been to be forcibly changed on the one hand, and on the 

other, trapped by an unfinished past? A past that has almost mythological implications 

for my family, a lawyer that once was (my Mom), a successful business man that could 

have been (my Dad), an established and stable family that might have made it as a 

family, had they stayed in Iran. For me and my sister, my parents and two older brothers, 

psychically and geographically, Iran, its people, and our intimate experiences there have 

become distant but stubborn ghosts that repeatedly move within our psychic economy. 

There is an anxiety (explored more fully in Chapter Five) associated with completely 

losing connection with Iranian culture and national identifications. As Marilyn Ivy (1995) 

argues in her research on Japan, the anxiety around the loss of culture and imaginaries 

(for Japan because of its complex relationship to the West and processes of modernity) 

around nation have produced a fascination with vanishing or marginalized cultural 

expression. The ghosts, that haunt me and my family, might be synonymous with the 

repressed materials of the unconscious: repressed but not forgotten. Psychoanalysis 
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argues that the repressed returns in “a distorted form, in symptoms, dreams, slips of the 

tongue, etc” (Evans 165: 1996). According to Jacques Lacan, “the repressed and the 

return of the repressed are one and the same” (Lacan 57: 1997) and the only proof that 

psychoanalysis has that the repressed exists are “its manifestations in the form of 

disruptions or interruptions” (Fink 114: 1997). The return of the repressed can also 

include symptoms expressed by the body such as tics, recurring coughs, tightness in the 

chest, difficulty breathing, and so on. If we follow Lacan in that the repressed is the same 

as its return, then these “distorted forms” or symptoms that express themselves in the 

body, language, and dreams are ‘speaking’ the repressed materials. Here Lacan 

understands symptoms and expressions of the unconscious not as deeper, more hidden 

aspects of subjectivity but rather as topological phenomena that manifest themselves as 

surfaces rather than hidden depths.  

Why pursue a study of Iranian migrants, aesthetics, and Los Angeles through 

psychoanalysis? In the following passage, regarding sex and sexuality, Tim Dean via 

Lacan addresses the necessity of considering the “traumatic real-unfamiliar qualities of 

life” that psychoanalysis argues the unconscious has access to:  

Imagining a future history of sex requires more than a commitment to the 
standard Foucauldian position that sexuality is a historical rather than a 
natural phenomenon. This is true as far as it goes; the problem is that it 
doesn’t go far enough. Sexuality is only partly historical; its other 
dimension has not to do with nature but with the unconscious and with 
what Lacan calls the traumatic real-unfamiliar aspects of existence that 
are no more biological than they are historically produced. If the 
unconscious were purely a historical construct, it would be manipulable in 
a way it clearly is not. Historical explanations of sexuality remain too tied 
to commonsensical psychological notions of personhood and gender to 
account for the radical impersonality of desire. Paradoxically, it’s the very 
recognisability of these explanations that limits their heuristic value (Dean 
270: 2000).  

Although, Dean is investigating sexuality, I argue this thought process can be 

applied to migration and aesthetics. I suggest that migration processes are not prompted 

and defined by purely historical events (revolution, war, economics) nor is migration a 

purely natural process (human beings have a biological need to migrate) and that 

geographers must consider the unconscious in their studies of migration processes and 

experience. Psychoanalytic theory attends to the “traumatic real-unfamiliar aspects of 
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existence”, and, as Dean suggests we must account for the “radical impersonality of 

desire” rather than only seek explanation through historical materiality or biological 

certainty. Throughout this dissertation I use the word trauma which requires further 

elaboration. For Freud, trauma is associated with traumatic events, usually sexual in 

nature, that have not been verbalized (Fink 49: 1997). For Lacan, as Dean describes,  

attending to the unconscious necessarily provokes an encounter with trauma. Trauma 

from a Lacanian perspective is linked to the Real insofar that trauma functions like a 

blockage, fixation, an event or experience that hasn’t been brought into language. One 

of the many goals of analytic work is that this face of the Real or one’s traumatic 

experiences are at least partially symbolized. Creating relationships with more signifiers 

in the hopes that this work will set the blockage into motion. For this research, I often 

describe experiences many of my research participants share with me as traumatic, 

instead of for example a process of mourning or grief. I do so not because it isn’t 

potentially those things also but because of the way psychoanalysis understands the 

unconscious I register these moments as an encounter with the traumatic, unfamiliar or 

potentially non-verbalized unconscious experiences that are meaningful to that person’s 

life. Furthermore, in Chapter Five, I investigate trauma through both the Lacanian 

theorizations of the gaze and through the affects of shame and anxiety as it relates to 

the Iranian-American community in Los Angeles. For Lacanian psychoanalysis, the 

gaze, shame and anxiety are connected to the lack in the desire of the Other in other 

words the Other (parents, analysts, nations, filmmakers, artists and so on) do not have a 

clear understanding of what their desire is either. In fact, coming to terms with the lack in 

the Other’s desire is itself traumatic as will be investigated further in Chapter Five 

through psychoanalytic interpretations of the gaze and the relationship between shame 

and anxiety. The focus of this work specifically is on Iranian migrants to the US and their 

possible interpretations of what the Other, in this case Los Angeles, California, USA, 

demands of them. The field of trauma studies is a rich one. Cathy Caruth (1991,1995, 

2001, 2016), a leading figure in trauma studies since the 1990s, along with Shoshana 

Felman (1992, 1995) and Dominick LaCapra (1996,1998, 1999) are explicitly concerned 

with the ethical implications of how to represent trauma. Resituating history and 

“permitting history to arise where understanding may not” (Caruth 11: 1995). The 

understanding that often times extreme events defy representation and an ethical 

approach to producing ways of engaging with the trauma of an Other are what Caruth 

argues “may provide the very link between cultures” producing “cross-cultural” solidarity” 
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and a way out of the isolation imposed by the silence that trauma provokes (Caruth 11: 

1995). Stef Craps and Gert Buelens (2008) argue that trauma studies have focused 

predominantly on the traumatic experiences of white Westerners via Western 

methodologies. Following, Caruth’s argument that “history is precisely the way we are 

implicated in each other’s traumas”  Craps and Buelens suggest that “Western traumatic 

histories must be seen to be tied up to histories of colonial trauma for trauma studies to 

be able to redeem its promise of ethical effectiveness” (Craps and Buelens 2: 2008). 

Post-colonial theorists and critics such as Iranian-American scholar, Kamran Aghaie, 

Rebecca Saunders, Jill Bennett, and Victoria Burrows have suggested that 

postcolonialism should be understood as “the infliction of a collective trauma” and that it 

is a “posttraumatic cultural formation” (Craps and Buelens 2: 2008). 

 

So then how is it possible to engage with the trauma of the Other’s unconscious 

ethically? In section 2.1.3 “Psychoanalysis and Geography” as a way to enter into the 

discussion of trauma, the unconscious, and art I suggest that artist Kara Walker’s 

relationship to the demands of the Other have been manifested through her work and 

that she has creatively opened up spaces where traumatic desire can be engaged. 

While simultaneously protecting experiences that may be traumatic from being labelled 

as represented and therefore understood to be known. For psychoanalysis, the 

unconscious is not representable but only can be fleetingly engaged, especially through 

analytic work.  

 

For this study, the both the aesthetic practices of Iranian post-migrants and 

migrant stories function as the pathway to investigating processes of the unconscious 

and trauma. Why art? Artists have permission to create without ceding their desire to the 

Other. That is to say, as artist Wassily Kandinsky put it, “there is no ‘must’ in art because 

art is free” (Whtitford 15: 1967)1. Art is not expected to provide scientific certainty or 

historical accuracy but rather as Lucian Freud boldly offered, “I am only trying to do what 

I can’t do” (Dreifuss-Katan 134: 2016). Put simply, artists are interested in the 

impossible. 

 

                                                
1 In terms of art and its relationship to capitalism this point is certainly up for debate.  
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The above condition leads me to the second response to the question ‘why art?’ 

Art is a privileged medium and a place to access trauma. The ‘success’ stories of 

migration and assimilation will often be glorified and elevated in the media and by 

members of the migrant community2, while the more unsavoury aspects of migration like 

failure, endless and destructive repetitive behavior, devastating confusion, and feelings 

of loss are frequently ignored, dismissed, integrated, repressed, and/or censored. Often 

migrant artists, take into account trauma, unresolvable deadlocks, and the impossible. 

This dissertation takes these experiences seriously and by speaking with and attempting 

to ‘listen analytically’ to Iranian migrants and/or artists this research attempts to take 

account of migrant experiences that are neither purely, historical or biological. 

 

For psychoanalytic theory, the content of experiences becomes less relevant 

than the distorted forms that they take such as tics and slips of the tongue. As such, this 

dissertation proposes that the content of the repressed materials is not privileged over 

the form that these repressed materials take in the Symbolic, forms such as dreams, 

parapraxis, the language of identity politics, film, painting, or poetry. Importantly, 

because this dissertation does not privilege content over form, the question of how to 

interpret migration processes, art, and the unconscious emerges as a fundamental 

concern of this work. For now, I’ll register that migration provokes transformative sensual 

(again we can understand this as aesthetic) and unconscious processes that I do not 

aim to explain, but rather attempt to follow via the approach that Susan Sontag calls for 

in her powerful essay on art criticism Against Interpretation: 

The aim of all commentary on art now should be to make works of art-
and, by analogy, our own experience-more, rather than less, real to us. 
The function of criticism should be to show how it is what it is, even that it 
is what it is, rather than to show what it means (14: 1964). 

In place of a hermeneutics we need an erotics of art (14: 1964). 

According to Sontag (1964), critics have treated the ‘problem’ of art, the 

unconscious, and interpreting experience as exactly that, a problem to be solved. 

Making transparent requires that a truth is unveiled. To unveil a truth there must be 

evidence to support the truth claim and this evidence generally emerges from content 
                                                

2 See PBS mini-series “The Iranian Americans” 2012 
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such as the painting presented or the story told to the psychologist. Western aesthetic 

theory has remained loyal to the Greek philosophers, predominantly Plato and Aristotle. 

Plato argued that art was mimesis and that the art object, for instance a painting of a 

bed, has no value because it can’t be used to sleep on (Sontag 4: 1964). For Plato, all 

art is trompe l’oeil, misrepresentative, useless, untrustworthy, and fake. While Aristotle, 

defended art, he argued that art has therapeutic benefits and is “medicinally useful in 

that it arouses and purges dangerous emotions” (Sontag 4: 1964). The Greeks set up 

the stakes for aesthetic theory in the West, essentially by asking why does art matter 

and how is art beneficial? In other words, the value of art must be defended and the 

materials needed to defend why it matters, why it is important, or why it should be 

allowed to exist generally emerge from the content. Sontag argues elegantly that this is 

where the “odd vision” (4: 1964) that “form” should be separate from “content” was born 

making “content essential and form accessory”. The work of art is defined by its content, 

that is to say, the manifestations through which an artist attempts to say X or means Y, 

or did this because she is representing Z. The goal here is to make meaning so that 

when it comes time to defend why art is important there is concrete signified materials 

that can be referred to. Similarly, Bruce Fink writes that Lacan suggests that 

unconscious processes should not be understood in terms of meaning:  

Conscious thought is grounded in the realm of meaning, in a striving to 
make sense of the world. Lacan proposes that unconscious processes 
have little if anything to do with meaning. We can, it seems, completely 
ignore the whole issue of meaning, that is, the whole of what Lacan calls 
the signified or signification, in discussing the unconscious. (Fink 21: 
1995). 

Fink goes on to say: 

The kind of truth “unveiled” by psychoanalytic work can thus be 
understood to have nothing whatsoever to do with meaning, and while 
Lacan’s mathematical “games” may seem to be merely recreational, his 
belief was that an analyst gains a certain agility in working them through, 
in deciphering them, and in discovering the logic behind them. It is the 
kind of deciphering activity required by any and every encounter with the 
unconscious. Language in the unconscious, and as the unconscious, 
ciphers. Analysis thus entails a significant deciphering process that 
results in truth, not meaning (Fink 21: 1995). 
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Here we see a significant link between Lacan and Sontag. Sontag calls for 

aesthetic theory and interpreters of art to focus not on meaning but on the form that art is 

expressed. Similarly, Lacan understands the unconscious to be structured like a 

language and is more concerned with the form (s) of expression of the unconscious 

(dreams, parapraxis, jokes) and not the content of these expressions. In other words, 

what is essential for the subject is the form of the signifier rather than the meaningful 

content. For example, Freud discovered in his famous Rat Man analysis that the Rat 

Man was tortured not by rats as long tailed rodents but by various forms of the word rat 

(ratte). The question, then becomes, how does the critic or analyst do form focused 

analysis rather than a content driven analysis? For Lacan, the job of the analyst is to 

bring forth interpretation that engages the cause. 

Lacan notes that interpretation does not so much aim at revealing 
meaning as at “reducing signifiers to their nonmeaning (lack of meaning) 
so as to find the determinants of the whole of the subject’s behavior”. 
Interpretation brings forth an irreducible signifier, “irreducible, signifying 
elements”. What must be glimpsed by the analysand, beyond the 
meaning inherent in interpretation itself, is “the signifier-which has no 
meaning, and is irreducible and traumatic-to which he, as subject, is 
subjected” (Fink 22: 1995). 

This form of interpretation requires paying special attention to what one hears 

and sees, rather than grafting sense or meaning to the migrant’s story, work of art, or 

psychic symptom. This way of interpretation demands a heightening of senses such as 

sight, smell, sound, touch, and hearing. Sontag quotes Oscar Wilde (Sontag 3: 1964) at 

the start of her essay, “It is only shallow people who do not judge by appearances. The 

mystery of the world is the visible, not the invisible”; a series of surfaces not depths. 

Wilde’s statement speaks to the destabilizing of the myth that the expert has access to 

knowledge that the non-expert does not have access to. In other words, a hermeneut 

doesn’t necessarily have access to special information. For a Lacanian analyst or 

Sontagian art critic sharpened senses, the close attention paid to minor details and 

repetitive practices that, like Edgar Allen Poe’s, “The Purloined Letter” (1986) lie in plain 

view, are the pathway to form driven analysis. 

Psychoanalytic techniques of interpretation, exemplified by Slavoj Žižek’s 

influential symptomatic readings of society and art, as argued by Dean, have rendered 

psychoanalysis’ interpretative zeal as reductive (2000). Following Žižek, Lacan 
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suggested that Karl Marx invented the symptom, simply because symptoms are born of 

conflict (Žižek 1989). If we view the social in terms of power relations rather than from a 

functionalist sociological standpoint it becomes clear why Lacan suggested that Marx 

invented the symptom (Žižek 1989). For Marx, the conflict happens between classes 

while for Lacan, between the unconscious and the conscious. The Lacanian subject is 

situated as the split between language (the Law) and jouissance (unrestrained 

enjoyment), defining the psychoanalytic subject not as an individual experience but as a 

social experience. Dean effectively argues that, Žižek the philosopher who reinvigorated 

psychoanalytic theory, diminishes the radical opacity of cultural products like art. If the 

interpreter makes art transparent, then what happens to the unconscious processes that 

produced the work? Are we to assume the unconscious has been unveiled? The 

radicality of the impossibility of knowing the unconscious (the most sacred and politically 

powerful dimension of the unconscious) is diminished because, as Dean suggests, of 

this symptomatic approach to interpretation. Dean argues that Žižek attempts to reveal 

the “truth behind social relations” (23: 2002) to make the ideological stakes of, for 

example a Hitchcock film, apparent. This is problematic and troubling, because it 

suggests, that all interpretation is meant to produce meaning, rather than resist it. Of 

course, Lacan as discussed earlier is not interested in meaning or sense but that which 

resists sense. Žižek’s symptomatic approach to aesthetic and cultural output has 

unconscious (thus hidden) meaning and is waiting to be revealed and dissected. Lacan, 

himself, was an enigmatic intellectual figure that embodied the notion that we do not 

know about the unconscious we only know of it (Fink 1997). Lacan theorizes language, 

or the injunctions of the Other, alienates the subject. When the split between language 

and jouissance (a painful primal pleasure before the injunctions of the Symbolic) occurs 

there is excess, a remainder, or a residue left behind. Again because of the excess and 

the inability of language to ‘say it all’, we will see that Lacanian psychoanalysis 

emphasizes topological rather than topographic spaces of the psyche and the social 

(Kingsbury 2007). 

In addition, to Sontag and Lacan’s understanding of interpretation, Jacques 

Rancière theorizes that the relationship between thought and non-thought is directly 

connected to the relationship between art and the unconscious3. Rancière thinks that 

Sigmund Freud discovered the unconscious through art because the unconscious was 
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already present within the work of writers and artists. Rancière suggests that artists and 

the work they create illustrate that “there is meaning in what seems not to have any 

meaning” (3: 2009). He goes on to argue that,  “these figures are not the materials upon 

which analytic interpretation proves its ability to interpret cultural formations. They are 

testimony to the existence of a particular relation between thought and non-thought…” 

(3: 2009). The unconscious already existed outside of the clinical domain and because 

Freud often referred to aesthetic objects, figures, and processes Rancière argues he 

identified that the intersection of the relationship between thought and non-thought “was 

formed primarily in the field of what is called aesthetics” (4: 2009). Aesthetics would now, 

because of Freud’s discovery, become the central object of consideration in 

psychoanalysis. Rancière argues that Freud’s “aesthetic” studies mark the inscription of 

“analytic thought within the horizon of aesthetic thought” (4: 2009). The “aesthetic 

unconscious” (2009) as Rancière would say, is a good place to begin to access a key  

concern of this dissertation, the Lacanian Real, or traumas associated with migration 

and assimilation that have been signified or not by the Iranian-American community in 

Los Angeles.  

In sum, the main interpretative efforts of this dissertation follow Sontag, an ethical 

Lacanian psychoanalysis and Rancière’s understanding of the “aesthetic unconscious”. 

This dissertation attempts to follow the relationship between migration, the unconscious, 

and art primarily via the forms they express themselves. The remainder of this chapter 

begins with a discussion of the global importance of Iranian art and the peculiarities of 

the aesthetics of Los Angeles. The chapter goes on to outline the objectives, research 

questions, and finally the importance of this dissertation. The second part of this chapter 

is dedicated to the research design, methods, and methodology of my study. Because 

this dissertation is a gesture towards what I call, a ‘psychoanalytic autoethnography’ the 

chapter goes on to discuss briefly the Lacanian subject and how this influences the 

methods and methodology of my research agenda. 

1.2 Objectives of the Dissertation 

The repeated attempt by neurotics to adopt the Other’s ego ideal is at the 
very crux of their neurosis (Fink 1997: 62). 
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The main objective of this dissertation is to map (through cultural producers, 

institutions, artists and migrant stories) the “aesthetic unconscious” (Rancière 2009) of 

post migrant Iranians as it emerges in Los Angeles, the city that Iranians came to in 

large numbers both before and after the Iranian/Islamic Revolution. This dissertation’s 

interpretations of Iranian migrant art, images and processes are aligned with Lacan’s 

later theorizations of the unsymbolizable Real. The analytic chapters are dedicated to 

considering the Lacanian gaze and psychoanalytic approaches to shame and anxiety as 

it has emerged in the Iranian migrant community in Los Angeles. This work focuses on 

excavating migrant unconscious processes as they are expressed in Post Iranian 

Revolution images, forms including film, painting, performance art, photography and 

other images, such as billboards. This includes images made by post migrant Iranians 

living in Los Angeles, images made by Iranians in Iran that have influenced or affected 

Iranians in Los Angeles, and the unique aesthetics of Los Angeles produced by both 

Iranians and non-Iranians. The second objective of this dissertation is to investigate what 

filmmaker John Akomfrah via Michel Foucault has called ‘counter memory’ (Foucault 

1977) or what I call ‘symbolically underdetermined4 memory’. I understand these 

memories to be related to the repressed materials of the unconscious. These memories 

belong to migrants who have passed through the inductions of the state and paths of 

citizenship but are either not accounted for in the dominant symbolic network or 

underdetermined. There is a visual dimension to what I refer to as the ‘absent subject’ as 

well and I argue that the invisibility of counter memories has organized the visual field for 

the overdevelopment of one aspect of Iranian-American subjectivity in Los Angeles. The 

documentation of these memories serves to point to the geographies of those who have 

rendered their experiences invaluable during the process of becoming a resident/citizen 

of their host country.  

The third objective of this research is to focus on organizations, festivals, and 

events that problematically overdetermine5 the symbolic status of Iranian-ness. In other 

words, locating Iranian-ness within a complex symbolic network. I argue that these 
                                                

4 A process of interpretation related to the Freudian concept of overdetermination. I understand 
underdetermination to be a process wherein the unconscious experiences of the migrant are 
condensed to a cause and effect relationship rather than attributing multiple factors to the 
materialization of unconscious experiences. 

5 The Freudian idea that a single observed effect is determined by multiple causes at once. Freud 
argued that dreams are often overdetermined in that they were caused by multiple factors in 
the life of the dreamer. 
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groups and organizations promote a hypervisible, hyper-Iranian aesthetic, as a way to 

assimilate and simultaneously latch on to, construct, and capitalize on Iranian/Persian 

national and ethnic identity politics. An investigation into both articulations of the migrant 

experience (symbolically under and overdetermined) will contribute to mapping Iranian-

American subjectivity in Los Angeles.  

Although, mapping indicates a desire to make these processes visible, which is 

to a certain extent valid, my true aim however and my fourth objective is to problematize 

the dichotomies of visible and invisible, knowledge/non-knowledge, and mastery/non-

mastery by developing the relationship between aesthetic interpretation and Lacan’s 

theories of the unconscious. For psychoanalysis, the neurotic wants to possess the 

Other’s ego ideal and this is where the source of their crises lies. Lacanian 

psychoanalysis suggests that the Other does not know what it actually desires. With this 

objective, I attempt not to render the art, people, and city as understandable or overly 

familiar so as to preserve the radicality of their unsymbolizable or traumatic dimension. 

In other words, I aim to make them meaningful without making them transparent. In so 

doing, I experiment with maintaining the opacity of desire and the openness of both the 

self and the Other’s desire. With these goals in mind, I approach both the subjects of this 

study and the aesthetic objects of this study with an ethical commitment to avoid falling 

into a potential trap of a “hermeneutics of suspicion” (Paul Ricouer in Dean 31: 2002) 

wherein my interpretive efforts promise to reveal an answer. I aim towards a “criticism 

registering the effects of the real on interpretation, rather than thematizing the real 

through interpretations that use aesthetic artifacts to illustrate psychoanalytic concepts” 

(Dean 39: 2002).  

One important consequence of this theoretical position is that I am obliged to 

consider how the deadlock of the Real affects my interpretations. Thus a fifth objective of 

this research is to critically engage myself as both the researcher and researched. How 

do I do this? By implicating and investigating my own deadlocks, repetitive behaviors, 

anxieties, and non-mastery all throughout the interpretative process rather than only use 

other subjects/objects to justify my claims. This dissertation supports, then, Dean’s call 

for an ethical psychoanalysis and to maintain the Otherness of art and by extension the 

otherness of the subject by following Lacan’s suggestion that, “what is essential is that 

he (the interpreter) should see, beyond this signification, to what signifier-to what 
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irreducible, traumatic, non-meaning-he is, as a subject, subjected” (Lacan 250-1: 1998). 

I hope to maintain the radical otherness of the participants, the art featured in this 

research, and myself by following Lacan’s advice to not interpret expressions of trauma 

but to register its stubborn resistance to interpretation. 

1.3 A Brief Background 

After the Iranian/Islamic revolution of 1979, spearheaded by Ayatollah Khomeini, 

Iran became the Islamic Republic of Iran. Generally speaking. this was a great surprise 

because as historian Ervand Abrahamian puts it, Reza Shah’s Iran “led most observers 

to conclude that the regime was so firmly grounded that it was indestructible” (Ervand 

496: 1982). If Ayatollah Khomeini’s agenda could be defined by a single goal it was the 

purification of Iran, now the newly ordained Islamic Republic of Iran, from the corruptions 

of the West (Mottahedeh 2008). Importantly, the question then becomes purified of what 

exactly? As Joan Copjec (1999) argues and as I will address in Chapter Four more fully, 

purified of the corporeal body. Ironically, in the decades following the revolution Iranian 

films, filmmakers, and more recently Iranian visual art have become and are continually 

becoming internationally celebrated, predominantly and likely to Khomeini’s horror, by 

the West. These films and filmmakers were understood to be grounded in the Real and 

the body and have often been compared to Italian neorealism. Beginning in the 1990s, 

names like Kiarostami, Makhmalbaf, and Panahi6 became integral to film festivals, critics 

circles, and filmgoers interested in avant garde cinemas. This is when I first began to 

pay close attention to Iranian film and art. The revered filmmakers became household 

names especially for those Iranians in the diaspora since many of these films were 

prohibited from being screened in Iran. The first time I saw Kiarostami’s “Close-Up” 

(1990) or Makhmalbaf’s “A Moment of Innocence” (1996) I distinctly remember feeling 

relieved and excited because the media and unknowingly my family had been telling me 

for most of my life that Iran was a scary and violent place. There was a framed photo of 

a stern Ayatollah Khomeini furrowing his arched eyebrows in one of the first of many 

apartments we lived in when we began our migration journey. Atlanta, Georgia was our 

new home after we left Iran, just months before Khomeini and his regime took over the 
                                                

6 Although I only mention male filmmakers Iranian women have been integral to post-Revolution 
Iranian films, to name a few Rakshan Bani-Etemad, Tamineh Milani, and Samira 
Makhmalbaf. 
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country. The Ayatollah had followed us, even though my father had not been a part of 

the revolution, he felt connected to the new Iran by keeping the image in our home. 

Khomeini’s image never failed to provoke heated politically charged arguments when 

guests came over. My mother often demanded that it be removed. Here I am pictured 

below with her in Figure 1. As the photo illustrates she of course paid no attention to 

Islamic laws regarding women, she wore make up, never hid her hair, and defied my 

father’s often times hypocritical lukewarm religiosity. In this photo, I seem to be more 

observant of the laws of Shari’a than my mother.

 

Figure 1 Naraghi Family Home, Nazanin Pictured with Afagh 1980 
As I grew older we moved from apartment to house, from Atlanta to Los Angeles, 

as we moved, so did this framed photo of Khomeini. He appeared in different living 

spaces, his image persisted. I imagined an Iran where the Ayatollah followed everyone 

and saw everything. His watchful and strangely familiar eyes had in fact washed over the 

country where I was born, saturating highway overpasses, bakeries, and public spaces 

more generally. Soon after images of the Ayatollah infiltrated the West came images of 

oceans of women in black shrouds. Mandatory Islamic hejab was an attempt by the new 

republic to avert and purify the male gaze. To cover up something that could never be 

covered up enough. The events of the pivotal 1979-1981 Iranian hostage crisis brought 

with it images of the covered eyes of fifty-two Americans held captive by Iranian students 

and militants. The images had sinister implications of what the relationship between the 

US and Iran would be like now that power had shifted from the US backed Shah to 

leaders with an Islamic agenda. Then throughout the 1980s the intolerable images of the 

Iran-Iraq war appeared. These images brought my mother to tears as she imagined the 

loss of her loved ones or that her own sons would be dead, maimed, or irreversibly 
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traumatized if we hadn’t left Iran. Since I left Iran as an infant, the images that I knew of 

my homeland up until Kiarostami and Mahkmalbaf were only that of ostentatious wealth 

(Reza Shah’s 2500 year celebration of the Persian Empire is a good example) or the 

exact opposite, the extreme shunning of Western material values through the lens of 

Imam Khomeini’s Islam. The images that were coming to me through Kiarostami, 

Makhmalbaf, and others were re-calibrating what I understood of Iran. The films of 

Makhmalbaf (after 1991) and Kiarostami neither shunned or elevated Western 

ideologies. These films focused on something else altogether which is why they 

appealed so much to me. Arguably, Makhmalbaf and Kiarostami have changed how Iran 

is understood on an international scale.  

 

These films and filmmakers have permanently affected the international film 

community. In February of 2012, the Oscars anointed the first Iranian winner, Asghar 

Farhadi for his film “A Separation” (2011). This award is especially auspicious 

considering Iran is the target of diplomatic and economic sanctions and under threat of 

military attack from Israel, the US, and the United Kingdom. The images of Iran in the 

mainstream media are of menacing power plants, anti-Semitic presidents, and bearded 

robed men. And yet, visual art and film from the region and from the diaspora has 

received overwhelming international recognition not only from the mainstream Oscars 

but also from revered film festivals. In 1997, Abbas Kiarostami received the highest prize 

at Cannes, the Palme D’Or, Shirin Neshat received a Silver Lion at the Venice Film 

Festival for best director in 2009, and again Asghar Farhadi was given a Golden Bear at 

the Berlin Film Festival in 2011. The ‘watershed’ moment for Iranian visual arts came in 

May of 2006 at Christie’s inaugural Contemporary Middle Eastern Art sale in Dubai7. The 

auction brought in over 2 million US dollars while the following year saw sales well over 

12 million US dollars. Middle Eastern art was delivering  groundbreaking numbers and 

Christy’s new category of Modern and Contemporary Iranian and Arab Art solidified 

Iranian art’s critical status with dealers, curators, and collectors on a global scale. Iranian 

artists have brought in landmark sales, including Charles Hossein Zenderoudi’s 1981 

painting “Tchaar-Bagh” which sold for over 1.6 million US dollars in April of 2008 and 

Parviz Tanavoli’s 1975 bronze sculpture “The Wall (Oh, Persepolis)” sold for a world 

record price of over 2.8 million US dollars in April of 2010.  
                                                

7 http://www.christies.com/features/Collecting-guide-Middle-Eastern-Modern-and-Contemporary-
Art-7732-1.aspx 
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Beginning in 2010, civil uprisings in Tunisia, Egypt and Bahrain and bloody civil 

wars in Syria and Libya have made corruption and human rights abuses in this region of 

the world visible to the international community, including the US and Great Britain. In 

Iran the protests and civil rights movement (now known as the Green Movement) 

beginning after the perfidious June 2009 elections has made it clear to the world that the 

Islamic Republic of Iran’s government is abusive and is under serious scrutiny by 

Iranians in Iran and within the diaspora8. Because of Iran’s oppressive political and 

social agenda there is a largely young and disenfranchised Iranian population finding 

outlet through various visual medias which leaves no shortage of work to be sold and 

recognized internationally9. Iran’s “golden age” of art is largely attributed to the 

establishment and steady growth of Christy’s auction house in Dubai. The wealthy in and 

outside of Iran understand art to be an intelligent financial investment, as artist Parviz 

Tanavoli comments, “there is a lot of wandering money in this country which in the past 

was only invested in housing and the stock exchange. But this has changed now”10. 

Another reason for the rise of Iranian art is that Iranian artists living, working, and 

consolidating the current civil rights movement of Iranians from within the diaspora, such 

as Shirin Neshat, are more recognized than ever11. The art world began to take notice 

that Iran experienced profound shifts in the last century sparking artists both in and 

outside of the country to speak the language of those traumas. Neshat is an 

extraordinary example of an artist born of this trauma. 

 

Shirin Neshat, in the circuits of contemporary art, is a household name. She 

arguably popularized a form of art that investigates identity, hybridity, history, and 

migratory processes. The relationship between ancient and modern in terms of identity, 

art, history and geography has been broached intensely in the photography and films of 

Neshat. Neshat first arrived as an artist in the mid 1990s with her photo series “Women 

of Allah” in which she attempts to visualize questions related to hybridity, gender, 

memory, identity, and the self. Much of her work deterritorializes language and bodies, 

                                                
8 http://www.thedailybeast.com/articles/2010/01/02/irans-younger-smarter-revolution.html. 
9 http://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2011/09/life-and-death-in-iran-parastou-forouhars-

subversive-art/245299/#.TnspXzlaczQ.facebook. 
10 http://www.reuters.com/article/2011/05/25/us-iran-art-idUSTRE74O2I120110525 
11 Ibid. 
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by writing Islamic women’s bodies (symbolized by the chador or full length head/body 

covering) with the language of provocative and charged feminist Iranian poets such as 

Forough Farokhzad. The photograph “Speechless” (1996) was acquired by the Los 

Angeles Museum of Contemporary Art in April 2012. The image combines four dominant 

symbolic elements: text, veil, gun, and gaze. “Speechless” is representative of Neshat’s 

concerns throughout the “Women of Allah” series. “Speechless”, claustrophobically 

frames a mournfully indifferent face, (not her own although she is featured in other 

photos), overwritten with Islamic text. The barrel of a gun peers out ominously from 

within her chador. The photo features the penetrating one-eyed soft gaze of the woman 

looking beyond the gaze of the camera. The image juxtaposes several powerful forces 

bearing on women’s lives in Iran, Islam, violence, and the chador/veil. 

 

In the 1990s, her approach was fresh and confrontational and she arguably 

began a movement, amongst diaspora artists and others, concerned with questions of 

identity, gender, geographical divides, democracy and political exile. Neshat’s presence 

and work has proven to be arresting. Neshat received the prestigious Dorothy and Lillian 

Gish Prize in 2006 while in 2010 cultural critic Roger Denson of the Huffington Post 

named her artist of the decade. Denson commends Neshat’s work for its “chronic 

relevance to an increasingly global culture” and for its capacity to respond “to the 

ideological war being waged between Islam and the secular world over matters of 

gender, religion, and democracy”12. For Neshat to be named artist of the decade is 

indicative of how much her work has resonated with collectors, critics, and spectators.  

 

Although Neshat’s career was launched in New York City, she first arrived from 

Iran to Los Angeles where she began art school and has since maintained a large and 

loyal following within the Iranian community in Los Angeles. She has had numerous 

shows in Los Angeles and on June 15, 2009 screened an early version of her award 

winning film ‘Women Without Men” at the Los Angeles County Museum of Art. I was able 

to attend the sold out screening of the film which poetically weaves together the story of 

four women’s lives in the context of the US backed 1953 coup d’etat. Neshat’s art film 

was shown to a packed theatre of predominantly adoring Iranians. Neshat’s work is 

meaningful for the Iranian-American community in Los Angeles and will be explored in 
                                                

12 http://www.huffingtonpost.com/g-roger-denson/sherin-neshat-artist-of-
t_b_802050.html#s216201&title=Attributed_to_alWasiti 
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further depth in Chapter Four. I would like to now turn to the research questions this 

dissertation puts forth.  

1.4 Research Questions 

Following the three avenues of inquiry that I describe more fully in the methods 

section of this chapter, the dissertation engages three blocks of corresponding 

questions.  

Migrant Stories 

What are key aspects of the lives of migrant interviewees?  This question 

addresses the migration events of interviewees. Here I am concerned with how the 

interviewee chose to describe their migratory experiences. In other words, what form 

does their storytelling take. With each subject I am interested in my experience with 

them from beginning to end, including but not limited to such concerns as, how I 

discovered them, where the interview took place, and how the interview unfolded. My 

methodology demands specific methods associated with psychoanalysis including 

paying attention to seemingly anodyne details, word associations, mistakes, jokes, slips 

of the tongue, dreams, and registering moments of discomfort between myself and the 

person I was interviewing. A second key question for interviewees is what are some of 

the symptoms of migration? Examples of migration symptoms identified during my 

research include, a materialization of  a deep displacement and out-of-jointness as well 

as a deliberate break with all ties to Iran and Iranian culture. For other migrants, there is 

what seems to be a ‘full’ assimilation into the host country and becoming the pinnacle of 

the ‘model’ migrant, for others there is a sentimental and powerful attachment to Iranian 

culture, and for others a combination of both successful migrant and steward of an often 

times presumptive Iranian culture. 

 

Artists 

This dissertation asks Iranian migrant artists the same key questions outlined 

above, as well as the following questions: How are we to understand the development of 
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an Iranian aesthetic in Los Angeles? What are Iranian migrant images? How do art and 

aesthetic experience produce encounters with the unspeakable aspects of migration? 

Interviews with artists concentrate on the process of the artist, their relationship to art, 

and close analysis and discussion of their work. 

Cultural Organizations, Festivals, and Cultural Events 

How do cultural festivals approach Iranian subjectivity/identity? What role do 

images play in the discourses of cultural organizations, festivals, and cultural events? 

Interviews with representatives of Iranian focused organizations, film festivals, and 

cultural events take special interest in the relationship between the organization or event 

and the city of Los Angeles, as well, as the relationship between the organization or 

event and the Iranian-American community. These interviews contextualize and map 

post-migrant Iranian-American identity/subjectivity making. I include analyses of event 

spaces, event aesthetics, and the histories of event/foundation organizers and/or 

leaders. 

In sum, the research questions are closely related to psychoanalytic 

methodologies outlined below and the overall goal of mapping Iranian-American 

subjectivity within a psychoanalytic framework through the analysis of both Iranian-

American experiences and aesthetics/images.  

1.5 Outline of Dissertation 

Chapter Two is a literature review focused specifically on the relationships 

between geography and psychoanalysis, vision, and aesthetics. The chapter introduces 

the critical difference between Lacanian gaze theory as articulated by film theorists 

writing in the 1970s and Lacanian gaze theory as understood by scholars such as Joan 

Copjec and Todd McGowan. The critical difference in how these theorists understand 

the Lacanian gaze is at the heart of my analysis of Iranian post migrant images. I argue 

that the Lacanian gaze as understood by Copjec and McGowan emerges in the images 

that migrant artists and filmmakers have produced. These image makers engage with 

blind spots, gaps in history, and the extra-discursive, unpredictable, and often time 

unspeakable processes of the unconscious. This chapter also outlines the relationship 
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between Los Angeles and geography, as well geography’s relationship to 

psychoanalysis and aesthetics. Chapter Three outlines the empirical background of the 

dissertation and provides an establishing shot of the organization of Iranian identity in 

Los Angeles via festivals, foundations, events, and the art/image making community. 

Chapters Four and Five are analyses chapters. In Chapter Four, I identify the Lacanian 

gaze by analyzing Post-Revolution Iranian art and film, the experiences of interviewees, 

and the development of Iranian cultural organizations and film festivals. Chapter Four is 

an investigation of the aesthetics of Los Angeles and the aesthetics of the Iranian-

American migrant community in Los Angeles. Chapter Five concentrates on  

psychoanalytic theorizations of shame and anxiety and the unconscious responses by 

artists and non-artist migrants in Los Angeles to these complex affects. Chapter Six 

provides a concluding overview of the entire project. 

1.6 Research Design, Methods, and Methodologies 

1.6.1 Research Design: Rerum Concordia Discors   
 How is unruly experience transformed into an authoritative written 
account? (Clifford 25: 1988)   

James Clifford’s research has been influential for anthropologist, geographers, 

and other social scientists that use ethnography to investigate their research subjects. 

Clifford’s important text, The Predicament of Culture: Twentieth Century Ethnography, 

Literature, and Art (1988) historically contextualized the production of the authoritative 

and objective participant observer. The text rigorously considered the questionable 

nature of absolutist truth-claims made by social scientists. Clifford was concerned with 

the power relations imbued within the production of ethnographic writing. He wondered 

how ethnographers could begin to engage with the process of translating experiences 

into text without claiming authority, objectivity, and infallibility with and through their 

discursive output. The above question that Clifford asks implies two issues that are 

central to the dissertation research design. First, experience refuses to comply with the 

expectations of the researcher, in other words experience is disobedient to power. Here, 

Clifford’s question evokes a Lacanian position insofar as representations of experiences 

do not have a “belong to me aspect…so reminiscent of property” (Lacan 81: 1978). 

Lacan provocatively asks, “is it true that as soon as I perceive, my representations 
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belong to me”? (Lacan 81: 1978) Put another way, does or can the ethnographer take 

“unruly experience” and claim ownership? Second, Clifford’s question suggests that the 

researcher’s goal is to translate experience into something controlled, manageable, 

understandable, and very critically confined by discourse. Clifford and other social 

scientists writing during the 1980s and 1990s became especially concerned that the 

discourses academics were producing lacked the consideration of power, knowledge 

production, and the social construction of the ethnographer/researcher. Michel 

Foucault’s theories of power, knowledge, discourse, and resistance corresponded 

directly with these concerns (1980, 1984, 1997). Social scientists across disciplines 

(history, film, geography, anthropology, etc.,) as well scholars in the humanities and arts 

began to question their methodologies and discursive productions as a result of the 

ascendance of Foucault’s theoretical insights.   

As the humanities were experiencing a spatial turn during this time (Philo 442: 

2009) geography was taking a ‘cultural turn’. More geographers were using what came 

to be known as ‘postmodernist’ and ‘poststructural’ theory to reassess how the spatial 

sciences understand culture. The ‘crisis of representation’ for geography marks a period 

of questioning previous knowledge systems and epistemologies followed by the creation 

of new methodologies. The ‘crisis of representation’, was born of the necessity to 

consider multiple experiences of the world when writing geographies (Hannah 1993, 

Philo 1992). The crisis for geographers and social scientists more broadly was that ‘real’ 

representations were becoming ever more elusive. How does one represent truth when 

truths are contingent and subjective? For example, discourses such as film were 

becoming for geographers more than just “a spectacle projected within an enclosed 

space on a depthless screen” (Harvey 308: 1989). Film was in fact integral to the 

elusive, contingent, slippery and multiple nature of representation. Images were no 

longer merely representations and became cultural texts that deeply affected 

subjectivity, social constructions, and identity. Rather than graft experiences onto an 

individual based on homogenizing identity categories such as woman or lesbian, 

geographers that began using ethnography started to seriously engage with multiplicity, 

individual experiences, power, knowledge production, discourse and variegated ways of 

being through ‘nonmaterial’ cultural products like film (Aitken and Zonn 1994). The 

relationship between the material and nonmaterial was beginning to be plumbed in 

increasingly rigorous ways by geographers. For example, questions like what are the 
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relationships between objectivity and subjectivity (Bondi, L., Avis, H., Bankey, R. et al. 

2002), Self and Other (Sibley 1995, Nast 2000), science and experience (Pickles 1995), 

calculation and affect (Pile and Thrift 1995), the individual and society (Nash 2000, 

SIbley 1995) became more important. Before the ‘cultural turn’ for geographers 

structural anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss spoke to these questions in his 

anthropological work Tristes Tropiques (1955):  

It was during the decade 1920 to 1930 that psychoanalytical theories 
became known in France. They taught me that the static oppositions 
around which we were advised to construct our philosophical essays and 
later our teaching-the rational and the irrational, the intellectual and the 
emotional, the logical and the pre-logical-amounted to no more than a 
gratuitous intellectual game…Freud showed me that the oppositions did 
not exist in this form (Lévi-Strauss 55: 1955). 

Lévi-Strauss argues that the forms were flawed. On the one hand, the problem is 

how to be objective without claiming certainty, and then, on the other hand, for 

‘postmodern’ or poststructural’ social scientists, how to produce subjective research on 

humans without dissolving into human-centered egotistical self-assuredness. He 

suggests, “the same problem arises, the problem of the relationship between feeling and 

reason, and the aim is the same: to achieve a kind of superrationsalism, which will 

integrate the first with the second, without sacrificing any of its properties” (Lévi-Strauss 

58: 1955). Lévi-Strauss explains that to, “reach reality one has first to reject experience, 

and then subsequently to reintegrate it into an objective synthesis devoid of any 

sentimentality” (58: 1955). The work of what is broadly known as poststructural social 

science is indebted not only to the intellectual contributions of Foucault and Jacques 

Derrida but also metaphysics and existentialism. Lévi-Strauss argues that the 

metaphysical intellectual movement reaching its highpoint with existentialism 

encouraged an “overindulgent attitude towards the illusions of subjectivity” (58: 1955). 

Lévi-Strauss found this problematic because existentialism was establishing “ a shop-girl 

metaphysics” and was playing “fast and loose with the mission incumbent on philosophy” 

which is to “understand being in relationship to itself and not in relationship to myself” 

(55: 1955).  Geographers influenced by Foucault recognized the shortcomings of 

objectivity as understood by established scientific methods. As a response, in alliance 

with existentialism, geographers allowed for their subjectivity to enter into their research 

methods and writing styles. In the vein of Foucault and Jaques Derrida they questioned 
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their methods of authorship and took into account subjective experiences, inherited 

historical legacies, and positions within networks of power (Rose 1997, Kobayashi 

1994). Some responded to the call for this sort of self-reflexivity with work that Pierre 

Bourdieu (2003) criticized as bogged down in self-reflexivity and mired in the anxiety of 

producing ‘sensitive’ ethnographies. Bourdieu was distressed by ethnographies, (he 

focuses on those produced by anthropologists), that became preoccupied with what he 

acerbically describes as,  

observing oneself observing, observing the observer in his work of 
observing or of transcribing his observations ... and, last but not least, on 
the narrative of all these experiences which lead, more often than not, to 
the rather disheartening conclusion that all is in the final analysis nothing 
but discourse, text, or, worse yet, pretext for text (Bourdieu, 2003: 282). 

If the researcher goes to these lengths to contextualize herself in relationship to 

how they write ethnography and their research subjects there is the danger of dissolving 

into the emptiness of discourse and succumbing to egotistical tendencies. Bourdieu 

describes such a danger as the “facile delights of self-exploration” versus the “gritty 

realities of the field” (Bourdieu 282: 2003). Here the researcher concerned with 

collapsing the conceptual border between the detached observer and the attached 

producer of ethnography is faced with, I argue, a fascinating aesthetic and 

psychoanalytic deadlock. Bourdieu is voicing a fear of not just the loss of objectivity but 

also the loss of meaning because of the ‘excess’ that reflexive accounts can produce 

(Crang 2005). ‘Excess’, in other words, affects, memories, trauma, and anxiety, are 

processes that are not easily contained in discourse but must somehow be translated 

into text. If discourse traps the subject and forces one into identity categories, then why 

not follow Lévi-Strauss’s advice to “reach reality one has first to reject experience, and 

then subsequently to reintegrate it into an objective synthesis devoid of any 

sentimentality” (58: 1955). Is it possible that once the ethnographer realizes that the ‘self’ 

as understood through experience is as alien, if not more alien than the ‘other’, then can 

she become humbled in her research efforts? With this understanding, can the 

ethnographer be objective not because she has a degree or a title but because she 

recognizes that her vocation is to  “understand being in relationship to itself and not in 

relationship to myself” (55: 1955)?  
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My wager is that a researcher can maintain objectivity while revealing fears, 

anxieties, and private experiences that might render them flawed to the reader/spectator. 

In the vein of anthropologist and Surrealist poet Michel Leiris, why not replace a history 

of one’s life with a “giv [ing of] a catalogue of its limitations” (Sontag 62: 1964)? Instead 

of beginning with “I was born in”, Leiris begins his book Manhood (1992) with a “matter-

of-fact” description of his body, his “incipient baldness”, “chronic inflammation of the 

eyelids”, “meager sexual capacities”, and traumatic infections including one in his penis. 

My suggestion is that autobiographical ethnography can be sincere without succumbing 

to sentimentality, much like Claude Lévi-Strauss’s Tristes Tropiques (1955). Although 

Jean Genet’s The Thief’s Journal (1964) is not formally understood to be an 

autobiographical ethnography, it is a detailed poetic and philosophical reflection on 

poverty, sexuality, and morality through personal experience. Sigmund Freud’s The 

Interpretation of Dreams (1913) is probably one of the greatest intimate but 

unsentimental autobiographical explorations. In his magnum opus, Freud is concerned 

with the secrets of dreams and sets out to discover the answer through the unrelenting 

analysis of his own unconscious processes and dreams. Anthropologists such as, 

Jadran Mimica, are especially concerned with “psychoanalytic ethnography” (2007) and 

psychoanalytically framed ethnographic projects wherein he suggests that 

anthropological interpretations of “human cultural life-worlds” are not “sustainable” 

without psychoanalysis (Mimica 1: 2007). 

This dissertation keeps each of these works in mind during the writing process 

and the engagement with questions such as: what does a psychoanalytic ethnography 

look like? Is it an autoethnography, is it art, and what does it expect (if anything) of the 

reader/spectator? The short answer (and the way that this dissertation will move 

forward) is to treat psychoanalytic ethnography as both personal and detached 

autoethnography and art. As Sontag wrote, “Claude Lévi-Strauss has invented the 

profession of the anthropologist as a total occupation, one involving a spiritual 

commitment like that of the creative artist or the adventurer or the psychoanalyst” (70: 

1963). Artists, Lacanian psychoanalysts, and geographers if they make a spiritual 

commitment to the their work can produce work that is what I argue via Lévi-Strauss, 

intimately objective. The relationship between geography and psychoanalysis emerged 

from geographic anxieties that revolve around Self and Other. Geographers set out to 

obliterate human problems (Self) with the organization of space (Other) while Lacanian 
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psychoanalysis, as we will see, is concerned with shifting desire rather than taming the 

Self through the Other. To continue, following Rancière, aesthetics and psychoanalysis 

have a profoundly complex relationship. So I will begin by saying that to engage with a 

subject that takes into account the unconscious, necessarily produces an encounter with 

art, the self, and Other (Proudfoot 2015). For this dissertation, I aim to approach 

questions related to the Self, subjectivity, and the stories about my experiences and 

memories from a psychoanalytic perspective. The most compelling reason for my choice 

is that psychoanalysis understands self to be as alien and unknowable as the Other 

setting up the circumstances for a more equal exchange between researcher and 

researched.  

This dissertation is also a family ethnography, which has its own set of issues 

and implications that sociologists and anthropologists have a rich history with (LaRossa, 

Bennett, and Gelles 1981, Jackson 1987) and that geographers have more recently 

begun to (Valentine et al  2012, Hall 2014) engage. Valentine et al (2012), has called for 

geographers to produce more family ethnographies and as Sarah Marie Hall (2014) 

argues ethical explorations of how to conduct family ethnographies are necessary. For 

this research many issues were revealed when engaging with “ethnography on your 

doorstep” (Hall 2175: 2012). Questions of intimacy, distance and emotional engagement 

are perhaps the most pressing. The families involved are either part of my immediate or 

extended family network. Interviews conducted with my family are part of the healing 

process associated with our migration experience and each of my family members 

framed our interviews as such. Each one of my family members has read my analyses 

and has granted permission for its publication. Family members that are not part of the 

Naraghi family have all been given pseudonyms and certain details about them (age, 

occupation) have been altered in order to protect their identities. Why did I choose family 

members to be part of this dissertation? First, my family members are at the heart of this 

research and their stories critically inform the Iranian aesthetic unconscious in Los 

Angeles. Second, psychoanalysis is intimately bound to family dynamics and a 

psychoanalytically framed family ethnography offers a unique entryway into the impacts 

of migration on migrants. Third, my family (as well as the two other families that are part 

of this work) emigrated from Iran to Los Angeles and each has engaged or not engaged 

with the traumatic dimensions of this experience in unique ways that I understand as 

meaningful for furthering research on migration. Finally, my prolonged exposure to each 
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of the participants over my life history presented the circumstances to explore ideas 

related to intimacy, distance, and uncomfortable feelings associated with family 

dynamics. Psychoanalytic techniques involve mostly creating the circumstances for the 

unconscious to emerge. Drawing on psychoanalytic techniques that can cultivate spaces 

for the unconscious to emerge I did things like, speaking only when absolutely 

necessary, listen for communications outside of language (sighs, grunts, laughter, and 

so on), and aiming to create the circumstances for the person being interviewed to 

speak to me without worrying about if they were satisfying my desire. I did this by not 

analyzing in the moment, asking open-ended questions, and being less concerned with 

clear responses and more focused on moments when either responses made less sense 

or moments when I consciously engaged with my feelings of discomfort so that the 

interviewee could proceed as unhindered as possible. This was especially important and 

a useful method for producing intimacy and distance simultaneously. In other words, a 

key method for cultivating intimacy and distance was for me as the interviewer to 

become aware of my discomfort. Furthermore, I intentionally took note of my own 

anxieties, insecurities, moments when I over identified with an interlocutor (especially in 

instances when my interlocutor and I shared identity markers, class, ethnicity, and 

gender) and I intentionally registered instances when I may have responded unfairly to 

them. Even though I am a trained qualitative researcher, I didn’t take my training (or 

being in control of my unconscious) for granted when researching a community that I am 

intimately connected to especially because this is a psychoanalytically framed 

ethnography. With all of my interlocutors I intentionally took care to mention my inner 

narrative during the interview, reminding myself to be non-judgmental, attempting to 

catch myself when I asked leading questions, and in general being conscious of my 

unconscious behaviors as much as I was capable of doing so. A psychoanalytic 

approach to producing a family ethnography/autoethnography is aligned with feminist 

methods and methodology in that they open up space for considering emotions, affects, 

and gestures outside of spoken language. Another essential component of Lacanian 

psychoanalytic methods and methodologies that aligns with feminist qualitative research 

is that psychoanalysis relies upon respect and trust for the Otherness of the Other and 

the opacity of the unconscious. A further discussion is given in sections 1.6.3 “Methods” 

and 2.1.3 “Psychoanalysis and Geography” of particular relevance is the discussion of 

intimate distance as considered by Steve Pile. Finally, at first glance it may not seem 

that family interviews fit in with the larger question of art and trauma. I chose to include 
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my family, along with several images depicting family members, as part of the research 

pool because the stories and images of displaced migrants, stories that often defy 

understanding, give insights into the images and stereotypes that have come to be 

associated with the Iranian-American community in Los Angeles. Following Malek’s 

(2015) study of the images of Iranian-American stereotypes in Los Angeles (wealthy, 

conspicuous consumers, shallow) family interviews might illustrate the nuanced 

responses of Iranian migrants to these aesthetic demands. I intentionally consider 

images and stereotypes that often attempt to make meaning from experiences that resist 

meaning making (see Figure 8 as an illustration of the stereotype that Iranian women for 

example are committed to physical appearance). Artist Kara Walker (discussed further 

on pp. 49-50) makes images of slavery that are committed to the unrepresentability of 

the traumas of slavery. In doing so, Walker makers an ethical commitment to the limits of 

language, the opacity of the unconscious, and as Caruth (1996) puts it “allowing for 

history to arise where immediate understanding is impossible” in other words. My 

commitment to investigating my family history through this research, as both an artist 

and a geographer, is also an attempt to consider Marianne Hirsch’s (2012) argument for 

“postmemory”, memories passed on to me through stories and images, as a necessary 

way of researching how transgenerational trauma unfolds in response to these images 

and stories. I now turn to a brief explanation of the ramifications of such a theoretical 

argument.  

1.6.2 Je est un Autre: Psychoanalytic Ethnography  

"I is another. Too bad for the wood which finds itself a violin, and brush off the 

oblivious, who quibble over things they know nothing about!" (Rimbaud 1871 Letter to 

George Izambard) 

Psychoanalysis understands human subjectivity to form in relationship to social 

processes. As such, there is no “I”, the “I” or subject is, as Lacan said, “never more than 

supposed” (Fink 36: 1995). The “I” is always formed by the Other (language, family, 

community, nation-state, etc.,). Briefly, the ego is formed by how the Other sees the 

subject. The ego takes shape based on the expectations, values, codes, and positive 

reinforcements of the Other. The crystallization of these images organize the self and 

create a sense of self that is perpetually being situated in the discourse of the Other. The 

ego for Lacan is “the seat of fixation and narcissistic attachment” (Fink 37: 1995), and, 
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as Fink writes, “the ‘I’ is anything but the Lacanian subject: it is no more than the “subject 

of the statement” (Fink 37: 1995). In other words statements such as “I am like this but I 

am not like that” are not what compromises the Lacanian subject. For Lacan the initial 

first step into subjectivity happens through the operation of alienation. Alienation is a 

process that involves an either/or situation or in Latin a vel. This either/or situation 

involves two unevenly matched parties, the child and the Other. The child must either 

choose language or not come into subjectivity. Psychotics are the exception because 

they do not submit to the Other/language. The child gains language through this 

submission and becomes a subject of language. As a result of the induction into 

language, the child is split between the ego and the unconscious. The Lacanian subject 

has many facets and a critical one to keep in mind is that the “subject is nothing but this 

very split” (Fink 45: 1995). If we can say there is one goal (although there are many) 

during the psychoanalytic process it can be summed up in the “veritable leitmotif of 

Lacan’s work” (Fink 46: 1995): Freud’s famous phrase “Wo Es war, soll Ich werden”. 

Here the “I” is not the “I” found in statements like “I am like this but not like that” nor is it 

an empty signifier that changes with each person that uses it. Fink understands the 

unconscious “I” as Freud explains it in this phrase to be the ‘goal’ of psychoanalysis: 

I must become I where “it” was or reigned; I must come to be, must 
assume its place, that place where “it” was. I here appears as the subject 
that analysis aims to bring forth: an I that assumes responsibility for the 
unconscious, that arises there in the unconscious linking up of thoughts 
which seems to take place all by itself, without the intervention of anything 
like a subject (Fink 46: 1995). 

Where is the unconscious I found? The non-quantifiable Other/unconscious 

emerges in simple and sometimes unremarkable moments. The unconscious “comes 

into being, so to speak, only momentarily, as a sort of pulselike movement” (Fink 46: 

1995). Short-lived moments like a slip of the tongue or a “bungled action” (Fink 47: 

1995). For example, “he told me the problem is my wife” “did you say your wife?” “No I 

said my life, my life” (example influenced by Woody Allen’s “Annie Hall” 1977). Slips of 

the tongue are, according to Lacan, when the Other speaks. The same is true of 

dreams.  

Dreams are an experiential space that our conscious state has no control over. 

When we dream we experience an alternate world that is not our everyday reality. The 
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alternate reality of the dream space uses language, experiences, and multiple 

trajectories of engagement with place, people, and objects in a radically different way 

than in our waking state. Psychoanalysis argues that dreamscapes are rich with 

potential platforms by which to interact with the realities of daily life. Although dreams 

and dream interpretation do not necessarily illuminate truths, they do allow for intimacy 

with a dimension of ourselves that we occupy for a short time but that is altogether alien 

to our waking reality. The unconscious speaks through these unintended experiences, 

words, images, and actions. These interruptions to conscious life are a “specifically 

Lacanian subject” and are not so much “an interruption as the assumption thereof, in the 

French sense of the term assomption, that is, an acceptance of responsibility for that 

which interrupts, a taking it upon oneself” (Fink 47: 1995). The difficulty of taking 

responsibility for one’s unconscious or becoming an unconscious “I” rather than the “I” of 

language requires not only a confrontation with the Other as language, but also a 

confrontation with separating from the Other as desire. In other words a confrontation 

with the desire of parents, social norms, schools, jobs etc., must be had before the 

subject can become the cause of their own desire (Fink 50: 1995).  

I have two favorite examples, of white, male comedians, who have (to a certain 

extent) publicly come into taking responsibility for their unconscious. Filmmaker and 

comedian Woody Allen has for decades in his films explored his weaknesses, 

shortcomings, mistakes, and character flaws. Failed relationships, lost friendships, 

sexual embarrassments, fears, and anxieties are at the core of his work. The 

extraordinarily intimate is not off limits and jokes like “Don’t knock masturbation. It is sex 

with someone you love” illustrate his relentless ability to make himself the butt of the joke 

to get a deeply familiar laugh. Allen’s unconscious processes are more often than not 

central to the film. The spectator can, to their own chagrin, relate to Allen’s awkward 

moments, inappropriate behavior, and refreshing honesty. Louis C.K.’s comedy is similar 

in that he never fails to mortify his audience with his unconscious. In a mock debate on 

Fox News, Louis is a self-proclaimed aficionado and defender of masturbation pitted 

against a puritanical Christian anti-masturbation debutante. As she questions his love of 

masturbation and challenges whether or not he is truly happy live on fake Fox News he 

retorts both angrily and self-reflectively, “I’m a good citizen, I’m a good father, and I 

masturbate and I’m proud of it and God’s happy. Later I’m going to masturbate and I’m 

going to think about you and there is nothing you can do about it.” Louis C.K. is one of 
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the most celebrated comics of his generation and I think this is so because he dwells in 

the awkward, the unintended, the uncomfortably intimate in other words his comedy 

unfolds in relationship to the unconscious I13. Let me now turn to how the unconscious I 

and how Lacanian thought informs my methods and methodology for this study. 

1.6.3 Methods  

When Freud began to theorize the unconscious he was duly criticized even hated 

by his positivist scientists peers partially because of his persistent focus on “anodyne” 

(Rancière 3: 2009) facts and details. The anodyne details for Freud were the royal road 

to the unconscious. For an artist like Van Gogh the search for the impossible perfect 

yellow (that would simultaneously reflect off of and saturate a wheat field) was a detail 

he never rejected. Simply put, that yellow or that detail could potentially give one access 

to new worlds of experience. To build a psychoanalytic autoethnography and a family 

ethnography this dissertation employs four major methods all of which attempt to remain 

loyal to the kind of detail described above: (1) Semi-structured interviews/conversations 

with artists, filmmakers, cultural producers, and members of my family (2) Participant 

observation that I categorize in two ways. First, silent and close participant observation 

wherein I took detailed notes at cultural events, film screenings, and art openings without 

interjecting in conversations or attempting to make conversation as way to gain 

information. Second, participant observation that included me having conversations, 

informal interviews, and amusing exchanges at the types of events described above. (3) 

Studying, analyzing, producing ethical psychoanalytic interpretations of images including 

films, photographs, and paintings. (4) Interrogating my unconscious, my memories, 

dreams, affects, sensations, and experiences as an Iranian-American migrant in Los 

Angeles.  

Jesse Proudfoot’s study (2006) has suggested the importance of accounting for 

the extra-discursive dimension of discourse. The psychoanalytically informed interviewer 

should take note of miscommunications, grunts, awkward laughs, recurring coughs, 

sighs, pacing and other excesses of spoken language. Power and interpretation are of 

central concern in the analyst/analysand relationship as it is in the 

researcher/researched relationship. Proudfoot discusses his anxiety during research 
                                                

13 Interestingly, both comedians have been publicly accused of inappropriate sexual behaviors 
neither of whom have been officially charged. 
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interviews with soccer fans gathered on Commercial Drive, Vancouver, BC. Proudfoot 

theorizes that he was effectively stealing the enjoyment of exalted soccer fans by asking 

them to intellectualize or put into words why they like soccer or why they come to 

Commercial Drive to watch and to celebrate. As Proudfoot points out (via Bondi) his 

questions lacked ‘empathy’ and were meant to extract and gather data for his research 

agenda rather than to experience the ‘real’ of what was unfolding around him. Proudfoot 

mentions that when he was “bothered” by the aggressive or hyper-masculine sports fan 

that he was interviewing there was a heightened sense of discomfort and ambient 

hostility during the interview (Proudfoot 514: 2006). From a Lacanian perspective, the 

relationship between the analyst and the analysand does not hinge on imaginary 

identifications. Hierarchies, judgment, or assessments based on what is said or 

performed is avoided. One the one hand, if the analysand identifies with her analyst on 

an imaginary level the she will begin to attempt to please, be accepted by, or relate to 

her analyst, or on the other hand, displease, be rejected by, or remain in discord with the 

analyst throughout the course of their analytical relationship.  

Imaginary identifications risk failing to account for what Proudfoot outlines: 

excesses of language, power hierarchies, and differing agendas. For Lacanian 

psychoanalysis, the role of the analyst is first, not to identify with the analysand on the 

imaginary level, and second, not to provide (no matter how brilliant or insightful) “pre-

digested” interpretations of what they say or do. Doing either one of these things 

presents the danger of unhealthy co-dependence and the elevating of both the analyst 

and analysand’s egos. As Fink puts it “nothing fosters greater dependency than this, 

infantilizing the analysand right from the outset and making analysis into a structurally 

endless parenting or educative process” (Fink 45: 1997). The analyst and the researcher 

are both in positions of power because they are assumed to have access to ‘special’ 

knowledge. The Lacanian position is to encourage the analysand to provide 

interpretations of their own. For Lacan, the analysand must follow the intelligence of their 

unconscious. What this means is that the analyst does not anticipate how they are going 

to advise or respond to the analysand when they describe for instance, a problem they 

may be having with their mother. Rather than advise, the analyst listens, repeats back 

moments when the analysand’s unconscious speaks, and waits, as Fink explains. “the 

analyst does not accord the role of the Other to the analysand’s unconscious, but rather 

usurps it. To adopt a Lacanian position, on the other hand, the analyst has to play the 
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role of the Other “who hears something other than a simple demand in the analysand’s 

request, and abdicate that role when it comes to interpretation” (Fink 45: 1997). In other 

words, the analyst only exists as the place where the analysand’s unconscious speaks 

back to the analysand. Rather than be didactic, the analyst offers access to the 

analysand’s present but inevitably repressed unconscious. Instead of offering clear 

concise interpretations the analyst offers interpretations that are “enigmatic and 

polyvalent” these interpretations, “resonate” and “put the unconscious to work ” (Fink 46: 

1997). The research interviews included in this dissertation are an attempt at adopting a 

Lacanian position mostly in terms of accounting for the excesses of language, not 

offering ego-driven analysis, and creating the space for free association. The longer-

term aim of speaking the Other’s unconscious was not possible due to time constraints 

and because I am not a trained Lacanian analyst. 

As a participant observer, I again took special note of mistakes, confusion, slips 

of the tongue, and other processes that are in excess of language. During participant 

observation I attempted to stay in the moment, not anticipate what was coming next, and 

following Jacques-Alain-Miller’s advice, to experience each event in a new way because 

“analytic experience is the experience of what is new” 14. During the analysis and 

interpretation of films, art, and other images I take Lacanian methods of interpretation 

seriously, which I discuss and further elaborate on in the section titled “Why Does this 

Research Matter?” In the next section, I outline what activities I undertook during the 

course of my research. 

1.6.4 Research Activities 

Although this is a geographical study, Los Angeles is not a city that can be easily 

categorized, understood, or managed (Davis 1990). Los Angeles is rife with 

contradictions, metaphors, the unexpected, and the boring. It is a megalopolis that is 

home to potentially a million Iranian/Iranian-Americans, and, as such there is not one 

community, neighborhood, or geographically contained area where all the activities of 

the population unfold. There are several well-known enclaves of Iranian-Americans in 

the city such as, Palos Verdes, the bordering neighborhoods of West LA, Santa Monica, 

Beverly Hills, Brentwood, and Westwood. Because I went to cultural events that were 

                                                
14 http://www.lacan.com/lacinkXXXVII2.html 
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held all over the city and interviewed people that lived in Sherman Oaks, Encino, Beverly 

Hills, and Larchmont Village, my approach to the study area is necessarily structured by 

a geographically unruly city. I didn’t step out of my door and walk ‘into the field’, ‘the field’ 

was constantly shifting, and always kept me questioning accepted ideas of place, 

neighborhood, community, and enclave. That being said, I did spend significant amounts 

of time in Westwood, along a two-mile stretch of Westwood Boulevard. I often attended 

cultural events at my alma mater, UCLA, the public research institution located in the 

hills of Bel Air. Because I grew up in Los Angeles and spent my formative years 

traversing these familiar, bordering on banal streets, stores, restaurants, and markets, I 

was tasked with seeing these places in new ways. In Los Angeles, over the course of 

two years (2010-2012) I conducted in-depth interviews with twenty-seven people (twelve 

of them on multiple occasions) that often lasted several hours, the longest being a full 

day (eight hours). I committed to attending two or more cultural events, meetings, 

lectures, openings, and film screenings on a weekly or bi-weekly basis during the two 

years of research. I estimate that I spent close to 200 hours as a participant observer. 

During my research I lived in Santa Monica, a city that borders Westwood and 

‘Tehrangeles’ where a significant community of Iranian-Americans live, shopping at local 

Iranian owned stores, eating at Iranian owned restaurants, and otherwise immersing 

myself in the Iranian-American community. I didn’t spend time with any one organization 

or group of people but rather I traversed the complex conduits by which Iranian-

American artists, cultural producers, and migrants in Los Angeles follow. I analyzed 

images that make up the archive of my experiences, including family photos, films, 

images such as billboards, advertisements, and signage that provokes memories. This 

research is also an investigation of the unconscious I or the places where my 

unconscious materialized (see section 1.6.2) the city streets, restaurants, stereotypes 

depicted by billboards, the personalized license plates of Iranian-Americans, brief 

encounters, the nights out and chance conversations that compromised the two years I 

spent as a participant observer provoked my unconscious in meaningful ways and 

provide insights for this research. 

I spent two months in Tehran, Iran in the summer and fall of 2010, which placed 

my time in the field directly after the 2009 civil rights protests. Tensions were especially 

high in Iran at this time, which significantly limited my ability to film, take photos, or have 

candid conversations with people in public spaces. I conducted semi-structured 
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interviews with more than thirty family members and six people associated with the 

filmmaking community. These semi-structured interviews were often group interviews 

conducted in the homes of family and friends and would unfold over the course of many 

hours and sometimes days. These interviews were not audio recorded because of the 

repressive political climate in Iran and because my family in Iran advised against it. I 

took extensive notes after each interview and expanded on these notes in the personal 

journal I kept during my time in Iran. I visited museums, art galleries, and spent 

significant amounts of time walking the streets of Tehran in exploration and in recovery 

of personal and family history. This meant having daily interactions with people, taking 

photos, and saturating myself in the sounds, smells, and processes of the city. I was 

also able to spend significant research time in the law office of my cousin, which gave 

me the opportunity to have conversations with some men but mostly women that were 

seeking divorce from their husbands. These occasions revealed insights into gender 

relations, domesticity, and other social issues prevalent in Iran. The research I 

conducted in Iran, primarily in Tehran is meaningful to this work because it 

contextualizes my experience as a migrant researcher working with the Iranian-

American diaspora in Los Angeles. I was able to draw upon these rich experiences to 

support my interviews and to guide my analysis of the Iranian-American diaspora in Los 

Angeles.    

1.7 Why Does this Research Matter? 

Engaging with the unconscious is difficult in the era of advanced capitalism. 

When is there time or value in retrieving memories, recounting dreams, or dwelling in an 

awkward exchange? I recently found myself cutting my husband short as he began to 

tell me about his meandering nonsensical dream. “I’m late for a meeting!” I yelled as I 

scrambled out of the door right before he started to describe the bearded cow asleep in 

our bathtub.  Dreams, slips of the tongue, bungled actions, and free associations are 

more often than not, simply put, more convenient to dismiss than to take seriously. 

Mistakes and bungled actions, inappropriate jokes, or awkward moments aren’t 

necessarily pleasant to dwell on for too long and do not easily fit into the profit goals of 

capitalist logic. Like dreams the content fades away quickly but the interaction with the 

‘other scene’ lasts much longer in a way that is difficult to put into words. As mentioned 
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previously, comedian Louis C.K. uses his own life as the biggest joke of all. He freely 

admits that masturbation is the one thing he does well. Louis makes jokes about his fat 

body, his depression, laziness, and how he pathologically puts disgusting things in his 

body without discrimination. His comedic genius lies in the fact that he focuses on the 

awkward, the uncomfortable, and the sooner-forgotten-the better embarrassing 

moments that become fodder for the unconscious. The first reason why this research is 

important is because psychoanalytic methods and methodologies require dwelling on 

these uncomfortable moments. Discomfort and uneasiness are integral to understanding 

my position as the researcher and the responses of, in this case Iranian migrants, to 

geographical and psychic shifts. To do this, the psychoanalyst and the 

psychoanalytically informed researcher must use senses such as sight, smell, touch, 

and sound whether in the present or as memory to produce sensual interpretations 

rather than content based interpretations. These sensual interpretations contribute to 

erotic readings of art, more playful understandings of migrant trauma, all of which may 

contribute to how to make shifts in desire happen, which for the traumatized and 

voiceless migrant is critical information. The second reason why this research is 

important is because it attempts to produce interpretations concerned with both form and 

content, rather than only using content as the foundations for interpretation. This means 

not focusing on making meaning, but rather a faithfulness to the unknowable traumatic 

kernel that makes art and the unconscious radical. The third reason this dissertation is 

important is because, following Freud, if experience is condensed and displaced then for 

migrants that condensation and displacement produces critical responses that are 

generally not addressed because they do not fit into the assimilation process or the logic 

of capital. The migrant experiences great pressure to adjust, to normalize their trauma, 

and to make themselves productive members of their host society. The pressure to do 

so is institutionalized by bureaucratic bodies like the Immigration and Naturalization 

Services, which later became known as the Department of Homeland Security. My 

assertion is that migrant neurosis, traumas, and feelings of loss, confusion, and 

rootlessness are undermined during the migration process. This dissertation is important 

because it gives voice to those unsavory aspects of migrant experience both through the 

work of artists and the stories of migrants. 

 

Geographers rarely allow space for unconscious processes like dreams, 

nonsense, mistakes, or irrational anxieties to come to the fore in their academic output. 
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Again, relying on Sontag, interpreting and critiquing people, places, experiences, spatial 

processes, and, of course art, requires illustrating “how it is what it is, even that it is what 

it is, rather than to show what it means” (14: 1964). Sontag argues that attempting to 

extract meaning makes our experiences less rather than more real to us. She suggests 

that the how and what approach to critique engages with the real of pressing problems 

such as climate change, gun violence, and economic crises without sensationalizing and 

provoking dogmatic reaction. To begin with, attempting to illustrate what it means 

necessarily becomes a battle between right and wrong, transparency and opacity, truth 

and lies or what Dean (2002) has pointed out as symptomatic readings of cultural 

phenomena. This dissertation contributes to Sontag’s call for an “erotics of art” in place 

of a “hermeneutics of art”. In other words, the major contribution of this work is research 

on experiences of migration and geographical transformation that take into account the 

excesses of language, the sensual contours of migration, and the short circuits of 

migration journeys. In sum, I am interested in the difficult, strange, and unfamiliar 

aspects of migration that run parallel to the difficult, strange, and unfamiliar aspects 

present in both the unconscious and aesthetic experience.  
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 

2.1.1 The Aesthetic Unconscious of Los Angeles  

What prompted geographers to identify Los Angeles as an urban form distinct 

from the established Chicago school? A Los Angeles geographer Ed Soja asks:  

“What is this place? Even knowing where to focus, to find a starting point, 
is not easy, for perhaps more than any other place Los Angeles is 
everywhere. It is global in the fullest senses of the word. Nowhere is this 
more evident than in its cultural projection and ideological reach, its 
almost ubiquitous screening of itself as Dream Machine to the world. Los 
Angeles broadcasts its imagery so widely that probably more people have 
seen this place—or at least fragments of it—than any other on the planet” 
(Soja 255: 1986). 

Similarly, Michael Dear and Steven Flusty argue: 

 “In this first sense, our investigation has uncovered an epistemological 
radical break with past practices, which in itself is sufficient justification for 
something called a Los Angeles School. The concentric ring structure of 
the Chicago School was essentially a concept of the city as an organic 
accretion around a central, organizing core. Instead, we have identified a 
postmodern urban process in which the urban periphery organizes the 
center within the context of a globalizing capitalism” (Dear and Flusty 65: 
1998). 

The Chicago School (1920s, 1930s) also known as the Ecological School, 

through observations of the development of Chicago and the application of ecological 

models, understood the city to be compromised of a strong central core surrounded by 

concentric circles. The strong and dominant core, or as Soja puts it “nodal spatialities” 

(264: 1986), control and impose order on all of the outlying appendages. In the 1980s 

and 1990s, Los Angeles provoked geographers, urban planners, and others concerned 

with space to make a shift in their approach to theorizing contemporary urban centers. 

Los Angeles had a weak core and was described as a “polynucleated urban region” 
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(Nicholls 189: 2011) with no signs of a central system that was able to control, manage, 

or contain the outlying regions. Rather, in Los Angeles, “the hinterland organizes the 

center” (Dear and Flusty 1998). Los Angeles ran counter to the understanding of the city 

that the Chicago School sociologists advocated. 

The established Chicago School of urban sociology relied heavily on the writings 

of Emile Durkheim and Herbert Spencer to lay the foundations for their work on how 

urban centers behaved. Socio-spatial differentiation became a top concern for the 

sociologists associated with the Chicago School. In the early 1900s, as Chicago’s 

population grew because of flows of capital, labor and the influx of immigrants urban 

processes such as homelessness, crime, poverty, and psychoses became prevalent 

issues. To explain social differentiation and the urban developments described above, 

Chicago School theorists turned to Durkheim’s idea of social fragmentation and social 

integration (1897) and Spencer’s writings on social ecology (1857). For Durkheim, 

structural forces associated with industrialization and the increased specialization of 

labor fractured social ties. Simultaneously the development of heavily populated and 

heterogeneous urban spaces further debilitated the social bond and the conditions for 

ethical commitments to building social relationships. Durkheim saw institutions as the 

counterbalance to this social fragmentation. The job of the institution was to provide 

rules, norms, and procedures to function as the glue, which despite difference and 

fragmentation, would function to make the city whole again. To explain how 

differentiation shaped and organized urban space Chicago School writers applied 

Spencer’s social ecology paradigm (Saunders 1986). Spencer theorized urban space as 

developing in natural harmony with dominance (this group controls the center nucleus 

and sets property values) and weakness (this group supports the dominant group and 

lives where the property values are in line with their wage, social function, and status). 

Institutions introduced equilibrium and at this ‘climax’ stage a natural disaster, migration, 

and other events that would introduce change would weaken the capacity of the 

institutions to fulfill their role resulting in social malaise. 

The Chicago School sought to explain the shifting relationship between space 

and society, differences such as class, ethnicity, religion, gender and race, and the 

growing role of institutions became key concerns. Ernest Burgess’ (1925) modernist 

visual representation of how the Chicago School of urban theory envisioned the city is 
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strikingly similar to Jeremy Bentham’s well-known image of the Panopticon. For 

Foucault, the Panopticon served as a representation of his theories and the function of 

power, vision, visibility, and the gaze. As Foucault suggests, “he who is subjected to a 

field of visibility, and who knows it, assumes responsibility for the constraints of power; 

he makes them play spontaneously upon himself; he inscribes in himself the power 

relation in which he simultaneously plays both roles; he becomes the principle of his own 

subjection” (Foucault 202-03: 1975). In other words, the Panopticon’s representation of 

the gaze materializes a gaze that is all-knowing, a disciplinary gaze that comes from 

both outside the subject and from within the subject herself. 

Striking in similarity, these images condense both the city (Burgess) and people 

(Foucault) into perfectly visible, that is to say, knowable, representations. The 

spatializing logic that organizes the field of vision for the panoptic gaze and the city as 

concentric circles perfectly and wholly situates, as an example, woman under patriarchy 

or labor under capitalism. Copjec notes, “the panoptic gaze defines perfectly the 

situation of the woman under patriarchy: that is, it is the very image of the structure 

which obliges the woman to monitor herself with a patriarchical eye. This structure 

thereby guarantees that even her innermost desire will always be not a transgression, 

but rather an implantation of the law, that even the ‘process of theorizing her own 

untenable situation’ can only reflect back to her ‘as in a mirror’, her subjugation to the 

gaze” (Copjec 54: 1989).  Copjec suggests the Foucaldian gaze and the visual 

representation of the Panopticon produces a gaze that is ‘all-seeing’. The crux of 

Copjec’s psychoanalytic intervention in Foucault’s concept of the gaze is simple. Copjec 

argues a gaze that includes the unconscious, in other words a space that is impossible 

to monitor, generates the circumstances for theorizing a non-subjugating gaze. Chapter 

Four is dedicated to Copjec’s assertion and will take a close look at the Lacanian gaze 

as rectified by Copjec and others in relationship to Iranian films and art.  

Since the 1990s, Foucault’s panoptic structure of power and the gaze, have 

dominated how the discipline of geography understands processes of internalization and 

self-regulation (Longhurst 1997, Driver 1994, Rose 1993). Foucault’s theories and others 

aligned with poststructuralism (Gilles Deleuze is a prominent example) have influenced 

how geographers theorize radical and transformative politics. Geographers and other 

scholars (Matless 1992) have argued that Foucault understands subjectivity as the 
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fusing of varying and often times contradictory discourses that result in unpredictable 

outcomes. As such, for Foucault the space for dissension, impermanence, and 

transformation are opened up in these collisions of discourse. In other words, the subject 

escapes the confinement of the panoptic gaze when discourses meet. From a 

Foucauldian perspective, power always operates as a ‘bottom up’ process and it is 

through these operations that shifts and resistances to power emerge and unfold. Here, 

again, a reliance on the chance encounters of multiple discourses colliding and 

integrating will in turn produce unforeseen subject positions that allow for ruptures in 

‘absolute power’. Once again, I will show in Chapter Four how Copjec and others have 

challenged Foucault’s understanding of subjectivity and discourse. 

For geographers, the 1970s and early 1980s witnessed a large influx of research 

and writing that operated from two theoretical camps. On the one hand Marxists 

geographers advocated serious engagements with capital, class, and poverty (Peck 

1994, Harvey 1992), while, on the other hand, humanist geographers understood human 

beings as reasonable thinkers that could learn from their experiences and act as 

autonomous and transformative social agents (Tuan 1991, Cloke, Philo, and Sadler 

1991). These two schools of thought were responses to the quantitative and behavioral 

geography that dominated research in the 1950s and 1960s. The structure vs. agency 

debate continued into the later 1980s and throughout the 1990s with another shift for 

human geographers. This period directly corresponds to the beginnings of the Los 

Angeles School.  

Los Angeles’ undertheorized development prompted some spatial thinkers to 

shift from theorizing the city as controlled modern urbanism (the Chicago School) to 

what has been labelled, not without contestation, postmodern urbanism (the LA School). 

As the effects of globalization and shifts from manufacturing to service economies 

played out it became more apparent that Los Angeles’ urban vernacular did not conform 

to the well-established Chicago School’s theories of urban development. Michael Dear 

and Ed Soja are key thinkers and knowledge producers of the LA School’s thoughts on 

the city. Dear and Flusty suggests that Reyner Banham (2009), Douglas Suisman (2014) 

and Ed Soja (1989) although intimating a postmodern approach to the city were still 

thinking like modernists “by maintaining a studied detachment from the city, as though a 

voyeuristic, top-down perspective is needed to discover the rationality inherent in a 
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cityscape” (Dear and Flusty 53: 1998). Dear and Flusty argued that Soja was merely 

contextualizing Los Angeles within a “disorganized regime of capitalist accumulation” as 

a way to explain social fragmentation and differentiation (53: 1998). In other words, they 

suggest that Soja was still functioning from a modernist paradigm as were, Banham and 

Suisman. Dear and Flusty are aware that there are overlaps between urban and 

postmodern urbanism and that it is difficult to make definitive distinctions. Jonathan 

Raban’s Soft City (1974) offers an early postmodern cognitive mapping of London 

although he never makes claims to postmodernist consciousness. He argues that the 

city has hard parts (the built environment) and soft parts (interpretation). The city invites 

one to make decisions about who to be and the “city will again assume a fixed form 

around you. Decide what it is and, your own identity will be revealed” (11: 1974). 

Geographer Ted Relph (1987) considered the postmodern built form to be a self-

conscious revival of historical styles. He thought postmodern places were more than just 

a style but a way of thinking. Joel Garreau thought that “every single American city that 

is (italics in original) growing is growing in the fashion of Los Angeles” (3: 1992) and that 

Los Angeles is the “great-granddaddy” of all of the edge cities, where America’s urban 

future could be seen. One essential feature of the edge city is that there are 

undeveloped politics and instead a “shadow government” exists that is responsive to 

wealth not votes (Wolch 1990). Jennifer Wolch (1990), a Los Angeles geographer part of 

the LA School has written about the rise of the privatized state in Los Angeles and 

elsewhere. Influenced by this work, geographers have examined the spaces of 

neoliberalism and urban processes such as, bureaucracy (Proudfoot and McCann 2010) 

poverty decentralization (Reese, Deverteuill, and Thach 2010) gentrification (Smith 

2002), poverty and homelessness (Wolch 1993), and privatization (Walks 2008).  

 The LA School turned to a sharply contrasting theoretical body of work from the 

Chicago School as the foundations of their efforts. The LA School began conceptualizing 

urban processes, such as class differentiation (Wright 1997), identity (Waldinger and 

Bozorghmehr 1996), and the role of institutions via the theories of Karl Marx as well as 

Foucault (Nicholls 2011). For the LA School, exogenous factors such as immigration 

were not the reasons why instability was introduced into the ecology of the city. Rather, 

the logic of capital and the relational factors between labor and capital was the driving 

force of instability. The influence of poststructuralism and more specifically Foucault was 

apparent in how the LA School understood the role of institutions, such as schools, 
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prisons, and government. Nicholls, suggests that what resulted from the LA theorists 

was an understanding of the city as “radically diverse, radically conflictual, radically 

open, and as a space that produces constant breakdowns, crises and change” (Nicholls 

190: 2011). The LA School has been duly criticized for its postmodern reflections, 

questionable methodologies, flowery language, and exclusion of other research on 

urban centers besides the Chicago School (Erie & Mackenzie 2011). The Chicago 

School remained dominant in the academy until the 1980s when geographers, urban 

planners, and practitioners began conducting empirical field studies in Los Angeles. 

Because Los Angeles functioned so differently than the Chicago School model, 

beginning in the mid 1980s academics at institutions such as UCLA, USC, and 

Occidental College were able to write very productively and richly about the city (Nicholls 

2011). Coupled with strong institutional support, the formation of productive intellectual 

communities and research efforts and multiple lineages of graduate students to carry out 

empirical field work resulted in the establishment of the “LA School of Urbanism”. 

Although it has been argued that the LA School theorized late capitalist Los Angeles 

from a postmodern perspective, it is much more evident that these researchers and 

writers were approaching Los Angeles from a Marxist and poststructuralist position 

(Nicholls 2011). Modern, postmodern, or poststructuralist, are labels that are still hotly 

debated amongst geographers who study Los Angeles. 

We can understand the shifts in the academy’s approach to self and society and 

urban centers by introducing what was happening in art at this time. Art critic, Rosalind 

Krauss (2011), writes on the postmodern reaction to the confinements of modernist art 

(here recall the Burgess model of the city and the Panopticon): 

The car, the slide tape, the animated film are not traditional supports for 
artistic practice the way oil on canvas, line on paper, or plaster on 
armatures are. They are “technical supports”, bred in reaction to 
postmodernist disdain, itself empowered by the exhaustion artists felt, in 
the 1970s, with both the traditional mediums and modernism’s insistence 
on specificity (italics in original). For postmodernism, the cubist grid’s 
abstraction was forgotten, to be replaced by mounds of hay, its sobriety 
supplanted by the muscular figures of fascism’s neoclassicism; while the 
revival of the Renaissance bronze declared the purist geometries of 
modernist sculpture dead and gone. 
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Krauss speaks of art but this argument can be applied to cities. Postmodernism, 

in an act of frustration with post-rational constraints forgot about the “cubist grid’s 

abstraction” (Krauss 18: 2011). In other words postmodernism acted too hastily in giving 

up on form. Consider the iconic postmodern building Randy’s Donuts (1953) located in 

Inglewood, California. and Los Angeles based modernist architect John Lautner’s 

“Sheats Residence” built between 1961-1963. Each an example of Los Angeles’ built 

forms, Randy’s Donuts is a postmodern icon while the Sheats residence is the ethos of 

Southern California modernism. The city of contradictions articulates both the non-form 

of post-modernism evident in the programmatic architecture “hay” (Krauss 18: 2011) 

style of Randy’s Donuts, while the “Sheats Residence” articulates the importance of 

form, angles, and relationships between light and structure, in other words modernism’s 

insistence on “specificity”. Examples of the contradictory built spaces of Los Angeles are 

pervasive. This dissertation is not concerned with labelling Los Angeles as a 

postmodern, poststructuralist, or a modern city but rather with observing Los Angeles’ 

art, to ‘hear’ what Los Angeles’ urban unconscious tells us rather than what we want to 

tell it. This study is concerned with the contradictory and unpredictable unconscious 

rather than efforts to constrain the unconscious of the city. And so, my study asks how 

have Los Angeles artists engaged with the contradictory unconscious of the city? 

Ed Ruscha’s (pronounced roo-Shay) painting “Back of Hollywood” (1977) is an 

example of how some Los Angeles artists have engaged with the unconscious of the 

city. Ruscha has articulated a unique Los Angeles aesthetic that I will return to 

consistently throughout the dissertation. Based in Los Angeles since the 1950s and a 

current resident of Culver City Ruscha  is a descendant of Marcel Duchamp and Jasper 

Johns, born of both conceptual and pop art. Ruscha astutely takes the, Hollywood Sign, 

the domineering and familiar symbol of the Imaginary pressed up against the eerie smog 

induced sunset and simply flips it. Now the familiar sign becomes uncanny, disjointed, 

unfamiliar which is deeply connected to the contradictory notions of fame, glamour, and 

beauty all of which are readily associated with Los Angeles. As demonstrated by Ruscha 

the unconscious is present in art and in the city. Returning to Dean’s argument once 

more in his discussion of sexuality, I argue migration, aesthetics and urban processes 

can also be understood as  “only partly historical; its other dimension has not to do with 

nature but with the unconscious and with what Lacan calls the traumatic real-unfamiliar 

aspects of existence that are no more biological than they are historically produced” 
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(Dean 270: 2000). Let’s now turn to the psychoanalyst that investigated the “traumatic 

real-unfamiliar aspects of existence”. 

2.1.2 Jacques Lacan  

This was what was new: we were finding out that philosophy and the 
human sciences were still living according to a very traditional notion of 
the subject and that it was not enough to say sometimes, with the first, 
that the individual was fundamentally free and sometimes, with the 
second, that he was determined by social conditions. We were 
discovering the necessity of trying to liberate all that hides behind the 
apparently simple use of the pronoun ‘I’. The subject: something complex 
and fragile, of which it is so difficult to speak, but without which we cannot 
speak. (Michel Foucault on the influence of Lacan and Lévi -Strauss, 
Roudinesco 332: 1997). 

Foucault first encountered the work of Lacan and Lévi-Strauss in the 1950s. 

Foucault highlighted how they both considered the subject of the ‘I’ not as the terminal 

end of the subject, but rather the departure point to ‘liberate’ the ‘I’ from an illusory 

completion (1997). Foucault, in a 1981 interview he gave to the Italian newspaper 

Corriere della sera, pointed out Lacan’s unconventional and complex writing methods 

and philosophical approach correlated to the profoundly enigmatic status of the subject 

(Afary and Anderson 2005). Lacan is just as concerned with making sense as he is with 

escaping sense and asking the listener (as Lacan almost exclusively gave seminars 

rather than wrote books) to perceive differently.  

Composer John Cage once said, “there is poetry as soon as we realize that we 

possess nothing” (Larson 2012) and Lacan’s seminars and writings often leaves his 

reader experiencing insofar as they lack certainty, knowledge, or a sense of ownership 

over what they have just read, seen, or heard. Lacan’s work is an engagement with the 

enigma of the subject. A subject that is based on a fundamental lack, an incomplete 

status, that should not be confused with something missing but rather an opening that 

can never be filled. The Lacanian subject, then, is a never completely defined subject. 

As such, the incomplete becoming of the postcolonial, migrant, or any subject position is 

taken seriously by psychoanalytic theory and not dismissed as unimportant, ‘in the past’, 

or something that is better forgotten. For Lacan, “there is no whole. Nothing is whole.” 

(Fink 129: 195). 
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I believe this is an extraordinary aspect of psychoanalysis that deserves closer 

attention. Traumatic life experiences are not ignored, dismissed, or considered complete 

but courageously explored. Psychoanalysis’ approach towards experience, memory, and 

knowledge as validated, but not restricted to the realm of sense, totalities, resolutions, or 

uninterrupted completions, echoes scholar Hamid Dabashi’s understanding of Iranians 

as a ‘people interrupted’ (Dabashi 2008) by conquest, colonialism, imperialism, 

authoritarian monarchs, and theocratic power mongers. Iranian migrants who left their 

home country out of indirect or direct necessity of, for example, colonial and imperial 

interventions or domestic tyranny have had their history interrupted (as so many 

societies have). For Iranian migrants, a break has occurred in a perceived linear 

trajectory of self and society, the Iranian diaspora and the aesthetic they have produced 

serves as an archive of these splits, disjunctures, historical breaks, interventions, 

punctuations, and traumas.   

Contrary to what popular psychology advocates, Lacan’s thought espouses 

shifting from ‘understanding’ and ‘solving’ the symptoms of the repressed to providing 

the clinical spaces in which to encounter the deadlocks, the traumas, and unspeakable 

aspects of the Symbolic or language. These efforts are not meant to neatly ‘resolve’ the 

trauma, but rather propel an engagement with the radical otherness of the unconscious 

and to release desire from stultifying repetitions. A compelling aspect of Lacananian 

psychoanalysis is the consistent commitment to the “undermining of every certainty” and 

the “incompleteness (italics in original) of every meaning and position” (Copjec 56: 

1988).   

The incompleteness of the subject, the inherent lack in language (all 

communication is miscommunication), and the split structure of subjectivity as theorized 

by Lacan makes a radical suggestion. Simply stated,  “all that is produced by a signifying 

system can never be determinate” (Copjec 56: 1988) and as Roudinesco suggests 

“[Lacan’s] logic of the subject was based on opening, ambiguity, ambivalence, and the 

idea of an impossible mastery” (Roudinesco 327: 1997).  Why is this so radical? The 

subversive quality of Copjec and Roudinesco’s assessment of Lacan’s system of 

thought is twofold: first, ideology (capitalism, patriarchy, and so on) functions because of 

a falsely perceived harmonious totality of the Symbolic order which Lacanian thought 

rigorously challenges. Second the impossibility of mastery supposes that there is an 
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unavailable, unknowable, alien and always ambivalent and therefore mutable structure 

to subjectivity that no one (including for instance the relentless appetite of consumer 

culture to pinpoint “what they really want”) has access to. The split (between ego and 

unconscious) that occurs once a subject’s psyche occupies multiple places at once (e.g. 

Los Angeles and Tehran) introduces several layers of complexity, which psychoanalysis 

takes as a fundamental aspect of subjectivity. In other words, the complex, fragile, and 

split subject (between language and jouissance) is taken seriously by psychoanalytic 

theory and as such offers a rich enigmatic, open, and fluid language by which to 

consider the enigma of migrant subjectivities.  

Lacan’s abstruse style of writing and speaking corresponds to the complexity of 

the subject (that differ quite considerably from the unobstructed Cartesian subject). The 

Lacanian subject allows the subject to be complex so that rather than understanding 

Lacan’s work as alienating or elitist, we can see it as inclusive, democratic, and 

accepting of leakages, excesses, or the incomprehensible. Psychoanalysis accepts free 

associations, vulgarity, grunts, groans, and other unintended sounds as meaningful 

forms of communication. Psychoanalysis does not undermine or dismiss what may be 

considered to be minor occurrences, banal events, or ‘unimportant’ aspects of life. 

Rather, it affirms and considers those easily dismissed experiences as rife with 

complexities and nuance.  

Foucault’s words that began this section argues that the relationship between 

philosophy and the social sciences has existed somewhere between, false dichotomies: 

freedom and social constructivism, agency and structure, resistance and 

commodification, art and science, poetry and facts, and so on. Lacanian psychoanalytic 

theory offers an opportunity to reconsider these dichotomies but most importantly it 

offers the chance to dissolve the false split between the ‘I’ and the ‘Other’ introducing 

what I suggest are radical understandings of the self and society, desire and conflict.  I 

now turn to how geographers are engaging with psychoanalytic theory. 

2.1.3 Psychoanalysis and Geography 

If the unconscious is an aspect of every and any subject, and researchers 

untrained in analysis cannot discern unconscious effects of any one subject, then to 
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what extent can we bring the unconscious to bear on identity studies in social sciences 

like geography? (Thomas 544: 2007) 

Paul Kingsbury has argued that “psychoanalysis has been frequently viewed by a 

significant number of geographers with a cautiousness that borders on suspicion that 

even borders on paranoia” (Kingsbury 481: 2009) and that much of this caution stems 

from geography’s paradigmatic commitment to social constructionism, historicism, and 

cultural studies. Until recently geographers have asserted that psychoanalytic concepts 

such as the unconscious or drives are ahistorical or acultural, that is to say, removed 

from social processes. Geographers have addressed these claims rigorously (Kingsbury 

2011, Callard 2003) and have argued that psychoanalysis is neither acultural or 

ahistorical. As such, I will not spend time arguing for the legitimacy of psychoanalytic 

theory for the social sciences. In response to Mary Thomas’s question above, I add to 

the scholarship already produced by geographers by suggesting that a more robust and 

experimental understanding of the researcher/researched relationship as Steve Pile 

argues for (2010) and a reconciliation with the extradiscursive nature of psychoanalytic 

modes of theorizing subjectivity are two critical ways to bring the unconscious to bear in 

the study of space and identity (Kingsbury 2010 and Proudfoot 2015, 2007).  

Over the course of the twentieth century, geography as a discipline experienced 

a number of what might be considered conceptual revolutions. Behavioral geographers 

(Gould and White 1974) active in the 1970s attempted to break with the quantitative 

geography that had come to dominate the discipline in the 1950s and 1960s. Rather 

than conceptualizing space and spatial phenomena as infallible statistics, one-

dimensional dots on a map, and flawed percentages, behavioral geographers attempted 

to connect the ‘mind’ and emotions to the ‘physical environment’ (Gold 1992, Gregory 

1981). This paradigmatic ‘movement’ in geography lacked the theoretical rigor 

necessary to ‘understand’ how ‘inner’ processes like cognition and decision-making 

functioned (Pile 1991). Behavioral geographers were coming under increasing scrutiny 

from humanistic and radical geographers. Humanistic geographers became concerned 

with introducing and celebrating the validity and dynamism of human experience. Human 

geographers, contextualized within a linear history of geography, ostensibly reacted to 

the cold and distant methodology of both the quantitative and behavioral geographers. 

Instead human geographers concentrated on the human capacity to reason, to be logical 
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and to learn and act from experience as a way to be autonomous and transformative 

forces within political, social, and cultural landscapes (Lowe and Short 1990, Gregory 

1981). Ironically, although humanistic geographers wanted to bring human experience to 

the fore, they generally chose to avoid considering the less palpable aspects of human 

life or more politically unsavory concepts such as the repetition compulsion, aggressivity, 

and the death drive which challenge conceptions of the politically progressive subject 

who desires such things as freedom and equality (Callard 2003).   

At the same time during the 1980s, radical Marxist geographers were advocating 

for serious engagements with space, class, capitalism and the unequal economic and 

spatial marginalization of the working class (Smith 1990, Massey 1984, Harvey 1982). 

As geography moved away from quantitative studies of space and society and moved 

towards critical and qualitative engagements with not only what knowledge to produce 

but how to produce knowledge, many geographers turned towards the theories of 

continental philosophers labelled as  ‘post-structuralist’. The late 1980s and 1990s also 

witnessed geographers engagements with philosophers such as Jacques Derrida, 

Michel Foucault, Giles Deleuze, and Jean Baudrillard (Doel 1999). Foucault and Derrida 

worked to unsettle the ‘fixed’ and ‘natural’ relationships between objects, people, and 

places. Foucault’s genealogical approach to the history of sexuality, institutions, and 

systems of thought and consistent commitment to discourse deeply affected not only the 

social sciences but the humanities as well.  

Geographers concerned with society and space have arguably, for the last two 

decades, remained loyal to historicist and social constructionist paradigms for theorizing 

the relationship between the two. The paradigmatic early pioneers of psychoanalysis 

and geography that began writing in the 1990s are David Sibley (1995), Steve Pile 

(1996), and Heidi Nast (2000). Pile was interested in subjectivity formation and identity 

politics in relationship to Freudian psychoanalysis Nast was concerned with “oedipalized 

versions of heterosexuality” and situating desire spatially within “larger political economic 

conquests” (1998: 198) again via Freud. Sibley drew on Julia Kristeva was most 

concerned with difference, abjection, and both psychic and material boundaries (1995).  

Copjec (1989) and Dean (2000, 2001) have asserted for well over a decade now, 

that film theory and the humanities had conflated theories of the psychoanalytic subject 

with the subject of social constructionism. Echoing Copjec who argues film theorists had 



50 

misread Lacan to fit in with Foucaldian theory, Felicity Callard (2003) suggested that 

geographers had misread or ‘tamed’ psychoanalysis to fit in with social constructivism. In 

1993, Pile published what Felicity Callard has called “a kind of manifesto” (301: 2003) 

where he essentially argued that psychoanalysis breaks down the relentless problem of 

the structure-agency dichotomy. Criticizing geographers such as Pile, Nast and Sibley. 

Callard (2003) suggested that their approach to psychoanalytic theory was overly 

optimistic (or naïve) about the impact psychoanalysis could have on the goals of 

progressive political identity. Callard observes how psychoanalytic geographers’ 

engagement with psychoanalysis were primarily through the lens of the political. As 

Dean argues the political is “perhaps the sign-of humanities professors’ seriousness” 

(21: 2002). Callard points out that all three important contributors to psychoanalytic 

theory and geography (Pile, Nast, and Sibley) were concerned with the way in which 

psychoanalytic theory could serve the pressing agenda of the progressive political 

and/or political subject, resistance, and the breaking down of the structure-agency 

dichotomy.   

What rightfully troubles Callard is how neatly psychoanalysis and the 

psychoanalytic subject fits in with the goals of a progressive political agenda put forth by 

geographers. Callard points out that this agenda is aligned with a social constructionist 

perspective; a perspective that contends that socio-cultural phenomena can be 

understood as and through discourse and that all of these processes are socially 

constructed. Callard suggests that these geographers who had engaged with 

psychoanalysis had generally approached it with a political imperative born of the social 

constructionist paradigm. Ironically, the most radical aspect of psychoanalytic theory, 

that the unconscious is extra-discursive, was subsumed by the goal of making 

psychoanalysis relevant to larger socio-political and economic discourses, in geography 

as well as to help produce a progressive political subject. Psychoanalytic geographies 

emerged at the same time as critical geography, again most influenced by Derrida and 

Foucault. As a result, psychoanalytic geographies were in keeping with the anti-

essentialist poststructuralist framework. Callard, (following Copjec and Dean) argues 

that the conflation of the Foucaldian subject and psychoanalytic subject is a serious 

mistake, 

Such a framework, I shall aver, operates with a curiously idealized model 
of subjectivity and politics-even when that framework is used to attend to 
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the unruly sphere of the psyche, and hence, apparently, to the 
unconscious. It is a model that imagines the psyche as malleable and 
always potentially able to contest and overcome its vicissitudes that beset 
it. It is a psyche, I would argue, shorn of the encumbrances of an 
unaccommodating unconscious, of the paralysis of traumatic repetition (in 
contrast with progressive movement), and of the virulence and 
intractability of self destructiveness, aggressivity and pernicious fantasies 
(299: 2003). 

Callard’s critique of geography’s relationship with psychoanalysis partly relied on 

critiques by Copjec (1989, 1994) and Dean (2000, 2001). Both Copjec and Dean argue 

social constructivism and psychoanalysis have been conflated, respectively to film 

theory and cultural studies. Dean (2000, 2002)  argues that the humanities and cultural 

critics that use psychoanalytic theory assimilated psychoanalysis to accelerate the 

construction of a progressive political subject. Dean argued that to ignore that 

psychoanalysis is neither only biological or cultural undermines the most radical 

component of psychoanalytic theory. In addition, Dean asserts that, it isn’t that language 

is ahistorical but rather history itself cannot be rendered only knowable through 

discourse. Copjec looks to artist Kara Walker’s work to exemplify this psychoanalytic 

concept. Walker explores race, the antebellum south, sex, history, and mythology 

through racialized shadow cut outs fastened to pristine white gallery walls. For Walker by 

remaining dedicated to the irreducible “hard kernel” (Copjec 2002) that makes the 

traumatic history of slavery unrepresentable she makes the enigmatic status of that 

history undeniably present. Her art speaks the trauma and unknowable outcomes of 

history. Reality is not a useful concept for Walker and neither is fantasy. In contrast,  

Walker’s images of her “plantation family romances” (1997) are an encounter with the 

precise thing that makes the unconscious radical: it is “implacable in the face of attempts 

to resignify its contents” (Callard 304: 2003). In other words, Walker’s art hits the Real. 

Walker has been duly criticized by the African-American community: 

I felt the work of Kara Walker was sort of revolting and negative and a 
form of betrayal to the slaves, particularly women and children; that it was 
basically for the amusement and the investment of the white art 
establishment15. 

                                                
15 http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/cultureshock/provocations/kara/3.html 
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[Walker's] world is quite frankly black and white. In fact it is shameless. 
The work's refusal to acknowledge shame when dealing with issues of 
race and desire set within the context of slavery, allows Walker to 
challenge, indeed taunt, our individual and collective historical 
imaginations16. 

These critiques miss the radical quality of Walker’s work. Walker’s “plantation 

family romances” (Copjec 84: 2002) as she calls them are coarse narratives depicting 

sambos, pickaninnies, mandigoes, Uncle Toms and so on engaged in acts of sodomy, 

cannibalism and other unnameable acts. Although her images do not tell uplifting stories 

of virtuous slaves or illustrate the achievements of African-Americans, they do 

something else. By making the historical stereotypes engage in unimaginable behavior 

Walker17 opens up the realm of possibilities of those historical stereotypes. In other 

words, historical contingency is materialized by Kara Walker’s art. Thereby not allowing 

for the history of African-American slaves to be neatly streamlined and translated into a 

fixed universal discourse. Judith Butler is well known for her critiques of the concept of 

the Real arguing that if experiences of marginalized groups (the extreme poor, sex 

workers, the differently abled) are categorized as unrepresentable then these groups are 

silenced because they are pushed out of discourse (Butler 1990, 1993). Walker’s art 

illustrates the point that Butler and the critics quoted above are missing. Rather than 

normalize these experiences by pushing them into the confines of discourse, the Real 

opens up a space of freedom where trauma is not domesticated but rather allowed to 

function as the thing itself on its own radical terms, accessible but unknowable and 

always available to different interpretations.  

Taking seriously Callard’s insights, some geographers have delved into the 

intersection of the ‘unaccommodating unconscious’ and spatial processes by 

considering primarily Lacanian psychoanalytic concepts including jouissance (Kingsbury 

2007, Kingsbury and Pile 2014, Proudfoot 2015), objet petit a (Lacan insisted the phrase 

not be translated so as to preserve the concept that the objet petit a is resistant to 

interpretation) (Naraghi and Kingsbury 2012), both of which are intimately related to the 

register of the real. This turn towards the ‘unaccommodating unconscious’ and the real 

has produced an exciting body of literature that attends to these concepts in relationship 

                                                
16 Ibid 
17 Emmett Till painting controversy 
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to space and subjectivity as well as compelling thoughts on psychoanalytic 

methodologies for geographers. (see The Professional Geographer special issue 2007).  

Responding to Callard (2003), Kingsbury suggests that “the untaming of 

psychoanalysis is neither possible or desirable” (240: 2007) until geographers begin to 

conduct close readings and have experimental discussions about the rich theoretical 

body of psychoanalysis in relationship to society and space. Kingsbury goes on to assert 

that the taming of psychoanalysis isn’t only about the dismissal of ‘wild’ theories such as 

the death drive or a “garish sunny overestimation of people’s ability to transform and 

progress psycho-politically” (240: 2007). He suggests that the taming of psychoanalysis 

is also “an over-rapid spatialization-of the psychoanalytic subject and the social” and that 

we must take into account the Real,  “a traumatic kernel whose status remains deeply 

ambiguous: the real resists symbolization, but it is at the same its own retroactive 

product” (Žižek  142-43: 1992 in Kingsbury). Rather than apprehend the psychoanalytic 

subject with spatial discourses (e.g. the law, history, identity politics of place) so that the 

subject later apprehends herself (as Foucault says discourses do) we should as 

psychoanalysis asks us to, consider space itself as a process of apprehension. Copjec 

notes psychoanalytic processes “are not processes which engage or are engaged by 

social discourses (film texts, for example)” (Copjec 1989), they also emerge from the 

traumatic kernel that Žižek  mentions above. My response to Thomas’ question about, 

how the unconscious can come to bear on the social sciences and identity studies, is to 

take into consideration, as Walker does, the excesses of history, language, identity, and 

space, that is, the excesses that discourse does not have access to.   

Following this emerging body of work that considers the Real, the first part of my 

argument as to how the unconscious can come to bear on socio-spatial phenomena 

follows Pile when he contemplates, in his article auspiciously titled “Intimate Distance” 

(2010), whether or not it is time that “human geographers thought less about how to 

increase the intimacy between them and the researched, less about how to confess the 

emotional dynamics of being an academic, and more about how to produce appropriate 

forms of distance and detachment” (485: 2010). Pile’s recent paper follows from his 

earlier argument that “nowhere has the relationship between the questioner, questioned 

and the lived world been more closely examined than in the psychoanalytic literature” 

(Pile 1991: 460). Pile’s investigation into the researcher/researched relationship is 
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related to Callard’s critique that Pile and other geographers were too optimistic in their 

presupposition that the unconscious is malleable. Callard argued that Pile’s proclamation 

that the structure-agency dichotomy was broken down by psychoanalysis was evidence 

of this “idealized model of subjectivity”.  

I argue that Pile’s claim as it has developed since the early 1990s isn’t that 

psychoanalysis magically makes hierarchies and power struggles disappear but that 

through its methods and methodologies a distance between analyst/patient does come 

in to existence, a distance that allows for the unconscious to function free of what the 

other expects of it. In other words, psychoanalysis creates or enables a space where the 

Real may emerge. What occurs between the analyst and the analysand is an exchange 

of enormous magnitude that destabilizes normative power structures. For Pile, this 

primarily takes place through the processes of transference and counter-transference. 

Philo and Parr caution that psychoanalysis “generalize(s) across large swathes of 

individuals and their experiences” (290: 2003). If Philo and Parr are correct, then on the 

surface, psychoanalytic methods would prove to be commensurable with Pile’s call for a 

more detached and distant researcher, one that rejects individual experience in favour of 

making ‘huge assumptions’ (290: 2003). Pile’s call for appropriate forms of distance and 

detachment is directly related to why Philo and Parr are mistaken about psychoanalysis 

and its “willingness to generalize” (290: 2003). Why do I make this claim? Pile illustrates 

that the study of the ‘hysteric’ ultimately led to Freud’s discovery that unconscious 

processes such as wanting to please the other were of the utmost importance in the 

researcher/researched relationship. Freud’s concept of transference born of the concept 

of rapport between researcher/researched and then later analyst/patient required 

innovations in method and spatial configurations. Freud asked the patient to lay on a 

couch while the analyst was positioned behind the patient, “the patient got a homely 

drawing room while he (the analyst) remained aloof” (Pile 493: 2010). Lacan furthered 

these distancing methods by preventing the analysand from making imaginary 

identifications or false gestures towards intimacy. Lacan would prevent the analysand 

from seeing books, magazines, images of the analyst or other objects that the analysand 

might use to forge a ‘connection’ with the analyst (Roudinesco 1997). Lacan’s clinical 

practice created the circumstances for unexpected events or improvised responses to 

emerge. The clinical concepts of transference and counter transference and putting the 

analysand’s unconscious to work are distancing methods meant to shift power relations, 
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destabilize the desire to please and be accepted, and to introduce a legitimate and 

egalitarian distance between researcher/ researched. Creating the circumstances for the 

analysand to become intimate with their unconscious. Instead of focusing on the 

imagined desires of the Other.  

The distancing that produces intimacy is wholly dependent on, not as Philo and 

Parr suggest generalizations about groups of people, but rather on giving the researched 

the space to be singular individuals regardless of the outcome (love, acceptance, 

accolades, rejection, and so on). The researched has the chance to allow their 

experiences to speak independently of the wants of the researcher. Although laying the 

interviewee on a couch may not be appropriate for geographers, other possibilities for 

introducing this distance are to consider every aspect of the process of interviews, 

including how the interviewee is contacted, where they are interviewed, careful 

consideration of the questions asked and what information they have about the research 

project. The complexities of transference and counter-transference and imaginary 

identifications encourages researchers to experiment with the sometimes terrifying and 

the altogether confusing processes of ethnographic methods of data gathering such as 

interviews and participant observation.  

The second part of my argument as to how the unconscious can come to bear on 

geography is connected to the first: the relationship between researched and researcher. 

Callard’s critique that geographers had been conveniently putting psychoanalysis into 

the service of a social constructivist paradigm to push forward the possibility of a 

progressive political subject rings true throughout the humanities, literary studies, 

cultural studies, and film theory (Copjec 1994, Dean 2002). If the unconscious is 

manipulable then it loses its most radical aspect. Kingsbury highlights how geographers 

have accused Lacan of being ‘anemic’ (Sparke 315: 2005) and ‘two dimensional’ (Blum 

and Nast 2000). Kingsbury (2007) introduced the Lacanian psychoanalytic concept of 

‘extimacy’ through his study of “support our troops” ribbon magnets popular at the start 

of the war in Afghanistan. He argued that Lacan’s theorizations of space and subjectivity 

are topological. ‘Extimacy’ “involves the socio-subjective spatialities of external intimacy 

and intimate exteriority” (Kingsbury 2007). Kingsbury critiques, the naïve misconception, 

prevalent in human geography, that psychoanalytic theory is concerned only with inner, 

private, interior, or individual issues.  
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Kingsbury emphasizes that for Lacan, the structure of the subject is topological. 

Topology is (as Gottfried Leibniz) suggested ‘analysis situ’ or an analysis of place qua a 

non-Euclidean branch of qualitative mathematics. Size, area, angle, and scale are 

replaced by concepts such as ‘proximity’ and ‘neighborhood’. Topology “examines how 

things can change shape or become distorted yet still retain properties of continuity, 

contiguity, and delimitation” (Kingsbury 245: 2007).  Geographers who are highly 

dismissive of notions of ‘structure’ should consider Copjec’s argument that Lacanian 

social theory is ‘anti-structuralist’. Structure is not the same as symbolic and linguistic 

representation, structure belongs to the extra-discursive and is ‘radically unassimilable 

within’ (Copjec 12: 1994) the social field. The Lacanian psychic world is one where the 

unconscious is located on the outside, the gaze lies not with the subject but with the 

object, and where desire is related to both the Self and the Other. The Lacanian 

structure of the psyche means that the curving, stretching out, and reshaping of space 

and subjectivity, social processes and personal traumas, and the distinctions between 

language, representation, and the unconscious takes place in the spaces of the Real. 

The topological structure of researcher/researched, Self/ Other, spectator/spectacle that 

Lacanian theory offers is a rich way to consider the enlacement of these dualisms in the 

realms of the impossible and unknowable. Kingsbury (2007) asks that geographers 

approach psychoanalytic theory non-reductively. He also cites Copjec’s eloquent and 

forceful contention that “psychoanalysis is the mother tongue of our modernity and that 

the important issues of our time are scarcely articulable outside of the concepts it has 

forged. While some blasé souls argue that we are already beyond psychoanalysis, the 

truth is we that we have not yet caught up with its most revolutionary insights” (Copjec 9: 

2002). For Kingsbury and other geographers looking to the future of the relationship 

between psychoanalysis and geography, Copjec’s assertion must not be ignored. The 

radical distance and intense intimacy of the unconscious is where the aesthetic, 

psychoanalysis, and geography can meet. Let us now turn to a discussion of this 

poignant intersection. 
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2.1.4 Psychoanalytic and Aesthetic Geographies: Lacan with Cage 

Geographers concerned with aesthetics should consider modernist composer 

John Cage and Sister Corita Kent’s “10 Rules For Students, Teachers, and Life”18 where 

they suggest, treating everything as an experiment, embracing uncertainty, and 

recognizing that there is an intricate relationship between intellect and intuition. For 

contemporary geographers, aesthetics (not unlike psychoanalysis) are often put into the 

service of questions related to resistance, representation, contestation of space, 

experiences of the urban (Degen, DeSilvey, & Rose 2008) gentrification (Blomley 1998), 

and political will. Until recently, for most geographers, art is only valuable if it contributes 

to solving ‘real-world’ problems. Swiss architect Peter Zumthor (commissioned to design 

the new Los Angeles County Museum of Art or LACMA, a major aesthetic center in Los 

Angeles), who works closely with the built form and the environment writes, 

I think the chance of finding beauty is higher if you don’t work on it 
directly. Beauty in architecture is driven by practicality. This is what you 
learn from studying the old townscapes of the Swiss farmers. If you do 
what you should, then at the end there is something, which you can’t 
explain maybe, but if you are lucky, it has to do with life.19 

Zumthor boldly states that, mystery, beauty, practicality (i.e. solving ‘real-world’ 

problems), and life are not distinct and separate from one another. In other words, the 

solutions to ‘real-world’ problems are not always readily available to perceptions and 

actions that are guided by the ego. Experimentation, unknowability, and practicality can 

all respond to and incite one another. As geographer Geraldine Pratt points out, 

Much of life is lived in modes of incoherence, distractedness, and habit, 
and a scholarly focus only on intentionality and deliberative activity is 
incomplete at best, politically and morally punishing at worst. Urging the 
need to learn from the ordinary and everyday – to attend to the unnoticed, 
unsaid, and unacknowledged, Horton and Kraftl (2006a, p. 272) advocate 
methodological slowness: ‘we might move away from a trigger-happy itch 
to quickly analyze, distill, generalize and categorize, and just slow down, 
to wait and see what happens’. I aim to slow down to examine speech 
that emerged from interviews and focus groups with immigrant youths 

                                                
18 http://www.brainpickings.org/index.php/2012/08/10/10-rules-for-students-and-teachers-john-

cage-corita-kent/ 
19 See http://www.nytimes.com/2011/03/13/magazine/mag-13zumthor-

t.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0 
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with an ear to different styles of speaking, in particular the distinction 
between narrative and the chatter of ordinary speech (Pratt 344: 2010). 

What Pratt advocates is aligned with psychoanalytic and aesthetic 

methodological practice. Geographers have put much thought into aesthetics as a tool of 

the political but very little thought into what unexpected mystery emerges indirectly from 

aesthetic expression. Callard took her cue from the “New Lacanians” (Dean, Copjec) in 

her analysis that geographers concerned with psychoanalysis had conflated Foucault 

with Lacan. Similarly, Kingsbury, following Dean, has argued that aesthetics are often 

overshadowed by its more ‘serious’ and for some unlikely counterpart, politics (2010, 

2016). The extradiscursive elements of aesthetic processes are eliminated and instead 

much like the unknowable unconscious, they are subsumed and forced into becoming 

logical, legible, sensible, controllable, and knowable. Kingsbury (2016), Dixon et al. 

(2013), Hawkins and Straughan (2015)  and others are calling for geographers to 

produce encounters between geography and aesthetics that are not focused on making 

art legible, transparent, and translatable into political terms.  

Consider this interview with modernist composer John Cage, 

[Q:] A great many people would be baffled by the suggestion that they should 

respond neither emotionally or intellectually to music. What else is there? 

[Cage:] They should listen. Why should they imagine that sounds are not 

interesting in themselves?... 

They’re convinced that [music is] a vehicle for pushing the ideas of one person 

out of his head into somebody else’s head, along with- in a good German situation-his 

feelings, in a marriage that’s called the marriage of Form and Content… 

[Q:] What do you think the harmful effects of that marriage are for an audience? 

[Cage:] What it does is bolster up the ego. It is in the ego, as in a home, that 

those feelings and ideas take place. The moment you focus on them, you focus on the 

ego, and you separate it from the rest of Creation. So then a very interesting sound 

might occur, but the ego wouldn’t even hear it because it didn’t fit its notion of likes and 

dislikes, its ideas and feelings. (Larson 205: 2012) 
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For Cage, aesthetics are not about judgments. Just the opposite, likes and 

dislikes have no place in the aesthetic experience. Similar to Lacan’s understanding of 

psychic structure, the aesthetic experience should not provoke opinions but rather 

generate the topological relationship between aesthetic object, sound, or image and the 

spectator, research subject, or analysand. There are no hierarchies between objects, 

sounds, images, and movements. These non-human expressions are no more or less 

important than the feelings and inner turmoil that humans experience. Lacan’s 

perception of the psyche as topological, non-quantifiable, immeasurable, removed from 

hierarchies, degrees and angles helps to imagine what this possibility looks like.  

Lacan published a limited amount of his work (his magnum opus Écrits being a 

notable exception) but over the course of some forty years he mostly spoke his ideas 

during his influential public seminars. These seminars are renowned as theoretical 

performances insofar as the spectators would watch every gesticulation, hear his 

pronunciations and accentuation of words, and bear witness to his mistakes and 

missteps. Lacan may have agreed with Cage’s assessments (they were contemporaries, 

eleven years apart both living until they were eighty) about the futility of bolstered egos. 

Lacanian psychoanalytic theory, as Fink describes “turns Descartes on his head” 

because, the Cartesian subject emerges, “in an idyllic moment” when “thought and being 

coincide” but for Lacan the subject can “have” either thought or being “but never both at 

the same time” (Fink 44: 1995). Like Freud, Lacan, understands that the irreducible 

unconscious exists and that the thinking being is not always the perfectly knowable and 

rational being that consciousness purports it to be. Furthermore, the subject of the “I” (“I 

am a generous person”, “I know who I am and what I want”) this subject is the subject of 

the ego or the subject of the statement. The ego, as Lacan understands it, is the “seat of 

fixation narcissistic attachment” (Fink 37: 1995) and is the ‘place’ in the topology of the 

psyche that strives to make sense of the world and the subject’s place in it by 

constructing an illusive mastery over the subject’s thoughts, actions, and perceptions of 

self and Other. The ego is where the subject falsely understands himself in terms of an 

integrated and fixed discourse and is the site where thoughts correspond to a visible 

“external reality”(Fink 43: 1995).  As Cage puts it, the ego makes judgments, has likes 

and dislikes, makes emotional judgments about music or films as a way to ‘bolster’ and 

safeguard her ego. For Cage, the ego blocks one from hearing, for example, a “very 

interesting sound” that might otherwise go unnoticed. This contention resonates with 
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Pratt’s use of Lauren Berlant’s (2007) concept of “spaces of ordinariness” and “slowing 

down” with “an ear to different styles of speaking” (Pratt 344: 2010). In other words, 

dislodging from the ego and preoccupations with the deliberate and the intentional. Cage 

helped to create an influential modernist aesthetic that merged Eastern and Western 

philosophies. The aesthetic that was born out of simple and practical questions that 

Cage asked like “why are some sounds more highly regarded than other sounds?” and 

“why not just listen to the sound without expecting anything else of it other than the 

sound?” For Cage, these basic questions brought with it a barrage of even more 

questions that performers, artists, musicians, architects, and filmmakers would become 

preoccupied with over the course of the latter half of the twentieth century.  

As a leader of the avant-garde, Cage has been praised as the most important 

composer of the 20th century, a title he would likely reject. He was born in Los Angeles, 

lived in Santa Monica, trained closely with Los Angeles exile Arnold Schoenberg and 

was intrigued by his almost mythical acquaintance, Marcel Duchamp. Cage is most 

known for his interventions to the piano, 4’33” (1952) a piece that is a practice in silence, 

sounds, and listening and Sonatas and Interludes a complex study of rhythmic 

proportions for the prepared piano. Cage asked the listener, very simply, to listen 

differently, without deciding if it was good or bad, important or unimportant. His music is 

a guide to listening that isn’t reactive, that is neither emotional or intellectual, but rather a 

perfectly legitimate chance encounter with sound. 

Cage performed with experimental composer David Tudor at the Shiraz Arts 

Festival in Shiraz, Iran in 1972. The Iranian state sponsored festival was adamantly 

supported by Queen Farah Pahlavi as part of the effort to establish Iran as a modern, 

forward thinking, and experimental society. Young Iranian musicians and artists were 

excited by the irreverent and unquestionably fearless music Cage brought to Iran. Music 

that was considered to be thoroughly Western and modern (although Cage and his long-

time partner dancer Merce Cunningham were both students of Eastern philosophy most 

dominantly Zen Buddhism) was not fully embraced by a country on the brink of 

revolution. The revolution would prove just a few years later the gap between the 

modernist desires of the monarchy and the economic and ideological 

disenfranchisement of the Iranian people had become too great. Before the modernist 

festival was discontinued in 1977 performances took place, ironically, in the ruins of 
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Persopolis, the stomping grounds of the ancient Persians. The Queen’s pet aesthetic 

project, merging West and East, lasted for twelve years and brought the likes of 

experimental musicians Ravi Shankar and Karlheinz Stockhausen to Iran. The 

encounter over forty years ago between Cage and Iran continues to have a lasting 

impact.  

In 2012, thirty Iranian artists in Iran put together a commemoration of Cage for 

what would have been his hundredth year. Titled, John Cage is Happening20, Iranian 

actors performed twelve performances based on Cage’s Song Books.  Some of the 

songs in Song Books aren’t songs at all, they are instructions like “perform a disciplined 

action” (Cage 1970), of the performers own choosing, such as moving one’s arm up and 

down continuously. How does an audience respond to a performance where the 

performer is asked to discipline oneself by the composer?  The response from the 

audience is uncertain. The outcome is unknown. How does one like or dislike such a 

performance? What is expected of the spectator?  

What a great many geographers have focused on is not the unknowable spaces 

of the aesthetic, but how to translate the aesthetic into politically relevant terms. 

Consider Steven Shaviro’s observations: 

Translation is then inherently problematic, because it is not just a matter 
of moving from one code, or one language, to another. Rather, translation 
involves the violence of codifying, or putting into language, a reality that 
stands outside of all languages and codes. Translation endeavors to 
make an equivalent for that which has no equivalent. It forces an 
exchange between incommensurables. “If there are exchanges,” Latour 
says, “these are always unequal and cost a fortune both to establish and 
to maintain.” This means that the problem of translation is really one 
of aesthetics. Kant established the basic antinomy of modern aesthetics 
in his Third Critique. On the one hand, every “judgment of taste” is 
entirely singular: it is non-cognitive, it has no concept behind it, and it 
cannot be generalized. On the other hand, every “judgment of taste” 
aspires to — or even demands — the assent of others. It makes a claim, 
Kant says, to be “universally communicable without mediation by a 
concept.” We may understand translation, therefore, as the endeavor to 
capture singularity within some universal medium of exchange, in order 
thereby to compel acceptance by everyone. For Kant, this takes the form 
of a sensus communis as the non-cognitive basis for the very possibility 
of cognition.21 
                                                

20 http://www.presstv.ir/detail/250138.html 
21 http://www.shaviro.com/Blog/?m=201206 
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Shaviro, argues translation of one form to another, for example, what makes art’s 

inherent value important versus the dollar amount attached to it. Or, what makes art 

politically valuable art versus art that cannot be smoothly designated as political is an 

aesthetic issue. Shaviro holds that “translation involves the violence of codifying”: the 

violent act of forcing the work into “a reality that stands outside of all languages and 

codes”. Or as Lacan would call it, the Real. Does art that is not made to serve a political 

agenda function differently than art that is? In other words, do artists that function 

independently of the demands of the Other end up with work that is in fact extraordinarily 

practical and ironically “has to do with life” as Zumthor argues (see quote at start of 

chapter). I think both Lacan and Cage would respond yes that in fact they do. Shaviro’s 

second point is the “problem of translation is really one of aesthetics” describes Kant’s 

response was the “non-cognitive basis for the very possibility of cognition”22 to achieve a 

singular universality, or the sensus communis.    

Related to Shaviro’s work and my study’s interest in the shared space of 

psychoanalysis and aesthetics is Rancière’s exploration of Freud’s articulation of the 

unconscious in aesthetic terms. Rancière contends that the Freudian unconscious could 

not exist without the work of artists like da Vinci, Michelangelo, or Sophocles. He writes,  

the Oedipal scenario can, only acquire a privileged status after an 
abolition of the representative regime of thinking about the arts, a regime 
that implies a certain idea of thought: thought as action imposing itself on 
passive matter. This is precisely what I have called the aesthetic 
revolution: the end of an ordered set of relations between what can be 
seen and what can be said, knowledge and action, activity and passivity 
(Rancière 21: 2009).  

Rancière argues that Freud deliberately used the Greek myth or the tragic hero 

to illustrate the processes of the unconscious precisely because of their aesthetic 

dimensions. In addition Freud reminds us how artists were preoccupied with the 

unconscious long before there was any such thing as psychoanalysis. Lacan also 

remarks “it is remarkable that the experience of what goes on in the neurotic caused 

Freud to leap to the level of the poetic creation of art, to the drama of Oedipus, insofar 

as it is something datable in the history of culture” (142: 1986). In other words, the 

                                                
22 Ibid. 
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relationship between aesthetics and the psychoanalytic unconscious is central to the 

beginning of Freud’s psychoanalytic project.  

At the heart of my discussion is a provocative question that geographers and 

social scientists have grappled with for some time: do aesthetics and psychoanalysis 

work to deceive and push us farther from rigorous understandings of social phenomena? 

To tackle this question I turn to Lacan’s theory of the gaze. My argument is that 

geographers have not fully addressed Lacan’s work on vision, visuality, and the gaze. 

Thus this research seeks to add a psychoanalytic ‘vocabulary’ to the discussion as a 

way to answer Gillian Rose’s call for geographers to “explore different ways of seeing, 

different modes of visuality, and the obscurity which shrouds much of the visible” (201: 

2006). Before turning to Lacan’s work on the gaze, I would like to first discuss how 

geographers have addressed questions related to vision, visuality, and the gaze. 

2.1.5 Vision and Geography 

Vision or ‘ways of seeing’ is arguably the dominant epistemological approach of 

geographers (Hawkins 323: 2010). The science of modern geography was born of 

imperialism during the European ‘Age of Discovery’ in the16th and 17th centuries. 

Geographers were given the task of ‘piecing’ the world together by translating space into 

representative images, exemplified by the imaginary depictions of maps. The scale of 

Descartes famous dictum “I think therefore I am” was scaled up to include not only 

control over self, but also rational control over space. Geographers set out to tame the 

unknown, wielding the map and rationality as weapons, they began to organize, create 

hierarchies, classify, understand, and become managers of the world (Livingstone 

1992). As the academic discipline of geography developed over the next centuries space 

became representable, in other words made visible and clear. 

As geography was becoming more integral to the academy, Freud at the end of 

the 19th century was developing his theory of the unconscious, a radical way of 

understanding the psyche, desire, and drives. Freud understood humans not as 

transparent, rational, and progressive but as opaque, layered, often times exhibiting 

behavior that was irrational and inexplicable (Freud 1930). We can say that Western 

geographers of the 19th century were intent on making space clear while Freud was 

rendering Western subjectivity as much more opaque than previously understood. 
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Through clear visual representation, conquest, control, and visual organization 

geographers worked to contain space and by extension the people in those spaces. 

Simultaneously, Freud was up against the conservative, that is, positivistic Viennese 

medical community, including his mentor Joseph Breuer.  

Steve Pile (2005) has explored the visual dimension of psychoanalytic thought 

and space by ‘tracking things’, ‘things’ including, ‘any object of 

consciousness…fantasies, idea, and information’ along with ‘images and 

representations’ of a city as ‘they connect to their emotional qualities’. Importantly for 

Pile, ‘urban imaginaries’ or the ‘personality’ of a city are both ‘emotional’ and 

‘unconscious’ ( Pile 2: 2005). He effectively argues from a Freudian-Marxist perspective 

that cities, dreams, and political will are all bound to one another. Pile offers a mapping 

of the subject through psychospatial processes such as associative paths, displacement, 

and condensation. According to Pile, the city and urban experiences, especially after the 

second world war, become sites where repressed desires, traumatic antagonisms, 

irrational anxieties, glaring inconsistencies, excesses of enjoyment, and the uneven 

distribution of wealth become ever more spatially present and visible (Pile 2005). 

Although geographers in the last decades who were concerned with the visual have 

generally overlooked psychoanalysis, they have been preoccupied with the analysis of 

the visual arts as a way to further interrogate the legitimacy and dominance of the visual. 

As Hawkins (2010) observes, just as geography took a ‘cultural turn’ in the 1980s, art 

history and the humanities more broadly took a ‘spatial turn’ in the 1980s and 1990s. 

The humanities began to take into account the critical analysis of relationships between 

geographical considerations such as space and power, landscape and art, or place and 

identity. As these spatially informed lines of inquiry were being forged in the humanities, 

Burgess and Gold (1985) presciently called on geographers to begin to study the images 

that mass media produced and its relationship to spatial processes. Denis Cosgrove and 

Stephen Daniels, responded to this call by investigating the visual, in terms of the 

“triangulated relations between landscape, vision, and cultural forms such as art works 

and maps” (Hawkins 323: 2010). Cosgrove (1984) argued the “the argument of the eye” 

dominated ways of understanding the world and writing in geographic engagements with 

representation, vision, and cultural production. According to Cosgrove the forms of 

landscapes (generally typified in landscape paintings) are a way of seeing that has a 

profound relationship to representations of social class. In other words, for Cosgrove, 
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visuality and spectatorship formed in relationship to the concept of landscape. Cosgrove, 

who was the first to write extensively on the topic in, Social Formation and Symbolic 

Landscape (1984), argued that landscape should be understood differently from space 

and place because it is a way of organizing the spatial and visual field. Understanding 

landscape as the field of visual and spatial drama situates it in the realm of an 

abstracted or formalized view of the social.  

Building on Cosgrove’s work Rose (1993), argues that landscapes and vision are 

also formed in relation to gender. Rose went on to write a seminal paper in 1995 drawing 

on both Luce Irigiray and Laura Mulvey’s theories of film which were grounded in 

Lacan’s early work. Rose focuses on what she calls space/self knowledge and the 

relationship between the organization of space, dominant Western male subjectivity, and 

visuality. She argues that specific psychoanalytic feminisms can offer critique of 

phallocentric subjectivity, spatiality, and visuality in powerful and subversive ways. 

Although geographers had already briefly addressed Lacan’s work (Pile 1993), this was 

the first time a geographer was using Lacan’s ideas to support an argument. Rose was 

following the work of a group of writers who came to be known as the “Lacanian film 

theorists”, which I focus on below. More specifically, Rose built on Mulvey’s contributions 

to film theory, which relied on Lacan’s early theory of the Mirror Stage23. Mulvey’s 

insights and by default Rose’s, were soon under heavy criticism. Catherine Nash (1996) 

responded to Rose’s call for psychoanalytic feminisms as a tool for critique of the male 

gaze and male landscapes. Nash argued that advocating for a singular male or female 

gaze was limiting and theorizing the female gaze as infallible was problematic. This of 

course was where Mulvey and other Lacanian film theorists were challenged more 

broadly. The basic problem posed to the Lacanians by Nash and others was, if 

subjectivities render different experiences of the world then they must render different 

gazes. Those who challenged the Lacanians posed the following question: is it not the 

richness and unexpectedness of difference that produces varied forms of resistance to 

hegemonic logics, patriarchy, racism, misogyny, and so on? The capacity for the 

spectator to resist was central to critiques of the Lacanian film theorists (Copjec 1989, 

Dean 2002, McGowan 2007). Without the space for the filmgoer to resist and be an 

                                                
23 Drawing a distinction between early Lacan and late Lacan is especially important in terms of 

understanding his theorizations of the gaze. 
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active spectator then, what exactly is the point of the image other than to spread 

ideological or falsifying representations? 

For Cosgrove, class relations emerged in landscape paintings of the 19th century 

and for Rose gender relations were articulated, seen, and experienced from a particular 

point of view. We can call this a regime of visuality where meaning becomes solidified 

through both the formation of a landscape and the production of a spectator. Consider 

Rancière’s thoughts: 

Representation is not the act of producing a visible form, but the act of 
offering an equivalent-something that speech does just as much as 
photography. The image is not the duplicate of a thing. It is the complex 
set of relations between the visible and the invisible, the visible and 
speech, the said and the unsaid. It is not a mere reproduction of what is 
out there in front of the photographer or the filmmaker. It is always an 
alteration that occurs in a chain of images which alter it in turn (93: 2011). 

Rancière makes a critical point and one that corresponds to the work of 

Cosgrove and Rose, there is always necessarily a blind spot in the image. Cosgrove 

suggests that landscapes are largely the result of class relationships as exemplified by 

landscape paintings of the 19th century. While Rose agreed that social relationships yield 

the organization of space, subjectivity, knowledge, and visual regimes, she also 

contends that gender is a crucial factor too. Cosgrove, using what had traditionally been 

the domain of the humanities, geographers had neglected the role of class relations in 

art. I now turn to how geographers have theorized film, arguably the most influential 

visual innovation in relationship to space. 

2.1.6 Film and Geography 

Why should geographers be concerned with film in the first place? Dziga Vertov 

wrote in 1923: “I am the camera's eye. I am the machine that shows you the world as I 

alone see it. Starting from today I am forever free of human immobility. I am in perpetual 

movement.” (Taylor 210: 2014). Vertov tells us that film is spatial because it constructs 

both a view and the terms by which to see the world. Importantly, he suggests that the 

spatiality of representation took on a new dimension with film. Film can construct 

‘dynamic perspective’ switching between the, spatially disassociated, as illustrated with a 

‘view from nowhere’ or a ‘bird’s-eye view’ or to the intensely intimate ‘point of view’ 
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perspective. Regardless, there is always a “machine”, the camera, which serves as the 

apparatus that organizes the coordinates by which we can experience objects, people, 

and places. There is also an Other (the filmmaker, producer, editor) that prepares and 

facilitates the spatial coordinates of the image. Cinema provides the opportunity to move 

between and experiment with spatial proximity, notions of objectivity, and subjective 

perspectives. As such, film functions as an interface by which to experience the world on 

new terms: space is mobile, transient, and shifts perspective giving the sense that it is in 

“perpetual movement” (Taylor 210: 2014) or it can be static, enclosed, and oppressive. 

What this suggests is that the moving image has the magical ability to reorganize space 

(and time) in inventive and liberating ways and is partly why geographers including Mike 

Crang, Marcus Doel, David Clarke, Tim Cresswell, Stuart Aitken, and Deborah Dixon 

have taken a decided interest in the relationship between film and geography.  

Gillian Rose has asked that geographers begin to “develop a much more 

nuanced vocabulary for understanding visuality” (200: 2006). As such, geographers, 

including Rose (2003, 2004, 2006), Crang (2003), Doel and Clarke (2007) have written 

extensively on vision, visuality, spectatorship, film, landscape and the gaze. Early 

scholarship on geography and film can be found in Leo Zonn’s and Stuart Aitkens’s 

edited collection of writings (1994) focused on the cinematic representations of space 

and place and how these representations affect understandings of self and society. 

Clarke (1997) compiled essays that focused on the relationship between film and the 

city. Many of the essays in this book began to explore film by engaging with 

representations of the city in cinema using the insights of philosophers (who have played 

key roles in film theory) such as Walter Benjamin, Gilles Deleuze, and Jean Baudrillard.  

Geographers have begun to contextualize filmic space within a complex matrix of social 

and spatial relationships that simultaneously intervene, mediate, and create new spaces. 

They have considered the ways in which film renders identity, spatial relationships, and 

diasporic subjectivity fluid and mobile (Doel and Clarke 2007; Creswell 2002). Stefan 

Zimmerman and Chris Lukinbeal’s edited collection The Geography of Cinema: A 

Cinematic World (2008) explores the production, distribution, exhibition, and 

consumption of films.  

Geographers have not always been so accepting of film as a serious academic 

endeavour. David Harvey (1990), for example, found images to be disconnected from 



68 

the harsh realities of the relationship between labor and capital. Following Plato, Harvey 

asserted that the image was a false representation. The most obvious critique of the 

image is that it is ‘just’ a representation or that it can never be enough, in other words 

the image lacks authenticity. Harvey does concede that film is ‘instructive’ and  ‘the 

serial use of images and its ability to cut back and forth across space and time free it 

from many of the normal constraints’. In his ‘final analysis’ he laments, film is ‘a 

spectacle projected within an enclosed space on a depthless screen’ (308: 1990). In 

other words, for Harvey film is a dead end mode of spatial inquiry.  

Guy Debord has been highly influential for geographers interested in urban 

spaces, visual and aesthetic practice, and exploratory walking and ethnography (Pink et 

al., 2010). For Debord, the essence of the spectacle is exteriority (Rancière 2011). Or to 

put it in contemporary terms, when the passive television spectator settles in for a night 

of reality television the spectacle drains him of his self-possession. Rancière interprets 

that the reason for Debord’s disgust for the spectacle is because of the separation that 

the spectacle catalyzes: “what human beings contemplate in the spectacle is the activity 

they have been robbed of; it is their own essence become alien, turned against them, 

organizing a collective world whose reality is that dispossession” (7: 2011). Debord 

demands that the dead and suffocating image be injected with action and that the image 

maker and spectator work to introduce the “true reality” back into the image. According 

to Debord, the guilty spectator who passively allows images to wash over her has given 

in to the spectacle. Debord’s analysis of the spectacle is both suspicious and lacks faith 

in the spectator to be discerning and resistant to that process of dispossession. Debord’s 

position, as well as Marxist playwright Bertolt Brecht pits passivity against activity. They 

demand that the spectator take back the power and become active participants in the 

performance. How does Lacanian psychoanalytic theory understand the relationship 

between activity, passivity, and the gaze? 

2.1.7 The Lacanian Gaze 

This was a vision, fresh and clear as a mountain stream, the mind 
revealing itself to itself. In my vision, I was on the veranda of a vast 
estate, a palazzo of some fantastic proportion. There seemed to emanate 
from it a light from within, this gleaming, radiant marble. I'd known this 
place. I had in fact been born and raised there. This was my first return. A 
reunion with the deepest well-springs of my being. Wandering about, I 
noticed happily that the house had been immaculately maintained. 
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There'd been added a number of additional rooms, but in a way that 
blended so seamlessly with the original construction, one would never 
detect any difference. Returning to the house's grand foyer, there came a 
knock at the door. My son was standing there. He was happy and 
carefree, clearly living a life of deep harmony and joy. We embraced, a 
warm and loving embrace, nothing withheld. We were, in this moment, 
one. My vision ended and I awoke with a tremendous feeling of optimism 
and confidence in you and your future. That was my vision of you. I'm so 
glad to have had this opportunity to share it with you. I wish you nothing 
but the very best in all things (Twin Peaks 1991 Major Briggs). 

Identity categories such as exile, émigré, immigrant, and diaspora are not 

permanent states of being. They are temporary, fragile, and dynamic because they 

transform as relationships with place transform and the experience of occupying anyone 

of those subject positions returns unexpectedly in visions like the one Major Briggs had 

above. Between 1978-1986 my family remained in the US only because my parents had 

student visas. When those visas expired we remained in the country as illegal aliens. As 

a child I had a card that read Temporary Resident Alien. For me this meant that there 

was the possibility of a return to my homeland, returning to the place I was born but had 

never known, it was terrifying. Our security was always under threat. Temporary status 

only came to be because of legislation passed by President Ronald Reagan. The 

Immigration Reform and Control Act (1986) granted amnesty for those who had entered 

the country prior to January 1, 1982 and resided continuously in the US since their 

arrival. The word Alien was only dropped from my formal documentation (these 

documents were kept in my father’s black briefcase which I understood to be very 

special) when I evolved into a Permanent Resident. ‘Permanent’ suggested that I would 

never be able to return to my homeland. Because I was no longer Iranian but on my way 

to becoming American, even if I did return I would now be barred from an ‘authentic’ 

experience upon my return.  

As my induction to becoming a US citizen continued over the course of the next 

two decades, I found that the words ‘alien’ and ‘permanent’ never quite left me. I 

discovered that the nation-state that I belonged to was in fact non-existent. I was born 

there but I felt removed and distant from my birthplace. I felt no emotional connection to 

the country where I was born. Iran, for me,  was signifiers, images, and distant affects. 

What was even more phenomenal is that I became more aware of my status as alien the 

harder I worked to integrate all of the acceptable signifiers to become permanent. No 
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matter how much I mastered the English language, no matter how I was as a citizen, 

alien’ and ‘permanent’ haunted me. I learned to accept that I was alien to myself and this 

realization became crucial to my survival as a migrant. Importantly, I was confronted 

from an early age with that which separated me from myself.  

My realization of the inherent lack in the Other (the Other understood to be the 

Law, Nation-State, School, Media and so on) worked to resolve my anxiety about loss, 

belonging, and acceptance without my knowledge. As previously discussed, 

psychoanalytic theory depends upon the realization that an alien self exists, or in 

psychoanalytic terms that the self and the Other have a simultaneously intimate and 

distant topological relationship. Psychoanalytic theory radically theorizes subjectivity as 

a topology of self to Other, intimate and alien, object and subject, known and unknown, 

commodities/human relationships, and knowledge/non-knowledge. The Lacanian gaze is 

a potent conceptualization of these processes. Let us consider how Lacan’s theory of 

the gaze was erroneously developed in the academy and then investigate its recovery 

by psychoanalytic theorists such as Joan Copjec and Todd McGowan. 

Lacan is most well known, some would say unfortunately so, for his early paper 

known as the “Mirror Stage” (1949). The group of scholars that came to be known as the 

‘Lacanian’ film theorists used Louis Althusser’s politicized version of this essay to 

support their arguments (McGowan 2007). These scholars began activity in the 1970s 

both in England and France, and included Laura Mulvey (1975), Stephen Heath (1976), 

Christian Metz (1975), and Jean-Louis Baudry (1975).  Each of these film scholars had 

unique and varied approaches to theorizing film but they shared in common the 

conviction that there was a powerful link between ideology and the psychic effects of 

cinema. As a group they relied on Althusser’s concept of “interpellation” wherein 

individuals ‘misrecognize’ or wholly identify themselves as subjects of society. 

Althusser’s, well-known example is to imagine that a police officer calls out “hey you, 

there!” and “assuming that the theoretical scene I have imagined takes place in the 

street, the hailed individual will turn round. By this mere one-hundred-and-eighty-degree 

physical conversion, he becomes a subject" (Althusser 118: 1971). Althusser argues that 

the subject mistakenly imagines himself as complete because he has been legitimatized 

by the state.  Althusser’s theory is informed by Lacan’s theory of the ‘mirror-stage’ 

(Lacan 1949). The ‘mirror stage’ essay, very briefly, proffers that at a particular stage in 
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development, the child becomes convinced of the unity of his/her body. The ‘mirror 

stage’ is an anticipatory moment when a subject mistakenly recognizes herself 

(metaphorically in a mirror but literally in other people) as a whole, complete, and 

totalized being, rather than fractured and split. This “stage” as theorized by Lacan 

creates a situation where the subject joyfully anticipates becoming a ‘master’ of their 

world because of the imagined perception of a unified body. Through the privileged 

domain of the moving image we can see a body as whole even though we never 

experience our bodies as whole and complete. Althusser politicized Lacan’s early idea of 

the ‘mirror stage’ by linking the ego’s misrecognition as unified with the subject’s 

misrecognition as wholly identifiable by society. 

As a way to theorize the political implications of film and to develop the cinema 

as an ideological apparatus, film theorists such as Metz and Baudry in France and 

Mulvey and Heath in England limited their engagement with psychoanalysis and Lacan 

to the ‘mirror-stage’ essay. The basic argument made by early Lacanian film theorists is 

that the film viewer or spectator walks into a darkened theater and becomes the 

perceiving subject and not the perceived subject. Images are viewed in their entirety by 

a fully conscious, transparent, cognizant, unified, and aware filmgoer. The ideological 

function of the filmic apparatus is to interpellate the subject with the moving images that 

he experiences during the film. As an example, Laura Mulvey’s essay “Visual Pleasure 

and Narrative Cinema” (1975) focuses on the male gaze. Male moviegoers identify first 

with the gaze of the camera and then with the on-screen male characters. Simply stated, 

the early Lacanian film theorists saw film as an entirely ideological tool meant to 

manipulate and control the moviegoer.  

The totalizing or universalizing claims of these Lacanian film theorists is what 

ultimately led to criticisms, most prominently that they did not take into account “the 

particularity of the film itself” (McGowan 5: 2007). Their work did not consider the 

multiplicity or range of unconscious and conscious responses from the spectator or, very 

critically, the unconscious manifestations of the filmmaker. They also neglected Lacan’s 

later theorizations of the gaze and the register of the real. Early Lacanian film theorists 

made the mistake of assuming that human beings are masters in their own house, 

controlling and fully absorbing all that they bear witness to, essentially bypassing the 

alien self. Copjec and McGowan have astutely argued that the limited engagements of 
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early Lacanian film theorists with Lacan have rendered their work as simply not in line 

with Lacanian psychoanalytic theory. McGowan argues that early Lacanian film theorists 

held the belief that a,  

politically progressive cinema is one that destroys rather than produces 
spectator fascination. What this position misses is an understanding of 
the relationship between consciousness and ideology. One does not 
resist ideology through the act of becoming conscious; instead, 
consciousness is itself a mode of inserting oneself into ideology and 
avoiding one’s unconscious desire. Ideology operates not only in 
unconscious ways but also through the illusion of consciousness itself-
namely, the assumption of mastery implicit in consciousness (13: 2007). 

McGowan goes on to say that, 

Rather than advocating suspicion about the cinematic experience (and 
thereby taking the side of consciousness), psychoanalytic film theory 
should pave the way to a more intense submission to the dictates of the 
experience in order to facilitate an encounter with the gaze. A genuine 
psychoanalytic film theory advocates fully immersing oneself in cinematic 
fascination and focusing on the points of rupture where the gaze 
emerges. These are the points where film disturbs the spectator, but at 
the same time they are the points where the spectator enjoys. To be a 
psychoanalytically informed spectator is to allow oneself to enjoy and to 
pay attention to the moments of one’s enjoyment. It also implies not 
simply confining this enjoyment to the cinema (14, 15: 2007). 

Copjec begins her seminal paper, The Orthopsychic Subject: Film Theory and 

the Reception of Lacan (1989) with the concept of paranoia and its relationship to the 

gaze. Paranoia is Greek for madness. If one is paranoid then they might be concerned 

that their neighbor is not who he says he is and that one is always being watched by an 

unknown deceiver. Paranoia suggests the gaze belongs to an Other that knows more, 

has special knowledge, and access to a privileged jouissance. Copjec writes,  

It is the product of the childish, paranoid notion that all our private 
thoughts and actions are spied on by and visible within a public world, 
represented by parental figures…a ‘televisual’ fear-that we are perfectly, 
completely visible to a gaze that observes us from afar (tele meaning both 
‘distant’ and [from telos] ‘complete’) (53: 1989).  

Advertising, the media, Hollywood, and politicians expertly take advantage, 

exploit, and encourage succumbing to paranoid ideological fantasies. McGowan argues,  



73 

to succumb to ideological fantasies is also to invest oneself into a 
paranoia about the other, and this paranoia represents a barrier to 
becoming a political subject insofar as it transforms every other subject 
into a rival in enjoyment. Rather than enter into the political arena, one 
retreats into the shell of the ego (in order to safeguard one’s own 
enjoyment from the other) (106: 2007).  

It is on the question of the conceptual roles of paranoia, ideology, fantasy, and 

enjoyment that early film theorists failed in their understanding of the Lacanian gaze. As 

Copjec puts it “the central misconception of film theory: believing itself to be following 

Lacan, conceives of the screen as mirror; in doing so however, it operates in ignorance 

of, and at the expense of, Lacan’s more radical insight, whereby the mirror is conceived 

as screen” (emphasis in original) (54: 1989). According to early Lacanian film theory, the 

cinema considers the spectator to be incomplete and the image reflects back to the 

spectator their unconscious desires. The characters on screen enjoy so fully and so 

completely that the spectator comes to the movies just to be close enough to what they 

can only fantasize about being. The spectator can be whole too once they identify with 

the characters. Paradoxically, the characters are also the spectators’ rivals and the 

ultimate goal is to become more than they are, enjoy even more than them, and, in the 

process, destroy the Other’s access to enjoyment. When the screen is a mirror the 

spectator sees an image, which completely and perfectly reflects the spectator back to 

themselves. The failure with this concept is that the spectator becomes perfectly visible 

to herself and others through the image. For Copjec, the film theorists “performed a sort 

of Foucaldinization of psychoanalysis” (56: 1989). By conceptualizing the cinematic 

experience only in terms of the imaginary and the symbolic, early Lacanian film theorists 

operated on the Imaginary (which belongs to egoic consciousness) and neglected the 

register of the Real. Copjec posits that the ‘Lacanian’ film theorists rely on Foucauldian 

rather than Lacanian conceptualization of the gaze. These film theorists should have 

been called Foucauldian  (the subject’s every move is subject to the all-perceiving gaze 

of the Other) because Lacan never proffered any such thing. Lacan, as Copjec 

suggests, asked us to consider the mirror as screen. Wherein the mirror now becomes 

not a perfect and ordered universe that is captured and reflected back to us, but an 

unpredictable, unknowable, shifting world of unconscious manoeuvrings. A collection of 

images that does not only idealize or produce fantasies of special kinds of enjoyment, 

but, also renders that concept bare because on the other side of the screen there is an 
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incomplete Other (the Other as Law, Ideology, Fantasy) who fails to enjoy. The failure of 

the Other to enjoy indicates that the Other is fallible or lacking and has an unconscious 

which by definition is an unknowable space that we only have access to when imaginary 

identifications are forgotten. Occupying the space of the unconscious rather than spaces 

of imaginary idealizations and fantasies challenges the smooth functioning or hegemonic 

and ideological relations. Early Lacanian film theorists and others such as Harvey 

ultimately reinforce the ego to block the disruptions of cinematic or aesthetic experience. 

Rather than protect the illusion (or hope) of mastery with suspicion, paranoia, or 

dismissal of film and art I proceed by becoming absorbed in the aesthetic experience (as 

far as my ego is capable) and taking account of the points of disturbance that trigger my 

desire and enjoyment. To further elaborate on these theoretical manoeuvrings it is useful 

to address Lacan’s notion of the gaze alongside his famous bout of ‘irrational’ anxiety 

triggered by a floating sardine can. 

Lacan, as a young man from a privileged background, set out to experience the 

way ‘common’ fishermen live. He was on a fishing boat when he saw a sardine can 

floating in the water. The fisherman with Lacan confidently and joyfully exclaimed, “you 

can see it but it can’t see you” (Lacan 95: 1978). The can floating in the water horrified 

Lacan. Why? Because for Lacan the gleaming object floating in the water did in fact 

gaze back at both him (the bourgeoisie posing as a ‘commoner’) and the arrogant 

fisherman. As Lacan developed his theory of the gaze he came to conceive of the gaze 

“as something that the subject (or spectator) encounters in the object (or the film itself); it 

becomes an objective, rather than a subjective, gaze” (McGowan 5: 2007). For Lacan 

just as there is a split between the conscious (the imaginary) and unconscious (the real) 

there is a split between the eye (the imaginary) and the gaze (the real) or the field of the 

other. The gaze (which belongs to the other) is on the side of the object while the eye is 

on the side of the subject.  Lacan’s understanding of the gaze is that the object’s gaze 

triggers desire, as such the gaze is what Lacan calls an objet petit a or an object-cause 

of desire. As Lacan puts it in Seminar XI, “the objet a in the field of the visible is the 

gaze” (105: 1978). The object on the side of the gaze is not a “positive entity” but a 

“lacuna in the visual field” (McGowan 6: 2007). Lacan’s gaze is not the look of the 

subject at the object but rather a “gap within the subject’s seemingly omnipotent look” 

(McGowan 6: 2007).  
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What does Lacan suggest emerges from this gap in the subject’s look? The point 

where the subject’s desire shows itself and disrupts what Metz calls the fantasy of the 

“all-perceiving” subject (54: 1982). For psychoanalytic theory, a subject of language 

gives up an objet petit a (each drive, oral, anal, scopic and so on has a corresponding 

partial object, breast, feces, gaze) in order to enter into language. The separation of the 

subject from the objet petit a or the lost object produces not only a subject of language 

but also a desiring subject. The lost object is unattainable because it only exists as long 

as it is missing. Desire is triggered by the objet petit a functioning as object-cause of 

desire but not as the desired object. Lacan’s gaze is the objet petit a in the visual field. 

Lacan’s concept of the gaze is different from positioning the subject’s look as active (as 

the fisherman suggested) and the object’s gaze as passive. In other words, Lacan’s 

gaze actively triggers the subject’s desire born of the lost object. Lacan conceptualized 

the gaze in terms of an objet petit a and thus marks an encounter with the register of the 

Real. Early Lacanian film theorists stayed within the registers of the imaginary and 

symbolic missing the relationship between Lacan’s gaze and the Real. Lacan’s theory of 

the gaze suggests “the visual field takes the subject’s desire into account” and that this 

gap in the visual field if understood to be the object given up to the Other (as language) 

“marks a disturbance in the functioning of ideology rather than its expression” (McGowan 

6-7: 2007). 

Lacan’s notable example of the gaze is illustrated by Hans Holbein’s 1533 

painting “The Ambassadors” (Lacan 1978). The painting is of two wealthy men depicted 

lording over the spoils of their worldly travels. There lies between them a strange 

distorted object that interferes with the painting. The distorted object is anamorphic. A 

direct view renders the object indiscernible but looking downward and from the left a 

skull becomes apparent symbolizing the two men’s inevitable death. The object marks 

the spectral presence of death symbolized by the skull but more importantly the skull is 

the site of the gaze. The spectator’s look distorts the field of the visible and only when 

they are physically drawn into the painting by turning their head and moving their body 

does the object become clear. The gaze emerges at the point when the spectator 

realizes that their “perspective distorts the field of the visible” (McGowan 7: 2007). The 

skull returns the gaze to the spectator and jars the spectator out of an all-seeing and all-

perceiving fantasy. As McGowan puts it, “you think that you are looking at the painting 

from a safe distance, but the painting sees you-takes into account your presence as a 
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spectator” (7: 2007). The gaze is a disruption in the field of the visible and an encounter 

with the objet petit a. The object-cause of desire is sacrificed in order to become a 

subject of language (the Symbolic) and that unattainable object for Lacan is a stain of 

the Real or a disruption of the Symbolic and the Imaginary. The encounter with the gaze 

in the form of the skull is not only a reminder of the men in the painting’s inevitable death 

but of the spectator’s as well. Death diminishes any sense of mastery because death is 

as Hegel claims is the “absolute master” (Žižek 77: 2006). The Lacanian gaze interrupts 

the fantasy of a totalizing and masterful gaze. Lacan’s gaze is an encounter with the 

blank spot that diminishes, even if only for a moment, the wholeness of the Symbolic 

and the Imaginary. The next chapter provides the empirical background of this 

dissertation and briefly situates Iranian-American migrant identity in Los Angeles. 
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Chapter 3. Iranian-Americans and Empirical 
Background 

3.1.1 The Iranian Diaspora in Los Angeles 

James Clifford has argued that diaspora “involves dwelling, maintaining 

communities, having collective homes away from home (and in this it is different from 

exile, with its frequently individualistic focus)” (308: 1994). Furthermore, the “diasporist 

discourses reflect the sense of being a part of an ongoing transnational network that 

includes the homeland not as something simply left behind, but as a place of attachment 

in a contrapuntal modernity” (311: 1994). If homeland continues to be a place of 

attachment for members of diasporas, then they are essentially haunted by the spectre 

of the place left behind. Ghorashi and Boersma (2009) argue that diaspora is the 

relationship members have to concepts such as ‘homeland’ and ‘return’. Traditionally, 

the diaspora has a shared desire (based on collective suffering) to always wanting to 

return to homeland. Ghorashi and Boersma suggest that Clifford’s definition prompts an 

understanding of homeland not as a place of return but “a source of shifting and 

ambivalent attachment” (Ghorashi and Boersma 669: 2009 ). This consideration of 

diaspora brings to the fore the concepts of loss, excess, and trauma. How have Iranians 

dealt with the loss of homeland, with the “shifting and ambivalent attachment” to 

homeland, and the excess of trauma associated with migration processes?  

Hamid Dabashi, writes that “after almost 200 years of Iranian exposure to the 

project of modernity, the historical experiment ultimately failed for a number of crucial 

reasons” amongst them “the moral collapse of any successful formation of individual 

subjectivity” (12-13: 2001) He goes on to argue that Iranian art and cinema “at its 

best…has succeeded in resubjecting the Iranian self where the project of modernity 

failed” (12-13, 2001). For Dabashi, the project of modernity functioned as an “extended 

arm of colonialism” and was defeated in Iran partially because a “self-conscious national 

bourgeoisie” (12: 2001) was not allowed to take shape putting Iran in a 

“disadvantageous” economic position in the logic of global capital. Importantly, film and 
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the project of modernity evolved concomitantly in Iran. Dabashi suggests that the 

modernity project as prescribed to Iranians by imperialist powers ended with the 

Revolution. In its wake something more radical came into existence. The modernity 

project came to a halt with the Islamic Revolution of 1979, but cinema and art, more 

broadly did not decline and have instead gone on to become integral to national 

expression. After the Revolution, the nascent Iranian government used film strategically 

as an ideological tool and an instrument of propaganda that buttressed and consolidated 

the goals of the Islamic Republic (see following section). Simultaneously, filmmakers like 

Abbas Kiarostami, Mohsen Makhmalbaf, and Rakhshan Bani-Etemead, demonstrated in 

the years after the revolution, the failures, lacks, and inconsistencies in the new 

dominant Islamic ideology.  

3.1.2 An ‘Alien Logic of the Look’ 

The 1978-79 Islamic Revolution made mandatory the system of modesty known 

as hejab. Hejab is a veil that is meant to cover the head and body of women to conceal 

their figures so as to prevent the visibility of bodily form and revealing gestures of the 

female body. Hejab suggests that there is something about women that can never be 

hidden enough and demands beyond the veil that women and men be separated in 

social situations, on public transportation, and in public spaces such as swimming areas 

at the beach. Hejab demands that looks be averted, a man is never to look directly into 

the eyes of a woman when speaking to her. The impact of hejab on art and film 

produced in Iran and amongst Iranians living in the diaspora was immense. Hejab forced 

Iranian filmmakers to create films that sacrificed indoor spaces. The laws of hejab 

restricted the extradiegetic look of film crews and audiences when representing indoor or 

private moments, in private spaces amongst family, a woman is not expected to hide her 

hair or figure. If a film shows an interior scene the woman in the scene would have to be 

in hejab. Filmmakers that wanted to avoid this incongruity filmed outdoors and created 

new ways of representing private, intimate, and domestic lives.  
  

As a result of Islamic ideals, Post-revolutionary Iranian artists and filmmakers 

were allowed to produce work within given specifications, restrictions, and codes. Negar 

Mottahedeh writes that the Islamic Republic developed an Iranian cinema through a 

“new syntax of shot relations signaling ‘nationalized’ spatial (and hence temporal) 
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relations in film” based on the Islamic Republic’s “prohibitions on the desiring look and its 

understanding of the purified sensorial link that could bind the national body to the 

imaginal world of the Shiite imams” (3: 2008).  The “purification of the senses” via 

censorship of the desiring gaze of the West was replaced by a “governmentally imposed 

veiled, modest, and averted gaze” (5: 2008) and produced according to Mottadeheh a 

national cinema that was in fact, surprisingly, a woman’s cinema. In Iran, women’s 

bodies became the site of the purified ideals of the Islamic Republic and the new 

relationship between spectator, gaze, and film intervened with the Iranian subject where 

modernity had failed.  

Arguably, the project of modernity did not end for migrant Iranians with the 

revolution and the formation of the Islamic Republic of Iran, but rather shifted in context 

and strategy. It certainly did not end for Iranians who migrated to the West. Large 

numbers of Iranians who left Reza Shah’s modernized Iran on the cusp and after the 

shift in power were groomed, prepped, and prepared to continue the trajectory of 

modernity, Westernization, and urbanity. Mostafi and Bozorgmehr suggest the Iranians 

who left Iran and came to Los Angeles were positioned to complete the project of the 

modern Iranian subject. Iranian migration to the US is generally divided into two broad 

waves, Pre and Post Revolution. With the support of the state, pre-revolution migrants 

(those that left the country before 1978) left the rapidly industrializing Iran of Shah 

Mohammad Reza Pahlavi to gain university educations in the US. At the height of 

student migration in 1980 one in six international students was from Iran, translating to 

50,000 Iranian born students in the US at that time (Bozorgmehr and Douglas 11: 2011). 

The second wave of Iranian migrants to the US is marked by the Iranian/Islamic 

Revolution of 1978-79, which brought with it the ascendancy of Islamic ideals to the 

political landscape and the instatement of Muslim clerics to positions of governmental 

power. The numbers of Iranians admitted to the US steadily increased throughout the 

1980s during the devastating Iran-Iraq war (1980-1988) reaching a high point in 1989 

(Bozorgmehr and Douglas 11: 2011). Although Iranians came to all parts of the US, 

Southern California became a significant hub and is where the largest number, as well 

as the most ethnically, linguistically, and religiously diverse population, which includes 

but is not limited to Jewish, Baha’i, Assyrian and Armenian Iranians reside (Mostafi 

2003; Bozorgmehr 1998). The numbers reflecting the heterogeneous Iranian population 

in Southern California are difficult to gage because of inconsistent participation of 
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Iranian/Iranian-Americans in population research potentially due to residing in the 

country illegally. The 1990 US Census showed 74,000 (Naficy 25: 1993) Iranians in 

Southern California while currently there are potentially exaggerated estimates upwards 

of a million first, second, and third generation Iranians in the Greater Los Angeles Area 

(Mostafi 685: 2003).   

Iranians that immigrated to the US from Post revolution Iran were largely the 

product of Pahlavi era Iran, father and son monarchs, both of whom cultivated and 

strongly supported Westernization, modernization, and urbanization (Dabashi 2001). 

The majority of Iranian migrants who left Iran after the revolution were entrepreneurs or 

professionals that potentially held Anti-Islamist sentiments (Mostofi 683: 2003). 

Sociologist Mehdi Bozorgmehr has argued that assimilation theory has largely 

dominated the criteria for evaluating the ‘success’ of migrant groups in their host society 

(Bozorgmehr 2011). The broad claims of assimilation theory have given way to more 

detailed analysis by academics concerned with migrants by focusing on individuals and 

subgroups amongst those with a perceived shared national identity (Massey et al. 1987, 

Bozorgmehr 1997). Scholars such as Hamid Naficy have complicated classic 

assimilation theory by concentrating on creativity and social practice, processes of exile, 

traumas of displacement, and television production in relationship to the Iranian diaspora 

in Los Angeles, as well as the production of what he calls the ‘accented cinemas’ of 

diasporic filmmakers  (Naficy 1998, 2001).  

Studies focused on the heterogeneity of the Iranian diaspora and complexity of 

its transnational social fields have considered the tensions and contradictions of social 

relationships formed amongst and between classes and minority groups part of the 

Iranian diaspora, such as second-generation Iranian Baha’i (McAuliffe 2007).  According 

to Mostofi, Iranian-Americans are understood to be a “model minority” (Mostofi  684: 

2003) group and have largely embodied the proper paths to complete the transition from 

migrant to citizen (Mostofi 684: 2003). Classic assimilation theory supports the “model 

minority” categorization by suggesting that education is one of the essential indications 

that “should lead to a decline in home country ties, insofar as it facilitates swifter 

integration and mobility in the host society” (Guarnizo, Portes, and Haller 1215: 2003). 

Bozorgmehr and Douglas’ (2011) study found that Iranian-Americans are amongst “the 

most educated ethnic groups in the US”, 37% of male Iranians living in the US have a 
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Graduate or Professional degree while 23% of female Iranians living in the US hold an 

advanced degree (18: 2011).  

Ali Mostashari, one of the founders of the Iranian Study Group, a collection of 

researchers assembled in 2002 by leaders in the Iranian community to gather statistical 

information on Iranian-Americans, commented on the pre-migration status of many 

Iranian-Americans, as follows: “these were people who could make it to the U.S. and 

sustain themselves in the U.S. It was a pre-selection, not your typical immigration where 

people come mainly for financial reasons”24. Many Iranian-Americans have achieved 

observable and measurable success, first because of the privileged positionality of post 

revolution migrants prior to leaving Iran, and, second through the accumulation of 

degrees, property, money, status, fame and so on once settled in the US. Iranian-

American identity, I argue along with others such as Mostofi (2003), is anchored to the 

dominant discourse of the successful, highly educated, often times, entrepreneurial 

migrant.  

The powerful discourse of the ‘successful’ Iranian migrant comes with a cost. 

Alenka Zupančič, points out that there is a marked and significant shift from the ‘pull 

yourself up by your boot straps’ rhetoric to something much more ominous specifically, 

she argues that “success is becoming almost a biological notion, and thus the foundation 

of a genuine racism of successfulness” (Zupančič 6: 2008). The potency of the trope of 

success has had a profound effect on how Iranian-Americans in Los Angeles see 

themselves in relationship to two issues. First, their traumatic experiences (loss of 

homeland, family, careers and the invasiveness of the assimilation process) in 

relationship especially to migration and re-settlement. Second, to producing, distributing, 

and engaging with art that is in dialogue with trauma. In order to fit into the success trope 

in the “contemporary ideological climate” (5: 2008) as Zupančič argued, “it has become 

imperative that we perceive all terrible things that happen to us as ultimately something 

positive-say as a precious experience that will bear fruit in our future life” (5: 2008). If 

everyone is under pressure to turn their hardships into experiences that make them 

‘better’ or more ‘equipped’ people, then in effect, the traumatic dimension of those 

experiences is reduced as a way to domesticate and tame them. In other words, the 

“contemporary ideological climate” asks us to integrate trauma into a symbolic universe 

                                                
24 http://www.payvand.com/news/04/jan/1191.html 
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that gives trauma meaning rather than allowing those traumas to exist without allocating 

meaning. Such an integration has potentially disastrous effects? If traumatic experiences 

or ‘terrible things’ are forced to serve a purpose that is meant to make one stronger then 

what happens to the person “who dares to raise her voice and say that as a matter of 

fact, she is not happy, and that she can’t manage to-or, worse, doesn’t even care to-

transform all of the disappointments of her life into a positive experience to be invested 

in the future” (Zupančič 5: 2008). Simply put, she is ostracized and understood as being 

a corrupt or innately damaged being, thus “naturalizing” the differences and features  

produced by the sociosymbolic order. In many ways, this results in the inversion of the 

logic of traditional racism which involves taking biological features and giving them social 

meaning.  

Although education and income reflect ‘success’ in terms of adhering to the 

expectations of the Other (whether the Other is the host country, parents, or homeland) 

there are, of course, experiences associated with migration that are often left 

unaccounted for in statistical or visually-based (what it looks like rather than what it 

actually is) analyses. Useful here is Susan Sontag’s reminder of the importance of an 

‘erotics of art’ rather than a ‘hermeneutics’ of art. 

The aim of all commentary on art now should be to make works of art-
and, by analogy, our own experience-more, rather than less, real to us. 
The function of criticism should be to show how it is what it is, even that it 
is what it is, rather than to show what it means. In place of a 
hermeneutics we need an erotics of art (14: 1964). 

Take, for instance, the death of the ousted Iranian monarch’s daughter and son 

(the ideal representatives of Iranian modernity), Leila and Alireza Pahlavi. Leila Pahlavi, 

committed suicide at thirty-one by overdosing on barbiturates, when she was found her 

body was disturbingly emaciated because of years of anorexia. Reza Shah Pahlavi’s 

youngest son, Alireza committed suicide by a self-inflicted gunshot wound in January of 

2011. Shah cabinet member, Mahnaz Afkhami, suggested that Alireza, was 

“traumatized” when his family was forced into exile and that he never recovered from his 

loss of identity25. The political turmoil, class expectations, and fall from grace potentially 

had a hand in both Leila and Alireza’s demise. Both of these examples suggest even the 

                                                
25 http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-us-canada-12115006 
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apotheosis of the fully assimilated, highly educated, and successful Iranian migrant (the 

son and daughter of Reza Shah and Farah Pahlavi) undermines and ignores the history 

of colonialism in Iran and the effects of colonial legacies, histories, and structures of 

power on Iranian migrants, émigrés, and exiles. 

This dissertation looks at Iranian cultural output that is aligned with the desire of 

the Other (language, government, capitalism) and the continuation of the 

modernity/Westernization project mobilized in Pahlavi era Iran (1925-1979). This 

dissertation also attends to the responses of Iranian migrants that are not aligned with 

the Other’s desire. If we think of migrants as those who enter into a symbolic order 

where there is no place or placeholder carved out for them, then they are out of joint in a 

seemingly fully formed symbolic order. In the case of some Iranians, because of the high 

incidence of Iranians gaining an education in Europe or the US a space was carved out 

in the West. For others, however, the symbolic order they entered into upon migration 

was more difficult to navigate and produced unexpected responses.  

Migrants function as a reminder of the contingency of history, the unexpected 

nature of subjectivity, and the unpredictability of history. The empirical observations via 

interviews and observations of film screenings, art openings, and so on of Iranian 

aesthetic practice I have made during the course of this research speaks to the complex 

space that Iranians in Los Angeles have produced. Iranian-Americans have created 

aesthetic languages that put history and subjectivity both in its place and out of place. By 

in its place, I mean Iranian-American migrants that have continued the trajectory of 

conformity demanded by colonial thugs (Great Britain beginning in 1909), monarchs (the 

Pahlavis 1925-1979), and socio-political spiritual leaders (Khomeini beginning in 1979).   

The Iranian diaspora has also produced an aesthetic language that puts history 

and subjectivity out of place. Copjec asserts that there is an ‘out-of-jointness’ that some 

make appear (in this case Iranian migrants) in the homely place where they exist, 

wherein they “hold open or maintain a gap within history” (Copjec 96: 2002).  I argue that 

members of the Iranian diaspora in Los Angeles maintain such a gap by producing 

dialogue with excess, trauma, and loss rather than draining it of its potency through 

modernity and the trope of success. Furthermore, I suggest that there is a productive 

encounter between psychoanalytic theory, migration trauma, and aesthetics. 
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Although there has been scholarship on Iranians and Iranian-Americans that 

have alluded to psychoanalysis (Naficy 1991; Dabashi 2001; Mottahedeh 2006), there 

has not yet been a geographic study of Iranian-American migrants and/or artists in Los 

Angeles that engages Lacanian psychoanalysis. This dissertation is a psychoanalytic 

study of Iranian migrants and the aesthetic languages produced by them in Los Angeles. 

How have Iranian migrants made the irreducible gap, in other words the blind spots of 

the migration process, for example, what happens between ‘successful’ or ‘failed’ 

assimilation either become integrated in the urban landscape of Los Angeles or appear 

as the Lacanian gaze? The overall objective of this work is to offer a psychoanalytic 

encounter with the images of post-migrant Iranian-American subjectivities that have 

taken shape as responses to the trauma of migration both in and potentially because of 

Los Angeles. As mentioned in the previous chapter, the primary objective of this 

dissertation is to consider manifestations of the Real (the unconscious, the gaze, objet 

petit a) in the aesthetics of success (which is easily perceived by the eye) and also in 

terms of loss, excess and trauma (which requires the body of the spectator to be actively 

involved in the process of the gaze). I build upon Lacan’s theory of the gaze to think 

through the visuality and spatiality of Iranian migrant experience (s) in Los Angeles. I 

argue that Iranian migrants have ‘invented’ specific forms of remembering and seeing 

the migrant experience that is intimately connected to the city of Los Angeles and its 

many contradictions. For this research, the Lacanian gaze provides a rich theoretical 

departure point for making that which is too painful to see but hides in plain view 

accessible and meaningful for the study of migrant subjectivities that emerge from these 

gaps and blind spots. This approach to studying migrant subjectivity making insures that 

histories mobilized by migration are understood to be contingent, unpredictable, and 

much like the unconscious impossible to manipulate. My investigation into the extra-

discursive dimension of migration hopes to help solidify the importance of carving out a 

space for subjectivities that remain open to the possibility of constant alteration. Let us 

now become acquainted with some aspects of  the Iranian diaspora and then turn to the 

aesthetic languages that they have been formed in the city of Los Angeles. 

 

3.1.3 What else do you remember about Iran Mom? 
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Not much. I try to put the past behind me (Interview with Afagh Nazari 2011). 
 
My mother came from a poor family. An impoverished family: six of her brothers 

and sisters died and altogether her mother birthed twelve children. She took the name of 

one of her dead sisters in order for her parents to avoid birth certificate and registration 

fees. Afagh. It means sunrise. My mother half-jokingly says that she was born dead.  

Mother describes herself as both a modern woman and roshan fekr (enlightened). She 

wore mini jupes as she refers to them (French for mini skirts) and fake eyelashes while 

living in 1960s Iran. Although she was poor she was able to gain an education, live an 

urban life, and understood herself to be a feminist. She divorced her first husband at a 

time (1970) when Iran’s King Reza Shah was at the height of his power. Iran was 

economically prosperous. According to her, by the time she was twenty years old she 

was a mother of two and living in a time in Iran where hopes were high and Iranians 

were emerging from a colonial legacy with the fate of their country in capable hands. 

Reza Shah was an eloquent and politically well connected monarch and had certainly 

won the hearts of many Iranians. However, as his reign progressed over the years he 

became further alienated from ‘his people’. There were two unsuccessful assassination 

attempts on the shah’s life. Abbas Milani (2011) has documented that he surrounded 

himself with sycophants and technocrats that were too afraid to tell him that his secret 

police known as SAVAK had ravaged his image as a benevolent king and that his 

subjects were not as loyal as he had convinced himself.  

After the Islamic Revolution the wealthy fled the country, leaving behind homes, 

chandeliers, expensive rugs, and money. They fled the country because like my great-

uncle who was a general in the Shah’s army they were under threat of death, 

imprisonment, and torture. My great-uncle is now 96 and when I saw him last in 2015 I 

asked him if he ever thought of Iran and he responded clearly annoyed (probably 

because it is such a sensitive topic), “I like your necklace. Reminds me of when we 

would have dinner with the Shah. Iranians, we love beauty.  What kind of a question are 

you asking dokhtaram (my girl)? They put me in prison and tortured me. They murdered 

all of my friends. I was lucky we were able to get out when we did. We were lucky our 

daughters were already in Germany. There is no more Iran. Khomeini’s face still shows 

up in my sleep” (Figure 2). Dayee Ali’s forced migration was fraught even though he was 

considered to be one of the lucky ones. He experienced the unspeakable and explicitly 
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stated that he has never recovered from being forced out of his country, unable to ever 

return.  

 

 

Figure 2. Dayee Ali 2015 (Photo taken by author) 

Iranians are a people who in the last century emerged from two revolutions and a 

devastating war. The Constitutional Revolution (1905-1909) was an effort to mimic the 

European way of life. Abdelmajid Charfi, calls the mimicry of modernity, “modernism”, 

the “blind application” (Benslama 57: 2009) of the supposed best way to construct 

society and to establish civilization (Benslama 57: 2009). Figure 3 is a photo of one of 

the bedrooms in the Shah Reza Pahlavi’s Niavaran Palace in Northern Tehran. This 

room is an example of furniture design that mimics French sensibilities and is common in 

various iterations (depending on economic status) throughout urban Iranian households. 

With the second revolution (1977-1979) came an unexpected response to modernism, 

Islam and the conservative religious right usurped power almost completely from the 

modernist project leaders. The Islamic revolution begged the question does a modernist 
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agenda (urbanization, industrialization and so on) lead to a more or less secular society? 

  

Figure 3. Niavaran Mansion, Northern Tehran, Iran (Photo taken by author) 

Khomeini, was often photographed wearing traditional robes, sitting on the floor, 

humble, austere, and uncompromising. When compared to the Shah Mohammad Reza 

Pahlavi and his extraordinarily opulent behavior while in power they sit in extreme 

contrast from one another. In the fall of 1971, the Shah gave a party in honor of the 

2,500 year anniversary of the Persian Empire and its founder Cyrus the Great. The 

obscene opulence of the affair suggests that the party was really in honor of the Shah 

and the modernization of Iran and not Cyrus the Great. The guest list included 

representatives from all over the world including Prince Rainier III and Princess Grace of 

Monaco, Crown Prince Carl Gustaf of Sweden, First Lady Imelda Marcos, and Vice-

President Spiro Agnew. Guests dined on caviar, quail eggs, and Dom Perignon. The 

party cost upwards of 200 million US dollars26 and a decade of planning. Khomeini 

called this event the “devil’s festival” which reflected how his public persona and 

ideological agenda functioned almost completely opposite of the Shah. Many felt 

Khomeini was concerned with spiritual wealth and not material wealth. Khomeini showed 

characteristics of a devout single-minded leader that had no interest in the pleasures of 

the ego. Khomeini introduced the Law of God to the nation-state. Following the 

extravagant histrionics and secular modernist posturings of the second Pahlavi monarch, 

Khomeini set forth an altogether opposite agenda from Reza Shah. Khomeini was 

                                                
26 http://www.nytimes.com/2001/09/07/world/persepolis-journal-shah-s-tent-city-fit-for-kings-may-

lodge-tourists.html 
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understood to be an Imam (a chosen one meant to be a perfect example and leader in 

all aspects of life) and because of his devotion was an exhilarating leader for the rapidly 

increasing population of Iran (in 1978 over 30 million). Because he was understood to be 

an example of how to live a righteous, humble, and fair life which under the Pahlavi 

dynasty had been replaced by technology, industry, and urbanization.  

The modernity project that was mobilized in Iran during the 20th century was 

fraught with problems because the negative impacts of modernity were not taken as 

seriously as they should have been by leaders such as the Pahlavis. The Islamic 

Revolution gained support quickly and was instigated without an identifiable provocation, 

such as a financial crisis. My aunt (who has never travelled outside of Iran) was part of 

the revolution in support of Khomeini only because, as she sheepishly said, “many of her 

friends and family were” (2010). She looked me in the eyes solemnly and said Khomeini 

wanted to help the poor, the forgotten, and he did it through the compelling (and deeply 

embedded) language of Islam rather than the language of Western philosophy and class 

struggle. Khale (aunt) Ahseeye believed that he had all the right intentions but power 

evaded even the great Imam. She argued that those that came after him gave in to their 

selfish motivations and hid behind politics, money, and greed. I reminded my aunt that 

many would argue that Khomeini’s brutal tactics, merciless decisions, and suffocating 

ideologies were as damaging to Iranian subjectivity as the Shah’s SAVAK and 

aggressive Westernization. I reminded her that just the day before, in the religiously 

conservative city of Hamadan in Iran, a man with facial hair and button up shirt without a 

tie (a symbol of the West that Islamic Iranian men renounced) had spit on me and 

muttered as he walked past me that my attire was hideous and that I was filthy. During 

that same visit, my sister was almost hit by a car driven by an enraged young man. As 

he sped up to hit her she ran across the street to save her life (I witnessed three hit and 

run accidents while in Tehran that involved male drivers hitting female pedestrians) he 

yelled “go home devil” along with other obscenities. Khomeini (unintentionally or not) 

helped produce factions of Iranian society plagued by repression and deep hatred for 

Western ideals. As a result of Khomeini’s rise to power, the instatement of Shar’ia law 

and a devastating war with Iraq (1980-1988) mass migrations out of Iran ensued. My 

father commented that the gruesome war with Iraq and the manipulation of images of 

martyrdom, Islam, and living an ethical and spiritual life has left Iranians (especially the 
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first generation of Iranians after the revolution living in Iran) in what Roxanne Varzi calls 

a ‘crisis of faith’ (2006).  

My parents left Iran in 1978. In thirty-five years my now late father has never 

returned while my mother has visited briefly less than half a dozen times. On her last 

visit to Iran she experienced a mild stroke which she claims was the result of the 

pressure, suffering, and sadness many Iranians were experiencing due to the current 

socioeconomic, political, and psychic conditions. She has proclaimed that she will not 

return until there is a shift in power and conditions improve. Her memories of her youth 

in Iran have become more distant and that doesn’t seem to bother her much. 

Sentimentality has no place in her migratory experience. Although both of my parents 

disconnected from Iran they are consistently exhilarated by Iranian films and 

interestingly swell with pride whenever the now late Abbas Kiarostami is mentioned. 

3.1.4 Films from Iran 

In this section I introduce ideas about Iranian culture that have been explored in 

films such as Asghar Farhadi’s, A Separation (2011), and Abbas Kiarostami’s, Taste of 

Cherry (1997). I do this as a way to set the stage for the empirical underpinnings and 

observations I have made of the Iranian diaspora in Los Angeles. Hamid Dabashi argues 

Iranian art and film are a record of the failures and successes of the formation of Iranian 

subjectivity. As Dabashi suggests, “the plight of the project of modernity in Iran may 

indeed be seen as a prolonged failure to generate and sustain the kind of subjectivity 

that is conducive to the assumption of ‘categorical imperatives’ “(Dabashi 13: 2001). The 

lack of subjectivity formation that isn’t “predicated on any sacred certitude” or “biblical 

commandment” has engendered a unique situation for Iranians (13: 2001). The following 

are two examples of what Dabashi might mean by this. 

Asghar Farhadi in his anthropological murder mystery film, A Separation (2011), 

considered the intimacies of Iranians in the context of larger socio-economic concerns. 

Farhadi’s film is a testament  to Dabashi’s observation. Emotions run confusingly high 

for the characters in the film. The film illustrates processes such as deep rage, 

exaggerated bravado, and insincerity. The characters incessantly make misfired 

accusations and then go through a process of frustrating pretense and concealment in 

order to outsmart one another. As the film illustrates, all of these reactions lead time and 
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again to unnecessary, almost laughably easy to avoid disasters. Farhadi, deftly 

examined contemporary class issues, masculinity, and marriage in everyday Iranian life 

and tapped into a thread common amongst Iranians: the inability to have direct, honest, 

and unemotionally charged interactions between one another. In other words, taking 

individual responsibility is portrayed in the film as a difficult idea for Iranians to come to 

terms with (of course, this not only difficult for Iranians but in this example Farhadi 

skilfully explores the issue). The film also exemplifies the tendency to deflect blame or to 

only act morally out of the fear of God.  

Socio-political and economic constructions produce restrictive identity categories 

like race, class, and gender, but as Lacan puts it “one is always responsible for one’s 

position as subject” (Fink 47: 1995). Put another way, the subject that analysis aims to 

engender is one where the I “assumes responsibility for the unconscious, that arises 

there in the unconscious linking up of thoughts which seems to take place all by itself, 

without the intervention of anything like a subject” (Fink 46: 1995). For example, as 

Farhadi portrays, yelling uncontrollably at a court official, lying to officials of the court, or 

making hysterical tear-ridden pleas for mercy is to be expected in a routine hearing in 

Iran. The informal often times sentimental methods by which to escape punitive 

measures (mothers begging for their children, fathers beating themselves on the chest 

or head) are common in Iran but would seem alien to non-Iranians.  

I am not suggesting that the behaviors described above are exclusive to Iranians, 

but I do think that Iranians are exceptionally comfortable with concealment and pretense, 

potentially a result of modernization which demanded a mimicry of Western ideals, 

again, what Charfi calls “modernism” (Benslama 57: 2009). In other words, as A 

Separation illustrates, in an all too familiar way for Iranians, that it is commonplace for 

some Iranians to lie and hide their intentions from one another irrespective of the 

consequences. The consequences of deception are often times irrelevant. As Farhadi 

depicts, the desire is to produce the space to express emotions and confront social 

restraints27 like systemic poverty, the intolerable conditions that patriarchy constructs, 

and the pressures of married life in Iran.  

                                                
27 Abbas Kiarostami’s “Close-Up” (1990) is another example of Iranian film that focuses on these 

ideas. Chapter 4 offers a further elaboration of this film. 
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For Iranians, tarof (system of civility and antiquated etiquette), the long tradition 

of poetry and metaphor, and a generally accepted culture of concealment (public and 

private space especially with the demands of Islam are exceptionally marked) has also 

set up the conditions for an indirectness that can be argued has led to social malaise. 

During my research in Iran I observed, public physical confrontations between employer 

and employee, unstable domestic lives, and public road rage beatings. A Separation 

makes clear that in Iranian society (specifically in Tehran where the story takes place) 

the special skills of concealment, pretense, and the inability to speak openly about a 

problem has had serious consequences on social relationships, such as marriage. 

 My cousin and her husband, both lawyers that run a practice in Tehran, joked 

that the last couple of years (2009-2011) had been extremely lucrative for them because 

of the unprecedented number of divorces, up from 50,000 in 2000 to 150,000 in 201028. 

Enraged, emotional, and outraged soon-to-be ex-wives were lined up daily in their office 

each spending an hour or more discussing the adultery of their husband, demanding 

their mehree29 to be paid to them, and in general disparaging married life. The 

complaints of wives (and more often than not women would be pursuing complaints 

rather then men) would range from abuse, adultery, and financial neglect.  

Consistently women would proclaim that they were lied to by the husband and/or 

his family, ranging from a false college education, embellished financial status, and past 

relationships. While I was in Iran two phrases were uttered over and over again, by 

friends, family, and chance encounters, when describing life in Tehran: hokhe-bazee and 

chole sare ham dighe mizareem. Both essentially translate to behaving as a charlatan. 

My research suggests that lying and manipulation have become almost an accepted way 

of life in Tehran, especially in business, family life, the legal system, and friendship. This 

general mistrust has another side: a tendency to trust too much. Infuriating as it may be, 

trust is handed out based on naïve camaraderie and humanist tendencies to believe that 

one’s brethren would never betray. My suggestion is not that faith is a misplaced 

tendency. Rather, true faith based on acceptance and non-judgment (rather than selfish 

                                                
28 http://www.nytimes.com/2010/12/07/world/middleeast/07divorce.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0 
29 Mehree is the practice of a dowry agreement settled before the marriage. In the event of 

divorce the husband is expected to pay the amount of gold coins he agreed to pay during 
negotiations. In Iran because of high divorce rates and sometimes sham marriages, the 
instance of women pursuing mehree payment has increased significantly.  
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agendas) are glaringly missing from Iranian everyday life. The processes of 

Westernization and modernization and the abrupt transformation to an Islamic Republic 

has created unique circumstances for subjectivity formation in Iran. And as Dabashi 

argues, film and art, in other words images are an archive of these successes and 

failures.  

Iranian commercial film (films made in Iran and distributed domestically and via 

satellite to the diaspora) have generally reflected an obsession with the symbolic and the 

imaginary by relying on drawing out predictable responses such as happiness, sadness, 

excitement, and giddiness that the liar is on the verge of being caught or the malingerer 

will get what is coming to him. Iranian films have generally in the last century aligned 

with Western ideals. Such as, “he said she said” plotlines, the boy getting the girl, good 

against evil, and sentimental often melodramatic portrayals of love, family life, and 

hardship. Two periods in Iran’s non-commercial film history stand out. Not surprisingly, 

following European cinema titles, Iranian New Wave (throughout the 1960s) and the 

Second New Wave or New Iranian Cinema (1980s-present). The First New Wave is 

marked by films, amongst others, like Forough Farokhzad’s, The House is Black (1963), 

and, The Cow (1969), by Dariush Mehrjui. While the Second New Wave produced films 

that introduced a specific cinematic language that captivated universal audiences, such 

filmmakers include Abbas Kiarostami, Jafar Panahi, and Mohsen Mahkmalbaf.  

Abbas Kiarostami’s film, Taste of Cherry (1997), introduced a dimension to 

Iranian films that was unprecedented. In contrast, to what Farhadi was exploring in his 

film, Kiarostami looks closely at the efforts of an Iranian man to be disarmingly honest in 

his desire. In other words, a desire that is free of the demands of the Other. Taste of 

Cherry (1997), follows a relatively wealthy, urban, suicidal man as he drives throughout 

Iran (predominantly in the countryside) searching for someone in need of money 

regardless of the deed to help him end his life by simply putting dirt over his body once 

he dies (in the agreed upon spot) presumably by drug overdose. In the second scene of 

the film, Mr. Badii, the protagonist, desperately begs a young soldier from Kurdistan to 

put twenty spadefuls of dirt over his dead body. Kiarostami’s film, like many of his other 

films introduced Iranians (although his films have more appeal in other parts of the 

world) to a committed form of unsentimentality, irresolvability, and the practice of non-

judgement. Mr. Badii wants to die. There is no explanation given, there is no back story, 
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and the spectator is not given the opportunity to say he is a good or bad person or that 

his intentions are wrong or right. Simply put, Kiarostami creates a space of non-

judgement. This is why Kiarostami’s films have transgressed national boundaries. He 

focuses on a universal condition such as, death, and he drains it of judgement and 

leaves us nothing but the joyous objective fact that death and returning to the earth is 

inevitable. Kiarostami produced an Iranian cinema where audiences (unlike conventional 

commercial film) were unsure of how to respond.  

I address facets of Iranian subjectivity, that as Dabashi suggests Iranian films 

serve as a record of, such as the manipulative concealment practices explored in A 

Separation that are common to Iranians and the non-judgement space Kiarostami 

introduces in order to orient Iranian migrants in the aesthetic landscape of Los Angeles. 

The concealment practices and the pronounced cultural stock Iranians have in the 

Imaginary and Symbolic (degrees, titles, etc.,) along with traditions of non-ego and non-

judgement films that Kiarostami and others introduced to the Iranian aesthetic have 

introduced two, maybe antagonistic aesthetic responses for Iranian migrants. Put 

another way, the main empirical observations I am suggesting exist as part of the Iranian 

diaspora’s aesthetic language as a result of historical events and induction into the 

Symbolic are either to function at the mercy of the desire of the Other (desire is the 

Other’s desire) or to break with the desire of the Other and take responsibility for one’s 

unconscious. Let’s now turn to the images, image based organizations, and artists 

associated with the Iranian diaspora in Los Angeles.  

3.1.5 Iranian-American Artists, Academics, Filmmakers and 
Cultural Producers 

I am numb. I don’t have feelings about being Iranian (Interview with 
local artist 2011). 

I am not Iranian or American. I am somewhere else, in a third space 
and I want to be left alone (Interview with local artist 2012). 

I am very sorry Nazie but I am far away from the Iranian people, 
culture, and history (Email exchange with local artist 2011). 

The only people that have ever given me a hard time about my work 
are other Iranians (Interview with local academic 2011). 
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What does it mean to do psychoanalytic geographies with members of the 

Iranian diaspora? Kingsbury (2010) considered the curiously uneasy relationship 

between geographers and psychoanalytic methodologies. Critical social theory, such as 

feminism and poststructuralism have profoundly influenced human geographers. Both 

feminism and poststructuralism are informed by psychoanalytic theory, and, as 

Kingsbury suggests through this lineage there are many geographers (albeit unwittingly) 

putting psychoanalytic methodologies to use. Kingsbury argues that  geographers have 

used psychoanalytic methodologies widely. Methodologies, such as, free association 

(Longhurst 2003), considering the transferential bonds that develop during ethnographic 

research (Dunn 2005), ‘analytic listening’ (LaPlanche and Pontalis 271: 72 1973) and the 

multiple meanings of words (Cloke et. al. 2004) and the blurring of boundaries between 

Self and Other (Butz and Besio 2004). There are, however, geographers, namely Oliver 

(2003) who suggest psychoanalytic methodologies should remain in the clinical setting. 

Kingsbury asks instead of dwelling in the ‘comfort zone’ of psychoanalytic theory or 

avoiding the influence of psychoanalytic methodologies altogether, how do geographers 

further “extend and refine their methodological engagements with psychoanalysis?” 

(520: 2010) He offers an analysis of the commodity-form of tourism via Žižek’s insights 

on Lacan’s objet petit a. Lacan’s objet petit belongs to the register of the Real which is 

understudied according to Kingsbury. He suggests that with further investigation into 

concepts such as objet petit a and jouissance geographers will expand their 

engagements with psychoanalytic methodologies. 

My interviews concentrated on the migrant experience of interviewees, the 

context and approach of their art and/or work, and their lives in Los Angeles. My 

questions were focused on basic biographical questions that led to the complexities of 

their lives and work. I approached these interviews with the Lacanian understanding that 

language can never communicate clearly and that all I could hope for was 

miscommunication. Anxiety on the part of both interviewer and interviewee revolves 

around thoughts like, “will I give her what she wants?” “am I interesting enough?”, “am I 

smart enough?” These interviews focus closely on mistakes, slips of the tongue, 

miscommunications, and anxieties that hinge on what the Other wants. In other words, 

the work yielded from these interviews does not provide answers but rather the space 

and the capacity to bear the burden of dwelling in the unknown. The anxiety of these 

interviews are productive both for the subject of the interview and for me as the 
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interviewer. Primarily, because anxiety is an encounter with an unknown that cannot be 

integrated into the Symbolic. In other words, anxiety like the objet petit a (the gaze is one 

of the partial objects) and jouissance belongs to the register of the Real. Copjec 

describes anxiety as “our sense of an inalienable and yet unintegratable surplus of self” 

(23: 2006). Thus my interviews concentrated on investigating the “unintegratable” 

aspects of migration and aesthetics. 

 As the reader will see I spend much of my analytic efforts focused on these 

anxieties rather than offer resolutions for the traumas experienced as migrants. As the 

above quotes imply, there are many contradictions, mixed feelings, and unsettled 

responses to the chaos of migration and the indeterminate spaces that the unconscious 

instantiates. The vulnerability of interviews is also noted as a crucial component of my 

research. The opportunity to have the space to answer questions about one’s life without 

feeling accepted or unaccepted or hoping that you were fulfilling the needs of an Other 

were the ultimate goal of my interviews.  

3.1.6 The Unconscious I and Migrant Stories 

The unconscious ‘I’ as I have discussed in-depth elsewhere (see Chapter Two) is 

my attempt to introduce a language of ethnographic autobiography to the psychoanalytic 

geographies of the Iranian diaspora in Los Angeles. Through the recounting of dreams, 

experiences, and memory retrieval, I position my own unconscious within the 

psychoanalytic geography of migrants that my dissertation is concerned with. The 

attempt to ‘take myself out on a blind date’, that is, to come into contact with the intimate 

unknown of my unconscious is a central feature of this research. I use stories, 

memories, experiences, and manifestations of my unconscious in everyday life in terms 

of anxiety, fear and subjugation by the Other, submission to the Other, mistakes, and 

contradictory behavior that compromise the psychic and social spaces of the Iranian 

diaspora in Los Angeles. The time I spent in Iran awakened many of the ‘hauntologies’ 

(Derrida 1993) that catalyzed my memory and have helped to build on my archive of 

experiences as an Iranian in Los Angeles. The stories of migrants, many of whom are 

my family members, provide experiences of migration that are often ignored or 

repressed. If there is no place in society for these experiences to be heard, then what 

happens to these experiences? If migrants fail at assimilation, the penultimate indication 

of a truly modern person, then what becomes of these migrants that are partially 
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assimilated? What happens to their feelings of loss, confusion, disintegration, shame, 

and humiliation? For this dissertation the stories of migrants and the stories of those who 

are in Iran (in this case many of my family members and friends) play an instrumental 

role.  

3.1.7 The Images 

My analysis is intimately tied to the images that the Iranian diaspora has 

produced in Los Angeles as well as the reception of Iranian films by Iranians in Los 

Angeles. Throughout this research my interpretations refer to and rely on images such 

as billboards, photographs, paintings, and films. I discuss images shown at galleries, 

museums, on the streets of Los Angeles and in the homes and studios of artists. 

3.1.8 The Farhang Foundation 
This is our farhang! (culture) (Farhang Foundation Promotional Video 
2010).  

The Farhang Foundation (referred to as FF from here forward) is a Los Angeles 

based Iranian-centric organization that began its prolific activities in 2008. The 

organization’s goal is to promote “Iranian art and culture for the community at large” and 

their often repeated mantra is quoted above, “this is our farhang!” 30 The playful tagline 

“this is our farhang!”, which simply translates to “this our culture!”, wherein suggests that 

the complex desires of the organization are to claim the culture as its own, there is a 

possessive quality, much like “that’s my toy” or “that’s my money”! Simultaneously, the 

tagline indicates that the foundation is showing, presenting, or putting Iranian culture on 

display for the “community at large” a second phrase conspicuously repeated in the 

promotional video and literature related to FF. A third aspect of these oft-repeated 

phrases is that FF completely defines what Iranian culture is: this is our farhang and 

nothing else suggests that FF is the final word on what compromises Iranian culture in 

Los Angeles and Orange County. FF has a complex structure much like a for profit 

business, compromised of a board of trustees, an advisory committee, council members, 

and a management staff.  

                                                
30 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9opgLrz8LAM 
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FF has been tremendously active in Los Angeles and Orange County since its 

inception in 2008. They have organized a successful short film festival/competition, 

formed energetic relationships with both USC and UCLA, organized large and far 

reaching cultural events, lectures, and sponsored film screenings and art openings at 

titan institutions like LACMA (Los Angeles Contemporary Museum of Art). FF has 

brought Iranian-American cultural activities, especially focused on film and fine art, into 

prominent circuits of Los Angeles cultural output. I have already mentioned my first 

contact with a FF sponsored event, an in-progress screening of artist Shirin Neshat’s film 

“Women Without Men”.  

On June 1 2009, a line wrapped around LACMA’s Bing theatre. Upon arrival, my 

sister, and two friends took our place in line, all four of us observed that this was 

certainly an Iranian dominant event, although Neshat’s work has crossed national/ethnic 

boundaries. Friends greeted each other in Persian and stealthily sneaked new arrivals to 

the head of the line. Women in glittery jewels, bouncy hair, and perfume soaked skin 

shamelessly moved past outraged patrons. The patrons who weren’t moving to the front 

of the line began to confront the ones who were. The following words were spoken by an 

Iranian man in line and were met with laughter. 

Agha, bebakshin, maharam bah khodet mibareen? (Iranian man in 
line) 

Excuse me sir will you take us with you as well? 

My sister and I laughed at the tumult. My non-Iranian friends were becoming 

agitated by the confusion and blatant cheating and wondered aloud if we should get 

Ethiopian food instead. After twenty minutes of the Iranian version of standing in line for 

tickets to a limited event, our friends abandoned us and wished us good luck. We said 

good-bye and eagerly listened to the conversations around us. The following are just a 

couple of examples of what we heard: 

Cheghad maha dokhdaramun khosghelan (Iranian woman in line). 

Translation: Our (Iranians) girls are so beautiful. 

Shirin Neshat aslan kee hast? Enhame adam omade (Iranian man in 
line). 
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Translation: Who is Shirin Neshat anyway to bring all these people 
out? 

Hushed conversations about who was who, who was married to who, and who 

was richer than who dominated the cue chatter. As we made our way to the front of the 

line, we saw Neshat herself reminiscent of Frida Kahlo, wearing her traditional attire, 

dramatic eye make-up and large earrings, tightly pulled up black hair, and shy smile 

floated past the Iranian admirers into the theatre. Neshat is simultaneously severe and 

sweet. Luckily, my sister and I ran into a friend, Christian, who works at LACMA  and 

was able to walk us in and seat us (in the end we too were the Persians who cut the 

line). The early version of the film was screened to the  sometimes restless audience 

and a discussion took place between Neshat and Professor of Comparative Literature at 

UC Irvine Nasrin Rahimieh. The event was an enormous success and FF was to prove 

in the coming years that there was an impressive Iranian demand and support for all 

things Iranian. FF’s efforts have proved to alter Los Angeles’ cultural and aesthetic 

landscape for a number of reasons. UCLA (University of Los Angeles California) is an 

important cultural institution and its collaboration with FF has proven to be productive. As 

I write this (September 2014), UCLA’s International Institute also known as the Center 

for Near Eastern Studies (CNES) has organized two Iranian-centric lectures, three 

performance events at UCLA in the coming month are focused on Iranian work, and 

UCLA’s Billy Wilder Theatre (housed in the Hammer Museum) is screening an Iranian 

film. On average, at any given time, there are at a minimum of two Iranian events 

scheduled at UCLA and FF has no small part in this. FF has in recent years taken an 

active role in the support and organization of the annual UCLA Iranian film festival that 

takes place every Spring quarter. They have sponsored lectures, cultural events, and 

film screenings consistently. As such, FF serves as a central empirical component of this 

research. I attended a number of events that FF was affiliated with and I interviewed 

several people associated with the organization. My investigation of FF is focused on 

why and how they have worked to inscribe Iranian culture and contemporary Iranian 

cultural output onto Los Angeles’ aesthetic landscape.  

3.1.9 Annual UCLA Iranian Film Festival 

The Billy Wilder Theater in Los Angeles has become home to the annual Iranian 

film festival. Here, Iranians gather every year, anxious and excited. The small theater 
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with 1980s hot pink seats and lightening bolts of light embedded in the walls fills up 

every year with enthusiastic supporters. The excitement is palpable, meeting with old 

friends. Smiling, kissing, saying hello. Los Angeles is such an expansive urban space 

that the chance of seeing each other across the valleys and beaches do not happen 

often enough. The annual film festival in its twenty-fourth year has become the UCLA 

film archive’s most successful and well-attended festival. Over the years, with the help of 

curator Shannon Kelly and Farhang Foundation, the festival is drawing large turn outs to 

screenings attracting spectators who some times have no idea what film they are seeing. 

The following interaction took place at the twenty-third annual festival in 2012. 

What film is this, anyway? (Iranian woman in line) 

Oh, well, Jafar Panahi made this really cool movie called This is not a 
Film. That’s why everyone is lined up here. (Me) 

Oh, the guy who went to jail in Iran. (Iranian woman in line) 

Yes. You came to this film with no idea about what you were seeing? 
(me) 

It doesn’t matter to me. If it is an Iranian film, I will come and see it. 
(Iranian woman in line) 

The commitment to Iranian made films is evident by the Iranian community, as 

well as the commitment to interacting with other Iranians. I have attended the film festival 

four consecutive years and every year most of the films are well attended if not 

completely sold out. Usually, the films shown at the festival are films that come directly 

from Iran, although some years have shown films that are predominantly films made by 

members of the diaspora. The festival has screened rare or early Iranian films like the 

first sound film produced in Persian, Ardeshir Irani’s, Lor Girl (1932). In April 2012, the 

festival screened, Bon Bast, a 1977 film by actor and director Parviz Sayyad. Bon Bast 

which translates to Dead End is a film about a young woman who is being watched by a 

man who initially is assumed to be a suitor and is later revealed as a member of the 

Shah’s feared secret police, SAVAK. The UCLA Iranian film festival served as an 

empirical focal point of my research. Experiences ranging from observation before and 
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after films, spectatorship, interactions with audience members, Q & A sessions, and 

interviews with organizers and curator (s) of the festival are included in my analysis. This 

festival is important to understanding the relationship between Iranian migrants, the 

traumas of migration, and the development and proliferation of the Iranian aesthetic (s) 

in Los Angeles. My dissertation objectives are to investigate the Iranian migrant 

aesthetic in relationship to psychoanalytic processes such as shame, anxiety, and the 

gaze and this festival provides empirical evidence to investigate these processes.  

3.1.10 Art Openings, Lectures, Commemorations, and Press Events 

I spent significant time beginning in 2010 and ending in 2012 attending various 

events, some that were specifically focused on Iranian art and culture and others where 

one Iranian artist, for example, was part of a group show. At each one of these events I 

took notes, photographs, and had discussions with people at the event. I attended these 

events to gain a better understanding of the Iranian art community in Los Angeles. 

3.1.11 Notes on Empirical Observations 

As Iranian psychoanalyst Gohar Homayounpour pointed out in her book Doing 

Psychoanalysis in Tehran (2012), and, as I discussed (independently of 

Homayounpour’s observation) Žižek revealed what he admires about “Kiarostami’s 

movies is that one does not get any images of daily life in Iran; that they represent 

universal conflicts” (Homayounpour xix: 2012). This research follows this insight in terms 

of how empirical observations are revealed. Rather than attempt to show daily life for 

Iranian-Americans in Los Angeles, I am more interested in how universal processes and 

articulations such as migration, trauma, and art have been shaped by and shape Iranian-

American subjectivity. 

The point of empirical observations for the purposes of this dissertation is not to 

provide evidence to bolster any one theoretical position. Although I provide justifications 

for my analysis through empirical observations, references, classifications, and 

categorizations to investigate the unconscious, any study on the unconscious demands 

an awareness that the unconscious is always fleeting. In Lacan’s words, “the only way 

for it (the unconscious) to open up a bit is by calling from the inside” (711: 2006). In other 

words, the unconscious vacillates and it disappears as soon as it reveals itself. My 



101 

unconscious expressing itself fleetingly is intimidating enough but to consider the fleeting 

unconscious of others is rather daunting. I proceed down this uneven path with the 

utmost reverence but at the same time with a sense of playfulness. As Lacan once said 

in the rather funny and ironic (Lacan’s performance as the ‘Master’ is tongue and cheek)  

two-part film aired on prime time television, Television (1973), “I always speak the truth. 

Not the whole truth, because there's no way, to say it all. Saying it all is literally 

impossible: words fail. Yet it is through this very impossibility that the truth holds onto the 

real” (Lacan 1987). Similarly, Zupančič argues, “the point of Lacan’s identification of the 

Real with the impossible is not that the Real is some Thing that cannot possibly happen-

the whole point of the Lacanian concept of the Real is that the impossible happens” (51: 

2008). The following chapter is an analysis of the impossible aesthetics and impossible 

places that the Iranian-American community has produced, with special attention paid to 

Lacan’s understanding of the gaze. 
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Chapter 4. Migration and the Aesthetics of 
Encountering the Real in the Lives of Artists, Art, 
and Institutions 

4.1 Mapping the Real  

Copjec (1999) suggests there is a serious crisis for theorizing the aesthetic 

experience. She argues (1999) the subtraction of the body (that thing that is so difficult 

to regulate) along with trading in the more unsettling pleasures that the art object can 

engender for higher so-called more civilized forms of deferred pleasure has produced 

this crisis. According to Copjec , Kant and Freud’s writings on aesthetics have partially 

created a suspicion of aesthetics in the social sciences. The suspicion, can be summed 

up in the following question: why does art get special status or autonomy, separate from 

‘real’ problems caused by history and politics? Until recently, geography’s treatment of 

aesthetics, and maybe justifiably so, has attempted to define art, on the one hand, by 

domesticating art with political purpose and clarifying it with historical interpretations, 

and, on the other by idealizing it, or dismissing its importance by labelling it bourgeois 

taste (Hawkins and Straughan 2015). Producing divisions by reducing art to politics and 

history (giving it back to the people) or protecting art with idealization and taste (taking it 

away from the people) have the same effect: they end up ignoring art altogether 

because they are so focused on what to do with the art rather than what it does to them. 

As a result, such aesthetic analyses ignore what certain art is capable of doing to our 

bodies, senses and ways of perceiving. Recently, geographers have produced an 

impressive and rich array of engagements with what Harriet Hawkins’ calls “art’s 

expanded field” (2013, 2015) within geography. Hawkins asks a simple and certainly 

necessary question: “how do we think about art as a critical object in the face of all this 

richness?”  
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A main concern of this chapter is to contribute to “art’s expanded field” in 

geography by thinking critically about art in relationship to migration trauma, identity 

building, and Iranian-American subjectivity in a major cosmopolitan city, such as Los 

Angeles. How have aesthetics either destabilized or protected the Iranian diaspora’s 

cultural identity in Los Angeles from the “unsettling pleasures” that art can produce? I do 

this in both this chapter and the following chapter by exploring the moments when the 

lives of Iranian-Americans in Los Angeles intersect with the traumatic Real. Put simply, 

“the Real is nothing but the gap or antagonism that thwarts the symbolic within—the 

symbolic touches the Real in a totally immanent way” (Žižek  959:  2013). In the analytic 

setting, the Real is intimately related to truth, “as experienced by the analysand in the 

analytic context and has to do with what remains to be said, with what has not yet been 

said…with the experience of symbolizing what has never before been put into words” 

(Fink 76: 2007). As Fink goes on to say, “for it is in the impact that speech is able to 

have on the real that lies the power of psychoanalysis” (Fink 77: 2007).  

Because of its disruptiveness the Real is typically aligned with anxiety, what 

accounts for the otherness of the Other (language, desire), and the blind spots in the 

visual field, which Lacan aligns with  the gaze. The questions that emerged from my data 

are significantly related to disruptions of Symbolic identification. These conceptual 

questions emerged from my interactions with Iranian-Americans in Los Angeles: “how 

are we alike?”, “how are we different?”, “can I engage with someone who is different 

than me?”, “will you understand me even though we are different?”, “if you are exactly 

like me, then and only then will you understand me?”, “who are we supposed to be in 

this new country?”, and finally, “what is expected of us?”.  My wager is that such 

questions, coupled with the art or lack of art that Iranian-Americans in Los Angeles can 

prompt manifestations of the Real understood as traumatic encounters with the Other’s 

desire (Other being a relationship with the Symbolic order). The Lacanian subject adopts 

a stance towards encountering the Other’s desire either as pleasure/pain (jouissance) or 

trauma. Lacan understood the subject as these encounters with the Other’s desire but 

he also understood the subject as able to make one’s own that which was formerly alien 

without stripping the Other of opacity, this gesture is known as ‘traversing the fantasy’ 

(Fink 2007).  
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The following chapter is an analysis of artists, institutions, and Iranian migrants 

and their relationship to the trauma of the Other’s desire which emerge in moments 

when the Symbolic is disrupted by the Real. Throughout my analysis I refer to these 

encounters either as repetitive practices that generate a fleeting moment of jouissance 

or gestures that instantiate the coming into being as one’s own cause.  Put differently, I 

am concerned with two aspects of the Iranian migrant aesthetic in Los Angeles: migrants 

who express that they have ‘tamed’ trauma through repetition and are now putting it to 

work in the name of Symbolic and Imaginary identity building, ethnic/national pride, and 

claims of successful assimilation. While the second aspect is focused on migrants who 

either consciously or unconsciously are engaging the Real of their experiences as a way 

to come to terms with the impact that trauma/excess has had and how to engage in 

inspired problem-solving, experimentation, and self-directedness.  

The chapter elaborates on two contexts of encountering the Real that repeatedly 

emerged in interviewees’ responses qua language, memories, demeanour, gestures, 

etc. First, putting the Real to work in the service of investigating trauma, and, in some 

cases, gestures towards coming into being as one’s own cause.  Second, perceiving the 

Real as a threat, in other words finding ways to manage, integrate, or tame trauma (the 

Other’s desire) rather than engage with it. I also use this analytic to explore the social 

bonds that compromise Iranian-American institutions, as well as artists. The broader 

conclusion that I offer is that there is an alignment between those who manage or tame 

trauma and strong advocates of identity politics. Those who attend to trauma tend to be 

less concerned with identity politics and more focused on communicating the truth (when 

the traumatic Real is put into words or images) of their struggle. 

The Real is also relevant to the chapter’s methodology. The interviews I 

conducted with Iranian migrants in Los Angeles presented various challenges for both 

myself and the interviewee. One of my interviewees, a prominent figure in the Iranian-

American art community that I interviewed for this research, suggested that interviews 

inherently feed into the ego of the person being asked to be interviewed. Obviously, this 

is different from the psychoanalytic setting. The psychoanalyst or the “subject supposed 

to know” (Fink 84: 2007) often initiates a first meeting with an analysand with the 

question, “what brings you here?” In interviews I felt the need to explain myself, who I 

was, what I was doing, and why I was doing it. I was often confronted with my own 
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inadequacies from the beginning of an interview. For example, I interviewed a well-

established artist, whom I call, “M. So Long”, and the three-storied warehouse where I 

conducted the interview and where his creative process took place intimidated me. M. 

So Long told me, “this is the space where it seems most likely memories, 

experimentation, and the unconscious will unfold” (interview excerpt). Occupying the 

space where his unconscious, memories, experiments and art was stored terrified me so 

much that I followed him around silently as he showed me where he worked, his old 

books and letters, and unfinished paintings. His soft and melodious voice guided us 

through his warehouse accompanied by stories of when he left Iran, why, and what he 

does now. My unease meant that rather than fall back on my usual strategy when feeling 

discomfort, behaving aggressively and proceed with an interrogation, I dwelled in my 

discomfort. In other words, when there was silence or when a story led nowhere I didn’t 

intervene. I restrained myself, which was difficult to do. I observed more and spoke less. 

I listened and acknowledged. Then, and only then, did I intervene with a possibility or a 

thought that might have contributed to the unfolding of M. So Long’s unconscious. My 

interview with M. So Long was a practice in restraint and non-intervention and I suspect 

is the reason why our several hours long interview felt like a waking dream. M. So 

Long’s interview didn’t feel like a  “I know more than you” interview but rather, because I 

consciously didn’t over identify with him, I believe he felt secure enough to let his ideas, 

thoughts, words, images, and experiences flow through him in a quasi mystical way. 

Also, his sincerity and vulnerability allowed me to be more relaxed. Although I may be 

idealizing the interview, and, as Lacan suggests, all communication is 

miscommunication (Swales 2012), in those interviews where I practiced conscious 

restraint I found the interviewee was less inclined to ‘impress’ me. Put another way, 

rather than occupy the place of the Other ‘creating’ desire during an interview 

(interviewee says something I respond right away with “yes” or “no” indicators), I chose 

to wait and not attach meaning to the responses. Why? Possibly to not overshadow the 

multiple possibilities inherent in the interviewee’s words with my desire. I was also 

attempting to respect that which may start out as alien without stripping the Other of their 

right to opacity or to not know why, how, or what. It is in these spaces of the Real where 

the following three sections choose to dwell. 
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4.2 The Real as it has emerged in the work of Iranian-
American Artists 

4.2.1 Introduction: Artists 
The interviews with Iranian artists in Los Angeles offer insights into what 

aesthetic practices Iranian migrants have engaged with since migration, as well as their 

avoidance, engagement, or embodiment of the Real. I refer to them by names of my own 

making. In addition, certain modifications have also been made to the content offered by 

them as a way to maintain their privacy. That said, it isn’t possible to maintain complete 

anonymity because of their public status as artists. The artists that I interviewed each 

agreed to be part of this study with the understanding that their identity would be 

protected but that their art practice and public status makes complete anonymity difficult. 

Each section is organized by the interview with the artist.  

4.2.2 “Roya: Getting Away With It and the Guilty Iranian Daughter” 

“Roya”, a Persian name meaning dream, is a Los Angeles and Tehran based 

Iranian artist and a student of video artist Bill Viola. She warmly invited me into her home 

(the meeting place of her choice) for what became a four hour interview. My first meeting 

with her took place shortly after she was violently detained in Iran during the Green 

Revolution in the Summer of 2009. She had been returning every summer to Iran for 

years and two years before curated a contemporary art show at Museum of 

Contemporary Art (MOCA) Tehran. Under the suspicious eye of Islamic bureaucrats she 

felt that her detainment two years later might have been because of the controversial 

work she had included in the show.  

After her return to Los Angeles this traumatic experience kept her ‘living’31 in her 

closet for well over a year. The detainment included many hours of having her head 

covered with a dark cloth, hands and feet tied, forced to keep her head down. A mixture 

of tears, sweat, blood, snot, vomit, and feces covered her face, body, and hair for over 

48 hours. She told me, that she clearly remembered (most events and interactions 

during her detainment were a blur) at one point a guard asked her to lift her head and 

                                                
31 Roya  explained, that after she returned from Tehran to Los Angeles that she slept, ate, and 

often worked in her closet. 
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she did it so quickly out of fear that this cocktail of body fluids flew off of her and landed 

somewhere on him. He responded in disgust and berated her with terrifying misogynistic 

fervor. When she emerged from the ordeal she produced an aesthetic experience where 

she brought spectators into the intimate space of her closet, constructed out of crates in 

the gallery space32. Bodies were invited into the box with Roya. They would sit 

surrounded by the intimate everyday objects of her experience and relics from Iran, the 

shoes she wore when she was detained, pillows she slept on while living in her closet, 

the camera she carried with her the day of the detainment and so on. This particular 

piece suggested Roya was engaged with the Real. Wherein all of these objects become 

art. For Roya, the body wasn’t purged, purified, or removed from the experience but is a 

direct participant in its production. The bodies, perception, sense, and the art object are 

all included in the experience. This work was in fact most concerned with the messiness 

of the body and the art object (s). She chose to engage with her trauma in new ways 

every time someone different stepped into her closet, for example, for some she would 

talk about her traumatic experience, for others she would show them the objects, and for 

others she asked them questions about who they were and what their life was like.  This 

piece suggested Roya has taken responsibility for her trauma by not deferring her 

experience but by being present in the process of producing new ways of perceiving it 

with each new visitor.  The spatiality of the closet, a small, enclosed, intimate, semi-

private space, the place where one hides things, was opened up to the public.  When I 

met Roya I discovered that although her work (based solely on this piece) suggested 

she was engaging with the Real her understanding of herself in relationship to migration 

and trauma suggested that she had produced active ways of avoiding or even 

romanticizing her trauma.  

During our intense interview, I recalled Fink’s suggestion that as a psychoanalytic 

practitioner, intense affective responses do not necessarily mean that the analysand has 

hit the Real. In other words, intense affective responses such as crying or yelling can 

actually be a way to avoid the Real because of the imaginary diversion that such 

emotions can produce. Throughout our interviews Roya went in and out of sobbing, 

emphatic gesturing and exhibiting fear of being listened to or watched, intimate sharing 

of objects heavy with meaning, to exhaustion and withdrawal. She offered me tea and 

                                                
32 Roya has given multiple interviews with publications like The Huffington Post about her 

experience. 
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pastries, cucumber water and to sit on her Persian rugs. Roya in person seemed riddled 

by guilt, or the intense desire to put her painful experiences into the public sphere. Her 

guilt, I discovered during the course of our interview, was related to her migration. The 

fact that she was able to leave Iran without impunity, that she was able to get away with 

it, while others were left behind to suffer under a repressive regime was a theme that 

emerged throughout our interview. The idea of getting away with it, in other words doing 

something and not being punished or humiliated promptly or directly, as psychoanalysis 

tells us, has its own consequences, often played out unconsciously and expressed as 

anguish or guilt. Returning to Dean’s assertion that the “traumatic real-unfamiliar aspects 

of existence” and the “radical impersonality of desire” (2002) must be attended to rather 

than only seeking explanation through historical materiality or biological certainty Roya’s 

migration experience illustrates such a moment. 

Roya generally dressed in traditional Iranian clothing, carrying with her relics of 

the past, she had an anxiety about disconnecting from Iran that was written on her body.  

I often ran into her at art shows and other cultural events and when she appeared she 

brought with her the sounds, smells, and textures of an ancient Iran in her clothing and 

jewelry. She seemed out of place, not like she belonged somewhere else but that she 

didn’t quite blend into the cultural landscape. Suggesting that she was a reminder or 

placeholder of something important. In other words, she somehow productively disrupted 

the Iranian cultural landscape in Los Angeles. Often times she seemed unable to 

process people and places (such as a crowded art show) without an expression of terror 

on her face. She is transparent and clear about her fears. Roya’s vulnerability was 

apparent. Roya embodies the Real or a Symbolic disruption in her physical appearance 

and in the deep sense of guilt she feels for having left Iran behind to suffer. 

Throughout my interview with her I observed that her Symbolic world (in her 

home) was entrenched in artefacts from Iran. In fact, her home felt like Iran. While I did 

research in Iran I discovered a peculiarity in Iranian homes, one was the divide between 

outside and inside and the other was a dampness in many of the homes I visited, which 

was odd because the desert climate is dry and usually accompanied by bright sun. 

Whether it was poor plumbing or a desire to separate the home space from the 

regulated public world prompting closed windows and doors I couldn’t be sure.  For 

example, I was in my Aunt’s home in Tehran, in the bedroom and shuffling about without 



109 

hejab, window open and curtains pulled back. I was visible from the street below where 

my short and stout aunt was emphatically waving at me to at least pull the curtains shut 

proclaiming you never know who is watching, apparently her. The marked division 

between public and private life in Iran is apparent in the architecture (walls and 

courtyards often divide homes from the street).  

Back in Santa Monica Roya often walked back and forth between her chair and 

the sliding glass door of the patio of her second floor apartment, opening it, listening, 

closing it, opening it again a few minutes later. An activity she repeated throughout our 

interview. At one point, she smiled sheepishly and said, “I know it seems paranoid, but 

you never know who is listening”. As I watched and listened to her I recalled the 

countless instances where friends and family in Iran repeated similar behaviors. She 

was right some would call it paranoid not necessarily me. Was Roya in Tehran or Los 

Angeles that sunny afternoon? It wasn’t clear to me. Simultaneously, because Roya 

lives near the ocean and the sunlight in southern California has a magical purification 

effect, in other words there was a lightness to her home. The combination of the 

artefacts, the damp heaviness and the sunshine and ocean breeze created a queer 

feeling in her apartment that day. It was uncanny because it aligned so well with her.  

As I mentioned she is transparent and vulnerable often dressed in gossamer 

fabrics (lightness) but the weight and responsibility of being an Iranian in Los Angeles 

weighed so heavily on her, the room, and us during our interview. She proudly 

exclaimed at one point, in a shallow, breathy, almost perpetually hyperventilating voice,  

I’ve spent every single summer of my life in Iran except for three 
summers, once ten years ago, in 2008 after I was arrested in 2007 
and 2010 after we got arrested in 2009. And I’m desperately hoping, 
wanting to be in Iran right now and I’m hoping to go this summer. 

Her “desperation”, as she called it, was powerful. She walked around her 

apartment decorated in the typical style of Iranian furniture showcased in homes in Iran. 

A type of mimicry of European style baroque. Roya had identified with Iranian-like 

objects and a particular Iranian sensibility. Roya was enraptured by the past, she spoke 

of family members and friends dead or alive throughout the interviews. She mentioned 

her grandmother and showed me her tapestries. She was highly emotional about her 

migratory experience. On the one hand, she was angry and sad that she wasn’t in Iran, 
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on the other hand, she was angry and sad that her friends and family couldn’t be in the 

US. She wasn’t in Iran because of imperialism, colonialism, and political affairs she had 

no control over and the same was true as to why her loved ones weren’t near her. Her 

loved ones included every Iranian she knew of in Iran (not just her immediate friends and 

family). The following excerpt is in reference to the daughter of a friend whom she had 

never met. 

P: You know based on conversations we’ve had and I’ve made so 
many friends and one of them actually his daughter wants to be a 
singer and she wants to, all he wants is to get his daughter out. 

I: Um-hmm. 

P: And I want to help, I want to try to do something, I don’t know 
what the fuck to do. 

I: Yeah, right, right. 

P: I mean I want to get my cousin out of there. 

I: Right. 

P: I want to get my family out too. 

I: Sure. 

P: It’s like right now everyone just wants to get out. 

Roya uses the phrase “I don’t know what the fuck to do”, expressing a deep 

frustration, all the while she was thumbing through a family photo album. Language often 

seemed to get in the way of how Roya wanted to express herself. Her embodiments of 

spoken language, speaking quickly and as if she was out of breath, gave me the 

impression she was out running the words she was speaking. She repeated talking 

about getting her cousin and her family out of there, as if they were boiling in a cauldron, 

or locked in a dungeon. Roya’s argument was that Iran was a police state run by 

corruption and greed and that Iranians needed to get out of the country but continue to 

preserve their cultural inheritance. Is there an Iran without Iranians I wondered? She 

laughed when I asked that question and exclaimed Iranians had no place in Iran. 
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Roya’s heaviness expressed through a near constant disgust with particular 

‘Iranian’ behaviors (misogyny, judgment, deceptiveness, selfishness, lack of perspective) 

was layered with the burden of letting the ‘true’ Iranian identity shine (generous, open, 

accepting, sincere).  She was racked with guilt that she couldn’t help get people out of 

what she suggested was a toxic country, but she also couldn’t stay away from Tehran or 

Iran more generally.  She said she was “desperately hoping, wanting to be in Iran right 

now” expressed with tears in her eyes and an unmistakable trembling in her voice. Her 

only wish was to be in Iran, a country that had mistreated her terribly.  Her burden was 

oppressive yet she still seemed to float around her apartment as if she were a fairy, light 

as a feather. Iran and her Iranian identity had become a depository for her frustrations 

that stemmed from not being able to reconcile jouissance (repetitive, ‘safe’ behavior that 

satisfies momentarily) with desire (coming into being as one’s own cause). In other 

words desire is dependent on accepting the lack in the Other and coming into 

subjectivity not to fill the lack in the Other or be the object of desire for the Other but to 

rather be one’s own cause. These tensions were evident to me throughout our 

interviews and Roya embodied the Real of the dampness in her home and personal 

style without any apologies. She materialized the weight, insulation, and decay that I 

observed in homes while I was in Iran, a sort of petulant acceptance of defeat.  My 

observations of Roya led me to believe that although she could be trapped in repetitive 

jouissance (not being able to let go of past relics) she might have nonetheless come into 

being as the cause of her desire through the failure of the objects to sustain her desire.  

Our interview was ‘messy,’ she spent a large portion of the time crying 

(detainments in Iran, the death of a friend at the hands of Iranian officials) or 

complimenting herself by successfully navigating unofficial channels (the impossibility of 

putting on a contemporary art show at MOCA Tehran but managing to do it). At the 

MOCA Tehran show she commissioned Bill Viola’s video piece, “Reflecting Pool”, shown 

in the largest gallery space in the museum on a double-sided rigid screen and becomes 

a naked man diving into a pool. Roya was mistreated and experienced disrespect and 

misogyny during her time at MOCA Tehran, she found extreme satisfaction in what she 

called the “historic huddling” of all the Iranian men as they scurried away from the 

images of a naked man on repeat shown on a double-sided screen. Her satisfaction with 

what she understood to be revenge (she had after all asked them if she could include 

the piece. Although they were ignoring everything she said), was clear.  
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She waved her hand at me and told me to follow her into her bedroom, which 

was covered with art supplies, tapestries, fabrics, photographs, and documents. She 

jingled and fluttered down the short hallway and shuffled into the bedroom to retrieve a 

package she had been sent from Iran. I quickly turned around and walked out of the 

overcrowded intimate space of the bedroom and settled back on the couch in the living 

room. She pulled out a journal that a colleague from MOCA Tehran had started, a 

colleague who was fired shortly after Roya left Tehran. After the controversial show she 

had helped materialize at MOCA Tehran she had left to return to Los Angeles. Again, 

she felt a sense of guilt and responsibility to the people she left behind, the people who 

were punished for her controversial choices.  

I feel like after I proved myself then I’d feel bad because then I had to 
leave cause I had to start a program here and literally everyone who 
didn’t give me shit while I was there, fired across the way. Like half 
the staff got fired and it was just like, but and you know I had so much 
guilt over that, like it wasn’t like being arrested in 2007, but like 
(inaudible) it was the guilt from all the people I got, you know. 

Roya was torn between her responsibility to the people she had left behind, her 

sense of allegiance to her understanding of authentic Iranian culture, and her desire to 

make and curate art. Her concern for the Other whether it was a friend who was killed 

allegedly at the hands of the Iranian government, her professors in the US, or all of the 

young people trapped in Iran seemed to weigh on her heavily. She spoke of guilt and 

she cried.  

The desire to help her family out of Iran was expressed throughout our interview. 

Roya had a far off look in her eyes and took a break from speaking and almost became 

listless, like she needed to take a breath or maybe she started to think about something 

else altogether. Roya spent days and nights concerned about the welfare of her family 

and friends in Iran but had yet to admit that she was castrated. She did still enjoy the 

jouissance associated with feeling guilty over her inability (even though she faced a 

problem with no solution, unless one had limitless resources) to heroically sweep her left 

behind family (or all Iranians for that matter) from Tehran to Santa Monica. Roya 

became quiet and still for one brief moment and then plunged right back into the 

jouissance of he and she, they did this, I did this, no one else, only me, what about them, 

who am I, who are they, are you smart enough to understand or too stupid to 

understand, are you like me?  
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Roya, as a figure that appeared almost without exception at every Iranian-

American cultural event I attended in Los Angeles while researching for this work, was 

an ever-present disruption. Roya is an immigrant who had not reconciled the loss of her 

homeland and was quite forthright about this non-integration. She appeared at art shows 

and cultural events that so often celebrated an integrated and fully triumphant Iranian-

American identity. Roya it turns out is a deeply complex figure that traverses a state of 

disruption and the expression of “unsettling pleasures”. Although in her art and her 

public appearances she functioned as a disruption aligned with the Real in her home 

and personal experiences she endeavoured to avoid the Real.   

4.2.3  “M. Sketch Me Twice” 

“M. Sketch Me Twice”, was someone I had spent quite a bit of time researching 

on Facebook and Instagram before interviewing. After this interview, I often returned to 

his social media and I was struck by the amount of work he posted on social media and 

the images of his studio space. He often featured not just his work or his work-space but 

also the spilled paint on his studio floor or on his clothes. He liked accidental art or 

seeing something for something other than what was assumed to be.  M. Sketch Me 

Twice also often posted photos of “things I found around me”, astute observations of 

cracks in concrete or half painted exterior walls, which when looked at a little longer or 

with a more discerning eye emerged as something other than what they initially seem to 

be. I was also fascinated by his devotion to the characterization of being an artist. The 

majority of his social media communications were about art, usually his own work and 

often times related to the Iranian-American community. He was a frequent fixture at 

gallery openings, film festivals, and other Iranian-American art events in Los Angeles. 

He was, what seemed like a prolific abstract painter and sold work in well-regarded 

auctions33. He had an impish smile that suggested he didn’t care very much about 

selling anything and that playing with paint was how he preferred to spend his time. M. 

Sketch Me Twice has a youthful demeanor and a refreshing curiosity that also incited my 

own curiosity in wanting to know more about what he was thinking. He also reminded me 

of someone who I would have called a distant cousin or a friend that becomes like 

family. I felt a camaraderie with him before I even met him, and once I met him, the 

feeling became stronger.  

                                                
33 In 2016 one of his works was acquired by a well-respected Los Angeles museum. 
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I was the first one to arrive at our interview at a local West Los Angeles coffee 

shop of his choosing. I waited outside. My nerves were often a little shaky before an 

interview. There were too many people in the coffee shop to have a decent interview. It 

was a Wednesday at 3 o’clock and I cursed all the screenwriters in Los Angeles for 

convening at this particular café. He was a few minutes late and walked up to me and 

said in Persian let me buy you a cup of coffee or tea. We had a taroof (system of 

etiquette) moment, I responded with, “no, please let me buy you a cup of coffee for 

meeting me” and the back and forth ensued. Not for too long because I never “win” 

taroof. We laughed at the exchange that we both knew was unnecessary but also knew 

it was part and parcel of Iranian cultural identity.   

M. Sketch Me Twice bought the coffee and I settled into a table in the corner of 

the café, where I felt we would have more privacy. I asked M. Sketch Me Twice right 

away how he liked being an Iranian artist in Los Angeles. He slumped his shoulders, 

hung his head low, and moved in closer, he spoke in a quiet but friendly voice. There 

were many other voices in that café and an ancient air conditioner droned his voice out. I 

asked him if he wouldn’t mind speaking more loudly, he rubbed his hands together 

maybe a sign of discomfort or nervousness. I averted my gaze and thought to myself it 

was actually rather cold in the café, maybe he was cold. He explained that when he first 

arrived to Los Angeles two decades before via Sweden that he had naïve expectations 

that other Iranians would help him make a life in Los Angeles. He, with a smile in his 

voice, said that that it had turned out to be a fantasy and that in reality he felt that 

Iranians in Los Angeles were conspicuously unsupportive. He went so far as to assert 

that there were certain people in the Iranian art community in Los Angeles that would 

sabotage or prevent his work from reaching larger audiences. M. Sketch Me Twice 

shook his head and said that he had felt betrayed on more than one occasion. He went 

on to say that he was very critical of the Iranian-American art community where he 

mentioned that economics and commerce and not the work or cultivating an artist was of 

the highest importance. This was a critique that I heard more than once during my 

research. The expectation that other migrants from one’s home country would be 

supportive was not unreasonable but often times it felt as if this criticism was really 

steeped in a bitterness that had deep roots. As if it was an ancestral issue, the ancestors 

had abandoned their children and the children had to come up with their own way of 

getting a handle on their trauma.  
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M. Sketch Me Twice quickly added, that Los Angeles had been an inspiration to 

his work. He said that the light, the chaos, the ocean, and the sprawling city have 

influenced how he makes art. I added that the expansive ocean and heavenly sunlight 

and the contracting confusion and messiness of the city makes for a special kind of 

tension that I agree has helped produce influential art. At this point in the interview I 

thought about how the Iranian traditions of concealment had potentially cultivated a 

culture of resentment in Los Angeles. M. Sketch Me Twice was not the first person I had 

spoken with who had said that he felt betrayed by Iranians in Los Angeles. He 

mentioned he did have a small circle of Iranian friends but professionally he was  

cautious when working with Iranians and that he preferred not to if he could. Throughout 

my research, I had seen the recurring theme of either shunning or lionizing Iranian 

culture. M. Sketch Me Twice continued that he didn’t understand himself to be either 

Iranian or American, “I am somewhere else, in a third space and I want to be left alone”.  

He said this fairly biting statement with a smile, he didn’t seem to be expressing anger or 

entitlement but instead that he had come to terms with this betrayal and made a decision 

about how to proceed. This comment suggests that he wanted to or had indeed broken 

with the Other’s desire. He wasn’t interested in national or cultural identifications but 

instead he wanted to discuss art.  

He posed a question on Facebook: “If you identify as a migrant, what did you 

leave behind?”34 Many of the responses related to childhood, friends, roots, homeland 

but several responses related to the idea of having left behind a version of oneself that 

didn’t have a chance to come into being. I brought this up to him and I called it a ghosted 

self. This resonated with him and I continued by asking if the concept of a ghosted self 

due to migration affects him and his work. Was this “third space” attempting to break 

with the ghost versions that the migration process had produced? 

M. Sketch Me Twice, responded affirmatively, and said that although he mourns 

who he once was, who he could have been, and what he became because of the 

migration process he has become more interested in the distance between these 

people, in other words, his “third space”. His paintings often address uncomfortable 

feelings of uncertainty, not knowing what was going to come next, and emotions so 

jarring that they required stamina and trust in the process to get through. I asked him 

                                                
34 Which has since prompted a series of paintings that have been met with critical acclaim. 



116 

about his studio pictures and the “mistake” art he discovers on the walls, streets, and 

sidewalks of Los Angeles.  

 

Figure 4. M. Sketch Me Twice posted on Facebook 

M. Sketch Me Twice smiled with excitement, he said this is where Los Angeles’ 

chaos, shifting landscapes, earthquake scarring, and “nothing ever stays the same” and 

“look a second time and it will be different” quality influences his artistic sensibility. His 

eye, or ability to translate a way of seeing into an image that he can share with others is 

a bonding social experience, he feels more connected when he can translate the 

aesthetic language of the city. It is in the process or the translation that he finds the most 

satisfaction. I thought about how other Iranian-Americans were concerned with image in 

terms of how they are viewed by others, material wealth and its exhibition is an aesthetic 

that is dominant in the Iranian-American community, everything ranging from cars, 

clothes, and jewelry to houses and haircuts, appearance matters (Secor 2002).  

In recent years, the hejab aesthetic in Iran has changed and evolved from strict 

head and body coverings to much more playful and loose interpretations of hejab. While 

I was in Iran I was often the most conservative of my cousins and friends who wore 

diaphanous fabrics loosely fastened to the top of their heads, body clinging jeans, and 
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heels along with Kardashian proportions make-up. Their materiality was central to their 

daily lives, when I took a closer look, I often encountered hair that had been badly 

damaged from chemical treatments (which I experienced first hand after I spent the day 

in a hair salon while in Iran), skin, teeth, and nail troubles were common amongst those I 

interacted with while in Iran. All indications of a distance between what they proposed to 

be and what was actually presenting itself upon a second, or closer look. M. Sketch Me 

Twice found satisfaction in seeing the beauty within that “transcendental gap” (Morton 

2016) the gap between what something seems to be and what it is with a different logic 

to the look. He was in fact talking about the Real. When he said he wanted “to be left 

alone” but that he felt a social bond when he was able to share his way of seeing (many 

of his social media followers are Iranian) suggested to me that he wasn’t too concerned 

with what other people thought of him but that he wanted to bring them into the moment, 

that moment of what and how he was seeing. In the moment, or the gap, or the point 

where the Real is confronted, there is nowhere else to go but the present moment. 

Judgment and critique are exchanged for presentness. M. Sketch Me Twice told me that 

dwelling in his “third space”, in his art at least, is why his ghosts don’t haunt him but 

rather compel him to produce images for the Iranian-American community that are more 

aligned with encountering the Other’s desire and migration trauma. 

4.2.4 “N in Brentwood”  

Several artists that I had interviewed mentioned “N in Brentwood” to me and 

suggested I contact her for an interview. When I arrived to our meeting she greeted me 

with a welcoming smile. N in Brentwood at the time of our first meeting is in her late 

twenties. She is originally from Tehran, Iran and a recent arrival to the West side of Los 

Angeles. She spoke to me in rapid fire Persian during our first meeting. She 

inadvertently demanded me to be an active listener simply because she spoke so fast. I 

listened closely and tried my best to decipher all the references and difficult Persian 

vocabulary. She saw that I was struggling and would generously slow down, looking to 

see if I had comprehended her meaning. She was new to the city, at the time of our 

interview she had only been living in Los Angeles for a few months via Tehran. She was 

an art student that had been active in the Iranian art community in Los Angeles even 

before moving to Los Angeles, primarily through social media. Her husband was also an 

artist and academic and they have since moved to the East coast of the US. As a 
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psychoanalytically informed researcher, I made an attempt to occupy the subject 

supposed to know without claiming mastery of her experiences. During the interview I 

realized that this was challenging especially because she was new to Los Angeles and 

the US. On the one hand, I wanted to react, respond with affirmation, nod my head, 

smile knowingly as a way to make her feel comfortable and welcome but on the other 

hand, I wanted to occupy the space of an observer that trusted her and therefore was 

able to remain committed to a non-interventionist ethic. I learned to be mindful of my 

compulsive agreement words and phrases, "exactly", "I completely understand", "You 

are so right", "I feel the same way". I didn’t want to make her feel like I understood her 

experience simply because I said I did or because I was uncomfortable with the thought 

of her being uncomfortable. I was also mindful of making her feel as if I was indifferent or 

disengaged. I would pleasantly nod my head, smile when I did, and in general I 

responded to her answers to my questions with intentionality as best I could. Generally, 

this comes naturally to me but I also have an inclination to "connect" on an affective, 

sometimes sentimental level (you are like me? oh good!) with an interviewee, especially 

if she is a woman who is close in age to me. Questions of “how are we alike?” were 

prevalent with this interviewee because of ego identifications. I had learned from my 

experience with Roya that this often times leads to distracting ego identifications and 

less instances of hitting on the Real, or the moments when the unconscious speaks. 

Affective responses like crying uncontrollably are not necessarily indications that you 

have encountered the Real. Recalling my earlier reference to Fink, sometimes, just the 

opposite, the extreme affective response (crying, anger, laughing) could be a way to 

avoid the Real.  

N in Brentwood had been in Los Angeles the shortest amount of time amongst 

the people I had interviewed. She was just settling into her life as an artist and a student 

in Los Angeles. She expressed great interest in community art and I discovered that she 

was well acquainted with many of the artists I had interviewed thus far. N in Brentwood 

expressed anxiety about how to reconcile her past in Iran with her present in Los 

Angeles. She spoke of the abuse that she suffered at the hands of her previous partner, 

and how in Iran, there was very little she could do about her abuse. She felt like Los 

Angeles was a traumatic city (ghosts, lost souls, native American burial grounds, old 

Hollywood; all ideas that she mentioned) and that it was a good place to begin to unravel 

some of her difficult experiences. She felt very open to me and my interpretation was 
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that she had a good support system in place in Los Angeles which was helping her see 

some of her creative aspirations come to fruition. I sensed that she was not ceding her 

desire and I was able to gather that from our first conversation and our second, which 

included her husband and his father. Art and creative expression was embedded in the 

way this family presented themselves to the world. In dress, comportment, and the 

public places they presented themselves. It felt as if each of them had stepped out of the 

pages of a Rumi poem. They cared about the phenomena that is life and existence and 

explored it through the expressions that they produced, expressions of their own making. 

Making art requires having something to say, having the means by which to say it, and 

then offering and entrusting it to others. The seriousness of their faces, the intensity of 

focus, and the sincerity of their smiles was deeply familiar and encouraging.   

Although there was a connection between us (women, Iranian, art) N in 

Brentwood spoke to me in a distanced and guarded way. I thought that this was mostly 

because she spoke Persian and not English (very well) at this time and this caused a bit 

of a productive divide between us. She spoke in a rhythmic almost prosaic way with 

hardly a break in her speech. She answered questions as if she was being interviewed 

by a lawyer that believed she had committed a crime. This lasted maybe twenty minutes 

or so. Her formality remained throughout but she did shift gears a little as I spoke more 

broken and weird Persian which made her laugh and probably feel sorry for me.  

She spoke about art as her passion and that when she is in the process of 

making art she is so absorbed that time has no relevance. Her passion for art has given 

her the opportunity to express the Real of her trauma as both a victim of abuse (at the 

hands of a previous relationship) and her migration experience. She was in a new 

relationship, in a new country, and attending, at the time, a new school. A support 

system was in place for her but she confided that she was confused by what most 

people in Los Angeles wanted from her. She was also uncertain about how to relate with 

many of her classmates. Los Angeles, the city itself, did not intimidate her. She 

described herself as someone who used to drive throughout the complex highways and 

back roads of Tehran in a stick shift, wearing a loosely interpreted hejab, zipping in and 

out of cars, playing her favorite Persian pop song, zooming through tunnels to meet her 

friends at a restaurant or coffee (Nescafe) shop. Los Angeles excited her. 
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Her style of speaking to me was remarkable and I couldn’t help but be 

preoccupied with it. She spoke to me in a formal cadence, a rhythm that was meant to 

impart generality about specific things pertinent to her life. The general specificity, in 

other words, revealing details without giving away too much, I have found is a 

commonplace way an Iranian person speaks to a stranger about their personal life. She 

wanted me to know things about her but the words that she was sharing were spoken in 

a sort of matter-of-fact formality. I was confused, so I listened even more closely. I asked 

her, rather abruptly, “why art”? She was taken back and responded with repeating the 

words "why art?" in English (she had been speaking Persian the entire time) not upset, 

more like she was mimicking me exactly. She spoke about her spirit, the losing track of 

time, and happiness when she spoke of making art. It elevates her spirit. I brought up 

the injunctions of neoliberalism and the demands to conform to a world devoted to 

money. Art, unless one becomes (through happenstance, luck, timing, hard work and 

connections, all of these criteria influence the possibility of becoming a well-paid artist) 

doesn't pay very well. The decision to be an artist and be left behind in the “rat race” is 

complex especially for a migrant woman who is both constrained and liberated by her 

trauma. Constrained because the trauma causes undesirable repetitive behaviors, 

liberating because the trauma is where she has found voice to express herself. Her 

parents encouraged her to study computer science and explained to her that "life is art" 

and that making art your job would be a mistake.  

She was wringing her hands throughout this portion of the interview. Artists 

create from the doubts of desire rather than the certainty of jouissance. N in Brentwood 

expressed to me that art for her created a flow and space in her life, she didn't feel stuck 

or boxed in when she created art, there were no restrictions. She operates from a place 

of desire rather than restrictive jouissance. Her desire was unsentimental, she said when 

she makes art that she forgets time and space, her body works and she watches her 

hands move over the canvas. She is present and nowhere else but there. She regarded 

art not as a heroic feat of civilization or as bourgeois escapism but as a time for her to 

express a part of herself that functioned like someone else, someone else that was so 

close to her that they were indecipherable from her. N in Brentwood was skeptical of art 

and her place in the Iranian-American art scene in Los Angeles but she seemed driven 

by an urgency to help, to be of service to people who had experienced trauma and 

needed help working it out and getting past it, if that was even possible.  
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I was touched by her formality that was mixed with an intensity and passion. She 

wanted to work hard and to get away from many of the cultural norms that Iranians often 

identify as being cancers on Iranian society. Norms like, gossiping, judgment, and being 

hyper-critical of a person and their choices (usually when they are no longer in the 

room). N in Brentwood’s migration was possible because she married a citizen of the 

US. She came to Los Angeles, in 2011, as a new wife and as a new art student. She 

had clearly left behind an abusive relationship, as well as a family that was not 

supportive of her artistic aspirations. N in Brentwood didn't migrate because she had to 

(she travels back to Iran frequently), she did so because she was in love and because 

she was accepted to several art schools in Los Angeles. Her migration was not 

necessarily prompted by historical materiality or biological certainty but was rather driven 

by desire. Desire as Dean suggests has a "radical impersonality" (Dean 270: 2002).  

Insofar as it is aligned with the Real. N in Brentwood’s desire is connected to her 

trauma, which she investigates in her work. She didn’t leave Iran for any other reason 

but to access the Real of her trauma by distancing herself from it. Good art has no 

interest in where it comes from or where it goes, the "radical impersonality of desire" 

(Dean 270: 2002) is such that there is a neutrality, the only real concern is to do the 

impossible and to continue to remain faithful to the impossible or the "traumatic-real 

unfamiliar aspects of existence" (Dean 270: 2002). The Real is aligned with desire in that 

desire is not interested in creating a certainty but rather in always revealing more 

questions. The commitment of an artist concerned with the Real is in that they remain 

faithful to the unknown rather than be seduced by the illusion of a known. N in 

Brentwood struggled but continued with this burden of freedom, freedom to create art 

that is not of any service to anyone but rather in the service of trauma. There is a 

tremendous responsibility that comes with experimentation, freedom, and faithfulness to 

the traumatic-Real. Desire asks one to take responsibility in the moment for their 

decision rather than to defer to the Other. For an artist like N in Brentwood the neutrality 

of desire has long-term impacts while the hurried fleeting satisfaction of jouissance 

leaves her feeling drained. The freedom of art, a person creating something from nothing 

for no one and for nothing in return, is an inherent dimension of her daily existence.  
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4.2.5  “M. So Long.: Are you sure you are Iranian?” 

M. So Long is the artist with the three-story studio in downtown Los Angeles 

which I discussed in this chapter’s introduction. He has a soft and gentle voice and runs 

a well-established art gallery in downtown Los Angeles. Like Roya, he invited me to the 

space where  “memory and the unconscious would flow freely”.  M. So Long had left Iran 

in the late 1960’s and moved to Redondo Beach (coincidentally the Los Angeles 

neighborhood where I grew up), his father was a deeply religious man and decided to 

move back to Iran. M. So Long (a teenager at the time) stayed and became involved in 

the music and art community. The South Bay, the community where Redondo Beach is 

located, had a thriving art, punk, and skater scene, Henry Rollins and original members 

of Black Flag, including artist, Raymond Pettibon, lived in Redondo and Hermosa Beach 

in the 1970s and 1980s. M. So Long started listening to music, making art, going to 

shows, and doing drugs recreationally. Although he was attached to Iran and the life he 

had there he was able to immerse himself into the exciting punk/DIY culture that was 

emerging in his new home. He told me that he was terrified in those early years in Los 

Angeles (he arrived as a teenager, didn’t speak English, had no family connections and 

had little to no exposure to the US before emigrating) but that the experimental music 

and art scene in Los Angeles gave him the opportunity to be experimental with his own 

evolving identity. He has returned to Iran only once since he migrated and that was for 

his father’s funeral. I walked into his gallery and looked around. Paintings on the walls, 

hung meticulously. He pointed each one out and described his work as if someone else 

had made it. He had an uncanny ability to speak about his art in a refreshingly matter-of-

fact way. That surprised me. He wasn’t boastful or proud nor was he humble or self-

effacing. He was neutral. He took me upstairs and offered me cookies and tea, I said 

“no”, I wish I had said “yes” to the characteristic Iranian offering to a guest. Maybe it 

would have been a moment to bond as Iranians. However, I didn’t want to be taken out 

of the moment, I didn’t want to be focused on anything else but him. In moments when I 

am anxious, the less I have to distract me, the more present I become. He revealed 

almost nothing personal about himself but strangely amongst his art, books, and records 

I felt as if he was baring his soul to me. He showed me unfinished work, work in storage, 

he showed me books, instruments, pamphlets, write-ups, and records. He spoke 

abstractly about his series dedicated to fragile shelters, or the “dome series”. He spoke 
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of naming his daughter after a male Muslim prophet.  He didn’t disparage Iran or Iranian 

culture, but he also didn’t compliment or elevate Iranian culture.  

This was striking, M. So Long consistently avoided casting judgment. I attempted 

to contact an established Iranian graphic designer with a background in social theory 

and art and he was the only contact I made that rejected me outright. He was vehement 

and said he wanted nothing to do with a project focused on Iranians. I understood this 

sentiment but at the same time the animosity he harbored suggested he might be 

allowing the idea of an Iranian identity to hold power over him. M. So Long was very 

different, he wasn’t in denial about his Iranian heritage, nor was he angry, or indignant. 

He was playful. In his life’s work, he played with ideas of Iranianness. He didn’t reject 

and he didn’t oversentimentalize. Neshat, the famous Iranian artist, adorns herself in 

what seems like what could be an acknowledgement of an Iranian heritage, a sort of 

Iranian Frida Kahlo. But upon closer inspection Shirin isn’t embodying traditional Iranian 

style. Rather, she has created something that hints towards that but is something all its 

own. M. So Long showed me old work, current work, and unfinished work. He wasn’t 

worried about identifying with me and he didn’t assume that we shared anything in 

common. He focused on his work. This struck me as a characteristic of true art. The 

artist themselves is secondary, the work as if created by someone else, and shared in all 

of its forms whether completed or unfinished. His approach to his studio space felt as if I 

was in a sacred place but at the same time it was playful, not strict or contrived. As he 

showed me his belongings and guided me through from floor to floor, he spoke in almost 

a whisper. The gentleness of his voice and his passion about his life’s work instigated a 

moment that for me was quite significant. Sentimentality for Iran was completely void 

from his work space, the actual art work he produced, and from his demeanor and 

words. This didn’t mean he didn’t have a relationship with Iran that was curious, 

experimental, and inquisitive. In fact, he had all of those things. In one of his 

performance pieces, he stood lined up with several other people dressed in a chador, 

the traditional head to foot covering is usually made with black fabric, in his piece the 

chador’s were bright pinks, oranges, blues, and reds. Only the eyes were visible as 

people walked up to them.  

He mentioned at one point during a performance that he was physically accosted 

by someone who came to see the performance. M. So Long seemed to say with the 
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colored chador performance piece, let’s experiment, have fun, but continue to be 

intentional in the way we perceive politics, national identification, and religion. During the 

performance, the lined up people in bright colored chadors remained somber and 

restrained, moving very little. Experimentation coupled with intentionality not in 

opposition to one another, was M. So Long’s approach to art, politics, and the process of 

migration. He didn’t denounce his Iranianness but he wasn’t defined by it. Identity politics 

although momentarily satisfying (finding common ground based on shared 

identifications) becomes dissatisfying when it leads only to more ego identifications. 

Desire, opening up the space for more options beyond what was perceived as possible, 

although terrifying, is also a way to circumvent the violent injunction to enjoy. In other 

words, it seemed that M. So Long was avoiding referring to Iranian culture or what it 

means to be Iranian in Los Angeles very intentionally.  He talked about his subjective 

experiences without attaching meaning to them, he never mentioned another artist or 

person in the Iranian art community. In other words there was no gossiping or name 

dropping, and he was thoroughly committed to the work he made. This approach 

produced an intentionality that was focused on his personal expression, or rather he was 

taking responsibility for his contributions to the conversation, mindfully being aware of 

complaints, gossip, or deferrals. 

4.2.6 “M. The Language is Mine” 

The early afternoon meeting was confirmed (in a café of the interviewees 

choosing) and I arrived just a little before our scheduled time. I sat at a table and set up 

my things. The person I was interviewing that day was a writer and an active member of 

the Iranian-American community in Los Angeles. I knew by researching her through 

social media that she was also closely connected to prominent Iranian celebrities in Los 

Angeles such as Maz Jobrani, Shohreh Aghdashloo, and Reza Aslan. In 2010, I 

attended a reading she had given at the Los Angeles Public Library organized by Reza 

Aslan and identified her as a potential interlocutor for my research. I reached out to her 

in 2012. She had come into prominence because she had successfully translated a 

prominent Iranian poet’s poems into English. I had only first heard of the poet she 

translated when I was a teenager and when I asked my Mom about her, she calmly 

urged me to “read her work that will tell you everything”. The first poem I read by her was 

“Another Birth”, it begins “my whole being is a dark chant which will carry you 
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perpetuating you”. I had never memorized poems before although every time I spent 

time with one of my uncles he would greet me with long passages from the 

“Shahnameh” the epic poem, “The Book of Kings”, written by Ferdowsi. I understood 

memorizing poetry and reciting poetry as a significant form of inter and intra personal 

communication for Iranians but I lived in the US and no one memorized poetry here. I 

began to memorize “Another Birth”. Her sadness, sexuality and sense of humor 

astonished me and I was excited that not only was she a woman but also an Iranian 

woman. There is a portion of the poem where she talks about smoking inbetween two 

lovemaking sessions.  

I thought about my many aunts growing up in 1960s Iran and how they must 

have loved the freedom of these words. Forough represented a sort of thoroughly 

modern Iranian woman, she smoked, she had a sharp tongue, and she laughed at what 

she wanted, when she wanted. I was thinking about these things when the poetess 

arrived. She greeted me with a hug and cheek kisses as if we had known each other and 

met regularly at this café. She said with a smile, I was up half the night writing and 

talking with a friend. She desperately needed coffee and food. As she walked back 

towards me balancing her coffee and bagel, I watched her long skirt with mirrored 

sequins sway back and forth.  

Her skirt must have reminded me of photographs of Farokhzad that I always 

thought were quintessentially 1960s (she died in 1967), she looked like a young, 

Persian, less glamorous Monica Vitti. Monica Vitti was Michelangelo Antonioni’s muse 

and he was adept at making films that showed the malaise of modernism. In photos, 

sometimes, Forough wore the typical 1960s liquid eyeliner, sometimes not, she looked 

consistently intense, flirtatious, and present and often she had an expression of fragility, 

neutrality, and stability that I was and continue to be drawn to. The poetess, who will be 

known as, “M. The Language was Mine”, sat down with relief and was visibly excited to 

take her first bite and sip. I was nervous again, mostly because I felt insecure and 

uncomfortable. Again, the Real entered into the research process. 

First, she had asked me to meet her in Larchmont Village because her home is in 

Hancock Park. Hancock Park is an unmistakably wealthy community. I assumed, she 

must be wealthy not only because of the neighborhood we were in but very few can 

support themselves by being a poet. This may or may not have been a fair assessment. 
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I was also slightly on the defensive because she had made it clear through our social 

media exchanges that she was critical of psychoanalysis and Freud in particular. 

Because my work is based in Lacanian psychoanalysis there was a natural possibility 

that I would have to defend my position, which I was becoming more fluent in but 

nevertheless uncomfortable doing. It was important for me to tell her about my interest in 

the intersection between psychoanalysis, migration, and aesthetics without it seeming 

like I was asking for her permission or without it sounding as if I was angry about having 

to defend my position. I began by clarifying that I was a student of Lacan and that my 

research is based on some helpful ideas that psychoanalysis offers. I was speaking with 

her because of interest in her life and her work not because I wanted to graft Lacanian 

theory to her migratory experiences. She remained vague and said, “there is truth and 

great error in everything.” I couldn’t disagree with her response but by this point I had 

become accustomed to disproving comments about my interest in Freud, Lacan and 

psychoanalysis more broadly.  

I moved on to the subject of Forough Farokhzad (probably a more unifying 

subject) and asked her since she had interpreted many of her poems, what did Forough 

mean to her. She confided that when she was a young girl, she stole a copy of her book 

of poetry and that that book is the only thing she held on to when she left Iran. M. The 

Language is All Mine, said that she began translating Forough’s work at the urgings of a 

friend and during this experience she realized that she was intimately bonded to what 

she called the “music of her language”. She also went on to say that translating Forough 

and sharing her translations with Iranians and non-Iranians alike gave her the sense that 

she was rendering a service. Especially, for a generation of Iranians living outside of Iran 

who may not be able to read Persian. She provided them with access to what she 

referred to as their heritage. She suggested that she considered herself an “ambassador 

of Iranian modern literature”.   

Here I was in a familiar situation, the person I was interviewing was having a 

challenging time talking to me about their intimate personal experiences. Or rather, 

experiences that might reveal fragility and this had become a theme during my research. 

There was certainly a gap between how the person appeared and who they might be 

beyond this appearance. This gap, I identify throughout my work is when the Real 

emerges. I found that trust, not based on ego identifications, was essential for creating 
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the right atmosphere for the Real to emerge. I had found that the interviewee when 

attempting to avoid the Real would steer the conversation to something broader or less 

intimate, usually professional identity and accomplishments. I tried to gently and 

respectfully switch the direction of the interview. I did this by repeating back to the 

interviewee what they are saying but putting it in a different context. “Translating 

Forough’s work makes you feel like you are an ambassador of Iranian modern literature, 

how does this role impact you in your daily life?” At this point, M. The Language is Mine 

handed me one of her books of original poetry and told me this will be helpful for my 

research. Possibly, M. The Language is Mine was not evading my questions but rather 

getting directly to the point by handing me her book of poetry. Although, I wouldn’t have 

been able to read her poetry during our interview so it did feel more like a deferral than 

an invitation. I began to piece some things together as we spoke and then later during 

my analysis of the interview.  

She discovered the erotic poetry of Forough at twelve by stealing it and reading it 

locked in a closet. Her family was largely a family of professionals (doctors and 

pharmacists and some lawyers) but she had always considered herself an artist. She 

used the phrase “my family didn’t know what to do with me” and said that she was 

treated like a “black sheep” presumably because she had creative or artistic interests. At 

fourteen, just a couple of years before the revolution in Iran, she was sent to live with her 

aunt on an island in the south Caribbean where she attended a Catholic all-girls school. 

The label “artistic” can sometimes be a stand in for unruly or non-conforming and this is 

the sense I was getting from the words she chose and the timeline of events. She was 

then sent to England to attend a boarding school because she said her father did not 

think she was getting the best education on that south Caribbean island and then she 

laughed and said “even though I was getting an education in other ways”. I asked her at 

this point if she missed her home and her family? Did she want to return? Her response 

was that she thought she might have an “unusual psychological make-up” because she 

didn’t think about what would happen next and that for her the journey was critical. She 

offered that she was someone who didn’t like to “go back” and that she was in the 

“process of moving forward”.  

The idea of going back to Iran I found amongst many of the people I had 

interviewed was very complex. I found that there were some who were light hearted and 
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happy at the prospect of returning to Iran for extended visits, others had returned only 

once in the several decades since they had left (in all three instances because of the 

death of a loved one), others were banned from returning to Iran because of the nature 

of their work, and two of the people I interviewed had an almost compulsive desire to 

return to Iran. M. The Language is Mine said that the thought of returning to Iran was not 

part of her “unique psychological make-up”. She suggested that in her work she aimed 

to write not from the perspective of “I” but from the perspective of “she”, from the 

perspective of many young girls who left Iran and didn’t fit in to the professional model 

so many Iranian families dreamt about for their children. M. The Language is Mine said 

that Los Angeles had become a wonderful home for her in exile from Iran (she 

considered herself exiled because she had on good authority that because she 

translated Forough’s work she would be a target in Iran) because many of the people 

who migrated from Iran were like her somehow “black sheep”. People who were critical 

of the monarchy, critical of the revolutionaries, critical of the religious ideologues, the 

artists that didn’t fit in to a society that celebrated engineers and pharmacists had 

gathered in Los Angeles.  

She continued by suggesting that I dedicate a chapter of my research to the topic 

of Iranians attacking other Iranians rather than being supportive. At this point in my 

research, I was certainly aware that this was a major theme. She had told me that she 

received alarming hate mail and cyber attacks often from members of the Iranian 

community and that she just could not understand why this was so. She was afraid of 

persecution by the government in Iran but she was also threatened in Los Angeles. She 

believed that she was targeted because she translated a divisive poet. It troubled her so 

much that she was targeted by the Iranian community that the remainder of our interview 

remained on this topic. She felt she rendered an important cultural service in the name 

of Iranian heritage for a community of people for one reason or another did not call Iran 

their home anymore.  M. The Language is Mine said that when translating Forough it 

was as if she was in dialogue with not only the ghost of Forough but the ghost of the 

person she might have been had she continued her life in Iran. The context of the poem 

belongs to Forough but “the language is mine” the poetess said. Her choice of words 

struck me as poignant, she was occupying Forough just as Forough had occupied her as 

a child, there was a kind of possessing which felt like a moment when the Real emerged. 
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A few minor conclusions that this interview revealed were that the animosity 

amongst prominent Iranian artists in Los Angeles is meaningful and well-corroborated, 

and analytic listening is especially challenging when the interviewer feels a need (either 

real or perceived) to defend their theoretical engagements. The following section is an 

exploration of perceiving the Real as a threat and the methods to avoid an engagement 

with it. 

4.3 Perceiving threats of the Real in Iranian-American Art 
Institutions 

4.3.1 Introduction 
There is a history of conquest and humiliation in what is now known as the 

Islamic Republic of Iran. Persia was conquered and divided by the Greeks, Romans, 

Mongols, and Arabs. The Arabs conquered the whole of Persia and the Sassanid 

Dynasty in 651 CE and replaced Zoroastrianism with Islam. Persians, however, 

branched off into their own version of Islam, mourning the loss of their prophet Hussein, 

with the production of Shia Islam (Abrahamian 1982) Over the course of the 20th century, 

Iran encountered multiple colonial interventions, primarily by way of England and the US. 

The natural resource at stake was oil. Iran has roughly ten percent of the world’s 

petroleum reserves35. The English conquered oil, Iran’s most valuable and abundant 

natural resource keeping Iran in a state of imperialist exploitation for a majority of the 

20th century. The US intervened in Iran in 1953. The CIA led by Kermit Roosevelt 

orchestrated the insidious ousting of the elected Prime Minister, Mohammad Mossadegh 

(Abrahamian 1982, Kinzer 2003). Mossadegh wanted to nationalize oil and to the 

chagrin of the imperialists he was on his way to accomplish this goal. He was stopped 

with Machiavellian tactics. In his place, the English and the US planted the imperialist 

friendly monarch Mohammad Reza Shah. This chapter in Iranian history for many of 

interviewees proved to be a traumatic scar. My father, when asked about the coup d’ 

état responds: “I hate the British. British Petroleum is my enemy. They killed our only 

real political hope because of their greed” (2010). While I was in Iran, Mossadegh and 

1953 came up on multiple occasions. Many wonder what would have become of Iran 

                                                
35 http://www.geoexpro.com/articles/2012/04/persia-land-of-black-gold 
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had Mossadegh been allowed to lead? This is again, a moment, when Iranians in Iran 

and in the diaspora are haunted by a future that might have been. 

Iran and Iranians have experienced two revolutions in less than a century, a 

tragic coup d’état, mass migrations, and a devastating war. There were extreme shifts in 

power. Beginning in 1925 an aggressively secular, modernist, and imperial friendly 

father/son, Reza Shah Pahlavi and his son Mohammad Reza Shah, ruled until the 

younger Pahlavi was famously ejected in 1979. The Pahlavi monarchs banned the veil. 

And so religion and politics were kept separate and distinct. With the Islamic Revolution 

of 1979 came the opposite extreme. The veil now became mandatory and religion and 

politics became the same. The confusion experienced on a national scale can be 

identified in individual Iranians. Responses such as obsession with material wealth,  

aimlessness, and nostalgia for the past are responses I have observed amongst the 

Iranian community to these political shifts and disappointments. An embittered hatred for 

Islam, the British, or the monarchy is common amongst Iranian migrants in Los Angeles 

as well. The opposite is also true the Constitutionalist Party of Iran36 is headquartered in 

Los Angeles and currently advocates a return to the constitutional monarchy of 1905. 

From these legacies and responses, this next section of this chapter focuses on three 

major institutions that are significant players and have mapped Iranian-American 

aesthetics in Los Angeles. The three institutions I focus on are The Farhang Foundation, 

the Los Angeles County Museum of Art, and The Annual UCLA Iranian Film Festival. 

4.3.2 Institutions: Farhang Foundation 

In February 2013 the Museum of Contemporary Art in Los Angeles added Ali 

Banisadr’s painting “It’s in the Air” (2012) to their permanent collection. Banisadr left a 

post-revolution and war-torn Iran in the late 1980s and came to California with his family. 

His paintings are in the tradition of the Persian miniature paintings, colorful and crowded. 

Every inch is covered in activity, bodies, color, and structures. The below fresco is in the 

miniature style and preserved in the Palace of Chel Soutun in Isfehan, Iran. The 

miniature depicts the reception of the Uzbek king. The second painting also in the palace 

is an illustration of a 1739 battle against the Indian Army.

                                                
36 http://www.irancpi.net/index.php 
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Figure 5. Palace of Chel Soutun in Isfehan, Iran (Photo taken by Author) 
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Below is a photo of the painting now permanently housed in Los Angeles’ 

museum of contemporary art.

 

Figure 6. “It’s In the Air” Ali Banisadr 2012 (Photo taken by Author) 

Banisadr’s contemporary rendering of the miniature style of painting combined 

with broad, bold, brushstrokes produces the effect of chaos, confusion, sound, color, and 

barely discernable, active human forms. Banisadr left a traumatized Iran and locates 

“opposition and conflict” (Banisadr 2012) at the heart of his work. The visual language of 

trauma that Banisadr creates in his paintings is where the gaze emerges. The viewer fills 

in the blanks when contemplating his work. One becomes drawn into the painting by the 

colors, movement, and activity of the buzzing paint and brushstrokes. Then the gaze 

emerges as a potentially traumatic encounter with the unconscious processes of 

Banisadr. The object may reflect back a scene of war, mayhem, death, or destruction.  

Banisadr, a young Iranian man in his middle thirties learned traditional 

techniques of painting in the style of miniatures. An ancient art form that many Iranians 

recognize immediately, this painting strikes a resonant chord for Iranians even in its 

abstracted form. The abstracted forms are recognizable but simultaneously 

indecipherable. The gaze draws the spectator in to make out the forms and to see what 

they reveal. Only to discover they don’t reveal anything but paint on canvas.  
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In February of 2013 Banisadr did a lecture/Q & A at MOCA (the Museum of 

Contemporary Art) with art historian Fereshteh Daftari who has given several talks on 

Iranian art at MOCA. The event was promoted by Farhang Foundation and was well 

attended. The artist was nervous, tongue tied, humble and reluctant to speak about his 

work even though he has had an impressive career in the art world for anyone but 

especially someone his age. When he did speak about “It’s in the Air” his observations 

could be described as naïve and lacking any subterfuge. He really didn’t know what to 

say other than if there was conflict or violence occurring within the painting he 

understood it to be an internal one for each of the figures or forms. He also mentioned 

that the top of the painting represents hope and the potential to be released from the 

chaos. Usually, in miniature paintings importance goes from least important figures at 

the top to most important at the bottom. It seems that Banisadr considers the top of this 

work to be what makes it significant, only because he focused on that quite a bit during 

his talk.  

Banisadr and I are about the same age, if my family had stayed in Iran for the 

early part of my life I would have experienced the traumas of revolution and war first-

hand. Strangely I am envious of his trauma capital. He can say that the sounds of the 

bombs during the Iran-Iraq war still haunt his dreams or that the turmoil of the revolution 

and the chaos of war brought terrifying societal changes that he witnessed. These 

traumas are real and have real effects. The formalized chaos of Banisadr’s brushstrokes 

if they are a reflection of the inner turmoil of the forms suggests that the forms are both 

the inner and outer of the painting, the shape of the brushstrokes illustrates the 

conflicted nature of the form. Iranians have gone through profound metamorphosis in the 

last, to be conservative, one hundred plus years and their inner changes, as Banisadr 

suggests, have had remarkable outer consequences.  

For Banisadr the inner and the outer are intimately connected to one another. 

The artist in this painting is concerned with the universal and the particular and that is 

evident by the form of the painting. Large connected brushstrokes, entreat the viewer to 

look closer each form, which has an interior process that can’t be separated from the 

larger discourse. The turmoil emerges from the question of “who am I?” Although Iran is 

a country, intact, with social norms, rules, histories, and so on, Banisadr’s painting 

speaks to the possibility that Iranians both inside of Iran and outside of Iran are confused 
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and in a state of transition and transformation. The ground always threatens to give way 

under the pressure. Many Iranian artists have produced a necessary resounding 

aesthetic and spiritual language that is defined by transgenerational and transpatial 

traumas .  

I visited “It’s in the Air” at MOCA right after the talks had begun for MOCA to be 

absorbed by LACMA the other well-established art museum in Los Angeles. MOCA 

acquired several pieces by Iranian artists for their permanent collection in 2013. The 

Farhang Foundation supported and spread the news of these acquisitions37. I spoke to 

several representatives of Farhang Foundation that were in attendance at the Banisadr 

event and each one of them emphatically repeated that they were striving to allow a way 

for Iranians to connect with their cultural inheritance, an inheritance that they may have 

unexpectedly been cut off from. A theme that repeatedly emerged during my research 

with Iranian migrants is a concern with the perennial question of “who am I?” “Who am 

I?” and I believe for Farhang Foundation the important question is “Who are we?” and 

Banisadr’s work invites the spectator to begin to think about particulars and the 

universal. These questions, related to “who am I?” and “who are we?” are articulated 

through the different forms Iranians have taken to produce responses, as entrepreneurs, 

artists, embittered, assimilated, nostalgic, avid cultural promoters, modernists, or 

spiritualist.  

Rosalind Krauss’ (2011) book is dedicated to the subject of the aesthetic medium 

and she describes Jean-Luc Nancy’s concept of a singular plural , “…Nancy is driven to 

call a singular plural: in order to leverage the singular noun ‘Art’ into the plurality of its 

aesthetic supports, each support bearing the name of a different muse.” Nancy asks the 

following question which is the title of a book chapter, “Why Are There Several Arts and 

Not Just One?” Similarly, Krauss broaches this question by emphasizing the “medium as 

a form of remembering” (Krauss 2: 2011) Wherein, she writes “since the various artistic 

supports, each represented by its individual muse, serve as the scaffolding for a ‘who 

                                                
37 Because of financial trouble MOCA was bailed out in 2010 by philanthropist contemporary art 

collector, Eli Broad. MOCA continues to struggle with finances, inner disputes between the 
director of the museum, Jeffrey Deitch (who in July of 2013 announced his resignation) and 
the chief curator (Paul Schimmel fired in 2012) and has been unable to build strong 
fundraising efforts. In 2014, Phillipe Vergne was hired as chief curator and has taken the 
museum in a direction that continues to be lauded, as of 2017, as critical to contemporary art 
exhibitions in Los Angeles. 
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you are’ in the collective memory of the practitioners of that particular genre-painting, 

sculpture, photography, film” (2-3: 2011). Krauss argues that contemporary artists have 

invented, in a period she calls the “post-medium condition” (3: 2011), new mediums.  

She acknowledges that an ‘invented’ medium would seem to be “merely 

idiomatic” but argues “there is no code (aesthetic or linguistic) that is not open to 

interpretation or careful reading. A medium is an articulation of such a code.” I follow 

Krauss in that she suggests that these invented mediums, mediums like “the car”, “the 

slidetape”, and “the animated film” are meant to produce a process of remembering (18: 

2011). Following, Krauss and Nancy, the Iranian-American arts and culture community 

have not necessarily ‘invented’ technical supports like video, the car, or primitive 

versions of PowerPoint like the slidetape to produce aesthetic languages. I argue that 

some of the forms that Iranian migrants have produced in the wake of trauma are 

articulated through institutional practices. For Farhang Foundation there is certainly a 

clear imperative and that is to continue the work of promoting a very specific Iranian 

cultural identity. I argue that the form that Farhang Foundation has taken serves as a 

“scaffolding for the ‘who you are’” for the Iranian-Americans in Los Angeles, and more 

broadly, how Iranian-Americans are perceived by others.  

4.3.3 Brief History of Farhang Foundation 

The Farhang Foundation (hereafter FF), which literally translates as the “culture” 

foundation, is an organization founded in 2008 by prominent Iranian-American 

entrepreneurs who live in Los Angeles and Orange County. The FF describes itself as a 

not for profit, non-religious, and non-political entity. The mission of the organization is “to 

celebrate and promote the study and research of Iranian art and culture for the benefit of 

the community at large”.  Before I discuss FF’s focus on art and culture, I would like to 

consider the phrase “community at large”, a phrase that appears enough times on the 

website and promotional videos that it becomes like a refrain for the FF.  At large, could 

translate to both “in general” or “not confined” or “on the loose” (e.g. “the escaped 

convicts were at large in the city”).  The FF aims to bring Iranian art and culture to 

broader audiences within Los Angeles and Orange County, in other words to loosen the 

reins and give non-Iranians an opportunity to connect with Iranian culture.  
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One possible reason for the birth of FF in a post-911 world is to make Iranian 

culture (a nation and people that essentially has been shut off from North America) 

accessible, more transparent, and possibly less alien. The “community at large” is a 

phrase that is repeated and sticks out as being an essential component of FF’s directive. 

Non-Iranians are an essential aspect of the work of FF. The assumption being that 

Iranians are fully in control and have total understanding of what the FF calls the “best 

parts of Iranian cultural identity”. It also claims that “art and culture” are unifying 

universals that insiders and outsiders can appreciate. A few of FF’s imperatives are as 

follows, to build bridges by highlighting aspects of Iranian culture that are recognized as 

beneficial, curate the image of Iranians around what is defined as “positive aspects of 

our heritage”, and rallying around art and culture which FF believes unifies rather than 

divides. The first two imperatives operate under the assumption that there are good and 

bad aspects of Iranian culture and the latter assumes that art and culture can function as 

forms of neutral enjoyment and can create connections rather than divisions. The 

already inherent division between positive and negative (or good and bad) creates, I 

argue, a challenge to the last goal of producing neutrality in art and culture. In other 

words, deciding whether the work of artists are promoting good or bad cultural ideals is a 

judgment that eradicates the possibility of art that is based on non-judgment and thus in 

creating acceptance rather than rejection.  

Ali Razi, a civil engineer and successful developer, is a trustee and founding 

chairman of FF. His vision has been to bring a specific version of Iranian culture into the 

forefront in Los Angeles. In 2008, Farhang’s first year, the partnership with The Los 

Angeles County Museum of Art (hereafter LACMA) became evident. LACMA is the 

largest US West coast museum and has become integral to Farhang’s mapping of a 

specific Iranian cultural identity onto the Los Angeles cityscape. What is this specific 

cultural identity? With this question in mind, the next section is a closer examination of 

the type of events FF has sponsored or has been closely connected to since their 

inception and what these choices suggest about the form that FF has taken in terms of 

developing the “scaffolding for the ‘who you are’” for Iranian-Americans in Los Angeles 

and more broadly how Iranian-Americans are perceived by others.  
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4.3.4 Sponsored Events 

Since its beginnings in 2008, FF has been involved with a number of well-

attended and prominent events throughout Los Angeles and Orange County. I attended 

a donor’s event on February 8, 2011 that shined a spotlight on the newly minted Persian 

Studies language and Iranian studies minor degree programs at USC. Through my 

relationship with a leader of the FF I was given permission to attend the private event as 

press. The room, on the lower level of McClintock Hall, was dressed with a receiving 

table, white tablecloth and orchids with several women seated behind the table. Their 

heads down and they appeared nervous and serious while checking off names and 

handing out nametags. A photographer snapped my photo as I walked in, I’m sure had a 

look of apprehension smothered in a “I hope I fit in smile”. I descended down the stairs, 

holding my pen and notebook, and I was surrounded by some men in suits and other 

men in berets, by women in black and trays of delicate cookies on tables. 

 

Figure 5. FF Event 2008 (Photo taken by Author) 

I felt a vague inadequate feeling of “I don’t belong here”. I took my seat and 

reminded myself to avoid jumping to any conclusions, which has always been hard for 

me when I am surrounded by the money people. Professor Paul Frommer (Marshall 

School of Business) spoke to the Iranians in the room about his excitement for the 

Persian initiative at his institution and fondly reminisced about his time in Iran (pre-

revolution) and what a warm and hospitable people Iranians are. The room lit up, smiles 

and claps all around, there is no higher compliment. He also spoke a few words in 

Persian, which prompted a wave of laughter, excitement, and what felt like genuine 
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gratitude for the generous gesture. Professor of Classics Kevin Van Bladel took the 

podium and admonished that it is “a pity that people don’t understand what Iranian 

culture is really about” and that this emerging program at USC would rectify that 

problem. Each speaker found a way to connect to the egos of the Persian moneyed elite 

in that room, generally complimenting vague Persian cultural identifiers such as the 

beauty of Iranian women, the generosity and hospitality of the Iranian people, the 

contributions of figures like King Cyrus, and the potent complexity of Iranian cuisine. 

Judgment began to creep over me and I became possessed by the following: all these 

people care about is making money not the nuances of Iranian culture, where are the 

artists? Iranian culture in the service of capitalism. I feel slightly nauseous.  

The reception was meant to celebrate an alignment between academia, a 

cultural group, and the people willing to spend the money to ensure the place of that 

culture. Passing down knowledge of language as well as history of the Iranian people, 

according to one speaker, is tantamount to preserving the identity of Iranians in Los 

Angeles and beyond. One speaker mentioned, the classes at USC in the new program 

were filling up quickly and that more funding was needed to meet the demands of 

students and because the highest concentrations of Iranians outside of Iran is here in 

Los Angeles that demand would likely be a sustained one. I wondered why I wasn’t 

excited about the alignment between USC, Iranian businesspeople, and the Iranian 

community in Los Angeles? I wasn’t impressed. Maybe that’s me, forever slightly 

pessimistic, more comfortable on the outside looking in. I had been to events like this 

before where academics, businesspeople, and politicians came together to make it clear 

that Iranian culture was worthwhile for everyone. The businesspeople would provide the 

money and make more money, the academics would have jobs and pass on knowledge 

to the next generation, and Iranian culture would go on being touted by politicians 

looking for support from an influential cultural group38. This brief encounter with FF 

leaders and influencers was an experience that shaped my understanding of the ways in 

which FF sought to frame Iranian identity likely in the context of maligned Western 

understandings of Iran and its people. These events were frequently much more buoyant 

than my interviews with Iranian artists.  

                                                
38 In 2015, the FF in collaboration with UC Irvine now offers a Persian Studies minor program in 

the School of Humanities.  
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4.3.5 Interview with M. B & B 

Because this dissertation is concerned with my unconscious it is important to 

note I became aware of the egocentric way in which I was listening to M. B & B (an 

important figure in the Iranian-American community in Los Angeles and connected with 

the FF) from the start of our conversation. Our exchanges previous to our interview were 

brief. Nonetheless, she asked for a detailed summary of what my research was 

concerned with to be sent to her via email before I arrived at her home. When I entered 

her home on a Saturday, mid-morning, she greeted me by looking down at me from her 

balcony. She warmly shouted, “the door is open come in and I will be right down”. I let 

myself into her home with high ceilings, a domineering “L” shaped couch, and a coffee 

table set out with the customary fruit and cookies.  

The form of this interview, was formal. I was invited to her home on a Saturday 

mid-morning. Her home was immaculate. Customary treats, like tea and cookies were 

offered. We sat on contemporary couches (unlike the nouveau French style that many 

Iranian homes have displayed). I felt myself judging before I even formally met her. I 

judged her as the typical Iranian living in the egoic comforts afforded by the Imaginary 

and Symbolic, obsessed with appearances, and driven by a pathological desire to be 

successful. I felt like I had been in houses just like hers hundreds of times, with  

chandeliers, ornate candlesticks, and Persian rugs. Her home had the faint smell of 

herbs and barberries. I became uncomfortably comfortable. “This is familiar. I know how 

to behave” went through my mind. When she made her breathless entrance she was 

wearing make-up, her hair was flawless, and she wore a perfectly planned Saturday 

morning casual outfit.  

Without hesitation she asked me, “where is the camera? aren’t you filming this? I 

made myself pretty for you (with a wink)” (this was all spoken in Persian). Lacan’s idea 

rang true, our communication began with a miscommunication! I felt unprofessional, like 

an imposter. I held up my tape recorder to show her I would be recording our 

conversation not filming. Without missing a beat, she was the perfect host. She 

disappeared into the kitchen and returned with a silver tray and two glass tea cups with 

handles, in them an amber liquid. There was a small silver bowl with sugar cubes and 

two small plates with silver spoons softly clanking on the tray as she expertly brought it 

to rest in front of me on the coffee table. “Please help yourself” she said. I waited before 
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I took a glass. I took note of how the offering made me feel both uncomfortable and right 

at home.  

I reminded myself to slow down and do my best to engage in psychoanalytic 

listening, rather than overidentifying with her as an Iranian woman who had migrated to 

Los Angeles. This proved difficult right from the start. I found myself using words and 

phrases like “interesting”, “fascinating”, and “of course” and nodding my head in 

agreement with everything she said. I went to the restroom after the first ten minutes of 

speaking to her “off the record” and returned reminding myself to be open, interested, 

and encouraging without feeling like I had to make her think that I understood her 

completely. My transition phrases switched to “huh” and “hmmm” of varying degrees and 

lengths. My hope was not to oversimplify the otherness of the other. In other words to 

respect the Real of the Other. This required me to restrain myself from reducing the 

experiences of the Other to how they relate to my experiences. In short, a less 

egocentric interview. The challenge as the interviewer was to control myself and to not 

immediately erase awkwardness, discomfort, or anxiety but rather register the discomfort 

and continue on.  

M. B & B expressed frustration that I wouldn’t be filming her during our interview 

and that she had made herself camera ready (to my knowledge I had not said I would be 

filming our interview). She quickly smiled and shook her head as if to say “oh, well”. The 

interview with M. B & B began with a frustrated miscommunication and then continued in 

such a way as to avoid other frustrations. But of course they revealed themselves. I 

found myself physically uncomfortable in her home. The ceilings were too high. The 

furniture was too big. I explained to her nervously what my research was about and what 

types of questions I would ask her. She expressed excitement that she would have the 

opportunity to talk about her memories. She said that she was rarely asked to give 

interviews of this type and that she was curious to see how it would go. My initial thought 

in regards to her comment about her excitement to speak of her migration history and 

ongoing process of migration was that she was uneasy about rehashing the past. 

Although she was expressing that she felt ready and prepared to answer personal 

questions, I sensed a hesitation.  

I asked the general question, how did you come to be in the US? She explained 

her mother came here even though she didn’t want to because she was close to her 
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family, especially her sister. M. B & B began her migration story by mentioning her 

mother didn’t want to leave, while the majority of her father’s family was spread out 

beyond Iran. M. B & B became nervous when I asked her about dates that would 

potentially age her. She seemed to have forgotten how old she was when she left Iran. 

She went back and forth until she came up with a final number. She was uneasy. This 

was indeed the case with several interviewees, when asked to recite the mundane 

details of their migration, such as dates and ages, there would be hesitation, frustration, 

and loss of memory. M. B & B attempted to be formal and refined but was also quite 

frustrated by her inability to pinpoint her age when she left the country. Quite possibly, 

the pressure of the tape recorder was the culprit.  

She began to tell the story of what the final straw was for her Mother and the 

event that ultimately took her family out of Iran. She said “I was actually pulled over by, 

um, you know, I don’t want to necessarily reflect on this but one of the reasons, my 

mother left was because she saw my safety was endangered.” I followed her comment 

with a request for further clarification, what traumatic life changing event happened that 

made your mother decide to emigrate and who is “um, you know”? M. B & B wouldn’t go 

any further than naming the culprit as the local police, as well as what she called the 

“other police” accusing her of doing something and wanting to take her away and she 

didn’t tell her mother about the event but somehow her mother found out. I asked her if 

the event was traumatic and she answered “yes, pretty much.”  

M. B & B would not go into further detail but instead expressed that she had 

indeed experienced many traumas in her life and that all of them had had a positive 

rather than negative effect on her life. I wanted to ask how she knew if these events had 

positive rather than negative effects but I didn’t because we were so early in the 

interview I didn’t want to seem combative. I restrained myself from asking anymore 

questions which wasn’t difficult because I felt that she was protecting something.  The 

nervous tremor in her voice was unmistakable. We had already hit an impasse, a 

frustration. In this early part of the interview (five minutes or so) she had already held 

back a pivotal event in her life that began her migration process. She dealt with the 

frustration of either not being able to talk about the event to a stranger, or not being able 

to talk about the event at all by deferring to thinking about the trauma and other traumas 

that followed as negative or positive. I decided at that point in the interview to loosen up 
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my reins and to stop pushing my agenda to get M. B & B to confess. I, myself, was 

troubled by my own pushiness and intervened with myself in that moment, deliberately 

questioning why I was being aggressive.  

I wanted to have a quality interview with her so that meant cultivating intimacy 

rather than a game of concealing while revealing. I was projecting that she was a 

stereotypical Iranian-American, wealthy, self-obsessed, and insincere. She continued to 

speak rapidly, almost in one long breath, looking back and forth between me and her 

lap, describing her migration journey from Iran to Germany. I deliberately did not 

interrupt her and I continued to listen without expectation. I made a decision at that point 

in the interview to listen closely. She said that she was accepted into a German 

Gymnasium while her and her family waited in a refugee camp as asylum seekers 

waiting to be given permanent housing. She explained that usually immigrants did not 

get accepted to Gymnasium. At this point she became more adamant and began her 

next thought with “picture this”. She went on to describe that she was a top student and 

leader of multiple extracurricular activities and here she was in Germany being 

interviewed by the Gymnasium director to decide whether she was capable of 

Gymnasium although she spoke very little German at that point. She said “I was being 

questioned on whether or not I’m qualified to go to the school”. Her voice had taken on 

an air defiance, the quality of her voice changed from authoritative (after all it is her 

migration history) to a combination of wounded and astonished. Her voice was almost 

trembling. I thought to myself, how can a girl of thirteen living as an asylum seeker in a 

foreign land while her own country is ravaged by war, be offended that she was being 

interviewed and questioned before entrance into the ambitious educational path in a 

country that was not yet even her home?  

She didn’t speak the language, she didn’t know the customs, and she expected 

to be placed as highly as she was in Iran. I was reminded of my Aunt Mansureh, she 

didn’t speak a word of English when she arrived to the US in 1989. She was in her 

forties but found sitting in community college classes utterly humiliating because she had 

graduated top of her class in Iran. She would wave her hand through the air, as if to say, 

every single one and say the word, “Bist”, which translates in Persian to twenty, the 

highest mark one can receive in Iran.   
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At this point in the interview M. B & B was visibly trembling. She picked up a 

small cookie from the tray on the table and ate it quickly. She said she had little memory 

of the interview39, she thinks it was in English, and the final outcome was that she would 

be accepted into Gymnasium but sent back two years. She described herself as enraged 

at the German director of Gymnasium. A thirteen old girl enraged that her abilities or 

talents would be questioned. Migration for her had become a time for her to assert 

herself more than ever. She described this point in her migration story as a trauma. She 

was devastated by this decision and she cried to another Iranian in the refugee camp. 

He asked her to stop crying and to be happy because other kids were going to 

Realschule or Hauptschule and she recalled that his tone was not supportive. She 

remembered being criticized for crying about something someone else thought she 

should be happy about. The criticism stuck with her and that unsupportive tone was 

meaningful.  

At this point she said, “tell me if this is too much detail, I’ve never told this story”. 

She’s never told this story and she was afraid of going into too much detail. I laughed (a 

habit of mine, to laugh whenever I am uncomfortable). I assured her the more detail the 

better, I wasn’t bored and that the details that she recalled are what mattered most to my 

research if she was comfortable sharing.  

She went on to say she worked really hard going to several after school 

programs to learn German. “If you ever need help with your German homework talk to 

M. B & B” she told me proudly was the word in the refugee camp. I stopped her at this 

point in the interview and asked her kindly, “there must have been some trauma 

associated with being in one country and then moving to another?” What I was 

wondering about was whether or not in intimate moments she felt lost, sad, or confused? 

And whether or not she allowed herself to feel that way? She went on to describe how 

her mother was “very organized and precise so I had a disciplined upbringing”. I asked if 

there was fear? She said it was happening so fast that she never even looked back. I 

understood this intimately, my own migration experience often felt fast. Speaking rapidly, 

M. B & B mentions that once she left the camp she was the only dark-haired girl in her 

village in Cologne and that many have had negative experiences in Germany (with 

racism/prejudice). She fervently exclaimed that she had never had that kind of a 

                                                
39 Possibly, our interview was reminding her of her interview with the director of the Gymnasium. 
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problem. M. B & B wanted to be sure I understood her position as positive that she didn’t 

harbor resentment and that she “deliberately” took negative situations and made them 

positive.  

She recalls that when she had to leave Germany because her parents did not 

have a future in Germany, they needed to move on to find employment. M. B & B was 

devastated, she went on to describe the day she left several of her friends woke up in 

the early morning hours to say goodbye to her. She was quite transfixed with this 

moment in her migrant history. She became teary eyed and slightly dreamy as she 

described this memory. She described a dual life when she was in Iran. On the one hand 

she was dedicated to Islam, on the other hand, there was unIslamic activities all around 

her. She loved music and dance but now in Iran if you did those things you were no 

longer Muslim. She calls it dual identity that carried over from the regime change in Iran. 

She has noticed amongst the youth especially behaving one way in public and another 

in private (these two things are not mutually exclusive, how you are in private is how you 

are in public and vice versa even if you convince yourself otherwise). She says the “dual 

personalities” carry over into how you are in business and in your personal life. She 

asserted the dual identity that was forced on Iranians is like an epidemic that has caused 

trust issues amongst the diaspora. She is glad she left Iran when she did (early 1980s) 

because although she was inculcated in the dual life approach she hoped leaving would 

change it. She became depressed when she came to Los Angeles at fifteen. She 

claimed she was deeply depressed (although she was never formally diagnosed) and 

this was a period that she fought with her parents frequently. She spoke of much 

heartache as she came of age in Los Angeles, she described tension in the house 

because of issues special to migrants, like a sick grandmother in Iran left behind and a 

brother detained because of military service requirements.  

She exclaimed as a teenager it was impossible to traverse the city without a car, 

which was very different than Germany’s public transportation and city center 

organization she also felt Los Angeles was very competitive in comparison to Germany. 

In Germany she felt encouraged to do well. In the US there was less support and 

cultivation. Everyone was out on their own. She called Los Angeles “a pass or fail 

culture” she remembered when she was in PE class and the teacher said you have 60 

seconds to run or you fail. She said those words from her PE teacher haunted her  
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throughout high school. She often shook her head to return from a challenging memory 

and would then mention an accomplishment. Each time she mentioned a difficulty she 

returned to an accomplishment. This happened over and over again, I would say this 

was the form of her expression fleeting vulnerability buttressed by an accomplishment. 

After the “official” interview, when my tape recorder was turned off, she took me 

into her office and showed me several images of an Iranian artist who had been rejected 

from an art show that FF sponsored. She showed me the images and then laughed and 

said “we could never put her in the show. This is much too sexy for us” (2010). What 

struck me, besides the obvious challenge that M. B & B and the FF face by being the 

self-appointed stewards of Iranian cultural production in Los Angeles, was that she 

showed me at all. Our interview was done, there was no reason for her to ask me to 

follow her into her office, wait as she pulled up the pictures, and then with a laugh say 

that this artist was not appropriate for FF. I asked her why it wasn’t appropriate and she 

replied, embarrassed and laughing, again, something about too much sex. We shook 

hands and I left but what really stayed with me about that interview was that final 

communication. FF only approved of art and culture that promoted “positive aspects of 

Iranian cultural heritage” and as a person in a position of power over what that meant in 

the context of Los Angeles she communicated that her burden might be too great. I had 

the sense that she wanted to unburden herself of this unconscious knowledge. 

4.3.6 LACMA and MOCA 

The relationship between FF and LACMA and to a lesser extent MOCA has 

proven to be essential in terms of three critical aspects of Iranian cultural identity 

producing. First, retrieving Persian cultural expressions from colonial interventions, 

second concentrating on the intersection between ancient and modern Persian/Iranian 

cultural practices, and third, mapping contemporary Iranian cultural identity onto Los 

Angeles’ urban psyche. This section looks briefly at the first and second impacts and 

much more closely at the third. 

LACMA is the largest museum in the Western US and has a board of trustees 

that includes significant Hollywood leaders and industry insiders such as Creative Artists 

Agency’s top agent and managing director Bryan Lourd, producers such as Steve Tisch 

(Forrest Gump), Colleen Bell (The Bold and the Beautiful) and Brian Grazer (Imagine 
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Entertainment). The list of board of trustees also includes Barbara Streisand, Ghada 

Irani (married to CEO of Occidental Petroleum), and British actor Geoffrey Palmer. As 

one recent commentator on the proposed merger between LACMA and MOCA (a 

merger that has not happened as of 2017) suggested the construction of LACMA’s 

board of trustees should be the topic of a Harvard Business School analysis.40 The 

connection between Hollywood, big business, and art in Los Angeles is evinced by a 

brief analysis of the board of trustees of LACMA. The museum has been a strong 

supporter of the Iranian community through various avenues. Ali Mousavi, funded by FF 

became an assistant curator of Ancient Iranian art at LACMA in 2009. The extensive 

collection of Islamic Art housed in the Ahmanson Building is significant, this collection 

includes 15th century tile from Iran, 16th century watercolor, and 10th century ceramic 

from what is now known as Nishapur, Iran. The FF cosponsored a lecture given by Dr. 

Ali Mousavi titled “America Digs Iran” (2009). Mousavi suggests that Americans were 

critically involved in Iranian archaeological projects pre and post revolution. The well-

attended event incited pre and post lecture about comments during that alluded to a 

long-standing camaraderie between Iranians and Americans based on respect and 

commitment to ancient Iranian culture. Mousavi argued that Iranian archaeological 

history had all but disappeared from university programs in North America.  

FF both explicitly and implicitly suggests that they are an organization that 

functions as a gatekeeper to the positive aspects of Iranian cultural identity. Mousavi’s 

position at LACMA, his relationship to FF, and his connections to UCLA have built strong 

institutional ties between the three. Why are Mousavi, FF, and LACMA concerned with 

the retrieval of aesthetic and cultural history and passing it down through education, 

exhibitions, and lectures?  The FF representative that I spoke to responded to my 

question about her migration history with a familiar tenor. Her response was couched in 

a story of hardship that had ultimately led to success. Although her forced migration was 

necessary and generally terrifying she integrated the trauma of the memory of her 

experience as a positive to her life. As I argued, following Alenka Zupančič in Chapter 

Three, the successful Iranian migrant trope comes at a cost. The cost is what happens 

to the person who doesn’t care to transform the horrors of forced migration into a 

positive experience? FF and LACMA are concerned with passing down the legacy of 

ancient Persian art as the foundation for Iranian migrants who are demanded to 
                                                

40 http://www.vanityfair.com/culture/2013/03/problem-moca-la-jeffrey-deitch 
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integrate their migration experiences. In other words, as part of the integration process 

FF has recognized that Iranian migrants must feel connected to their history while 

LACMA recognizes that the large, wealthy, and influential Iranian community in Los 

Angeles will contribute to their cultural relevance as an institution. The following 

paragraphs identify a few of the Iranian artists and Iranian events featured at LACMA. 

Most prominently, artists like Shirin Neshat and Shahdi Ghaderian have developed the 

juxtaposition of the ancient with the contemporary which has become an expansive form 

for Iranian artists.  

Iranian photographer, Shadi Ghadirian’s Qajar Series is part of LACMA’s 

permanent collection in 2009. Ghadirians’ photographs are in the museum through the 

support of the FF and David Nazarian an investment manager and CFO for the Nazarian 

Family Foundation. Ghadirian’s thirty-three photographs have been exhibited 

prominently in the Ahmanson Building and features early 20th century portraiture 

photographs influenced by Qajar era women. Ghadirian’s models are dressed in the 

fashion of the time, headscarves, short skirts over baggy pants, and thick brows. 

Although her models are dressed in the Qajar era costumes they are featured with a 

boom box, a vacuum, or a contemporary political newspaper. The photographs are 

gelatin silver bromide prints, a process of photographic printing that was the most 

commonly used throughout the 20th century. Ghadirian’s commitment to the 20th century 

effect she is producing is apparent through her photographic process, costuming, and 

portraiture style of photography, which she formalizes through the development process.  

Shirin Neshat’s early version of the film “Women Without Men” was screened in 

2010 at LACMA’s Bing Theater followed by a question and answer with the filmmaker 

and artist. This event was significant because of the extraordinary turn out, of well over a 

1,000 people (many were turned away because the event was sold out) and because 

Neshat has been a pioneer for Iranian-American artists. Once again the FF organized 

this event. Robert Adanto’s documentary “Pearls on the Ocean Floor” was screened in 

the summer of 2010 also hosted by the FF. Adanto’s film has been screened a number 

of times throughout Los Angeles and is a talking heads documentary on Iranian women 

living and producing art all over the world. In 2011 LACMA hosted an exhibit dedicated 

to Iranian photographer Firooz Zahedi’s series of Elizabeth Taylor in Iran. Ali Mousavi 

(Iranian assistant curator of Near Eastern art at LACMA) helped introduce a new 
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permanent collection of Near Eastern, Egyptian, and Mediterranean ancient art to the 

museum. In 2012 LACMA put on a show of Iranian contemporary artists focused on the 

theme of masculinity in contemporary art. The show presented works by half a dozen 

contemporary artists including Parviz Tanavoli and Shoja Azari. LACMA, in partnership 

with FF, began in 2012 to host an Iranian New Year event that includes musicians, 

dancing, and food. The celebration is held on LACMA’s campus and draws in large 

numbers of people throughout the day. LACMA has become a significant cultural, 

artistic, and social hub for Iranians living in Los Angeles. The collaboration between 

Iranians in Los Angeles and LACMA is  potent because of the number of Iranians in Los 

Angeles, the artistic output of those in Iran, as well as the diaspora which has 

subsequently gained attention in the art world.  

4.3.7 UCLA Iranian-American Film Festival 

The UCLA-Iranian Film Festival has been operating since 1990. Shannon Kelly 

has been the primary film curator for the festival since 2008. When I interviewed 

Shannon Kelly, the film festival was in its 20th year, and, as a way to celebrate, they 

asked Hamid Naficy (an Iranian-American academic who specializes in media and the 

Iranian diaspora) to serve as a co-curator. Together with Shannon Kelly they made the 

decision to show both contemporary and older Iranian films. That year, they closed the 

festival with “Close-Up” which was made in 1990. I attend the film festival every year but 

the majority of the analysis in this section centers on the events of this particular 

screening of Kiarsotami’s seminal film, as well as references to an interview I conducted 

with the festival curator Shannon Kelly.  

Shannon Kelly had been introduced to Iranian films through a documentary 

called “Tehran Has No Pomegranates” by a filmmaker named Mahsoud Bakshi. He was 

invited by Mahsoud Bakshi upon meeting him at a film festival in Mexico to be part of the 

Iranian documentary film festival “Cinéma Vérité”, an invitation that brought him to Iran in 

2007. From that time, he connected with Iranian filmmakers, critics, and academics and 

formed an interest in Iranian film that led him to his position with the UCLA film festival 

furthering his commitment to Iranian films. He found that spending time in Iran and with 

Iranian filmmakers helped him to see the issues Iranians faced as both unique and 

universal. Although theoretically he understood that people face the same problems 

everywhere, this thought was made concrete after spending time in Iran. He suggested 
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that Iranian films tell stories unique to Iranian experience, but also many of these films 

speak to basic human experience.  

In our interview he said that he was careful not to be an essentialist or 

romanticize the situation in Iran. He suggested that a main theme or series of concepts 

that Iranian films address are dedicated to the idea of autonomy and self-directedness. 

In other words, to be able to choose one’s dreams and how to fulfill them. Shannon Kelly 

specifically mentioned the freedom of movement and communication. Iranian films, as 

he mentioned, often discuss or think about censorship issues. In 1979, the state took 

direct control of Iranian self-determination or self-directedness (it can be argued that this 

was occurring in a less direct way prior to the formation of the Islamic Republic). As 

such, much of my research reveals there is a deep frustration with this lack of control 

over one’s destiny as it continues with the Iranian diaspora in Los Angeles. My research 

also shows that as a strategy or survival mechanism, Iranian-Americans in Los Angeles 

continue to be suspicious of the otherness of the Other. In short, that which they do not 

understand. In response they attempt to deny its existence with an emphasis on material 

wealth and personal appearance. 

To investigate the Real as it emerges via the image, rather than explore diaspora 

filmmakers, I examine Abbas Kiarostami’s acclaimed film “Close-Up” (1990) and I focus 

on a screening of this film at the UCLA Iranian Film Festival in 2010. My basic argument 

is that Kiarostami’s film stages an encounter with the Real and provoked important 

responses from the Iranian-American community in Los Angeles. Rather than provide a 

textual analysis of diaspora filmmakers, such as Persheng Vaziri, Maryam Kesharvaz, or 

Ana Lily Amirpour I focus on the screening of “Close-Up” (1990) because of the form of 

this cultural event (long standing film festival that was sponsored by FF in 2010) and the 

responses this event elicited. I consider the possibility that this encounter works to 

disrupt the symbolic terms of Iranian-American spectatorship in this case on a glitzy, 

perfumed night in Los Angeles. Kiarostami’s films consistently and delicately call into 

question the desire of the spectator via the gaze (which belongs to the Real), and as a 

result, he complicates the dichotomy of the passive versus the active spectator. For the 

Iranian-American community in diaspora, looking for guidance, I suggest Kiarostami is a 

person who has offered trust and respect to the spectators of his films rather than 

discipline and punishment. Below I discuss, the Lacanian gaze, Iranian cultural identity 
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in Los Angeles and geography via the aesthetics of Abbas Kiarostami’s film “Close-Up” 

(1990) as it was received on the night of this screening. The screening of Kiarostami’s 

film poses the following question: are filmmakers capable of committing to desire while 

spectators are not? Put in psychoanalytic terms why is the Other capable while the 

subject is not? Following Kiarostami, I wonder to what extent do the images of a well-

respected Iranian filmmaker invite the Iranian-American Los Angeleno to remain non-

reactive to the otherness of the Other so that both spectator and filmmaker can 

experience a moment of freedom? If so, what is the response?  

My contention is that marrying Kiarostami’s film and a Lacanian reading of the 

gaze serves to illustrate how the unconscious can shift and redistribute the spatial and 

psychic roles of filmmaker, image, spectator, and the field of the visible during the film 

viewing experience. In other words, the unconscious can help us see what we have 

control over and what we don’t need to have control over. Throughout this section, my 

aim is to remain faithful to Copjec’s argument that a purely panoptic reading of the gaze 

as ‘all-seeing’ is limiting. She aptly contends a psychoanalytic gaze properly considers 

the disruptiveness of the unconscious and disruptiveness or instability that may lead to 

transformation. 

The Lacanian Gaze 

The gaze as an encounter with the unconscious, performs a double operation. 

On the one hand it is the point at which desire is taken into account and an imagined 

visual mastery is drained because one is confronted with the undeniable 

desire/presence of an Other. The Other humbles and at the same time is a reminder that 

that one is not alone or in complete control of one’s experience. As Lacan puts it, this 

first component of the gaze, is where we see the “Other as another subject” (Lacan  274: 

1993). The Other’s radical alterity, otherness, and inassimilable uniqueness are 

accounted for when we encounter the gaze. In other words, when we are confronted 

with the Lacanian version of the gaze we can no longer ignore, distract from, or dismiss 

the radical alterity of the Other: we have two choices resistance (negotiations, begging, 

bribing, anger, harsh discipline) or surrender (acknowledgement without judgment, 

acceptance, followed by a practice in radical empathy). On the night of the film screening 

both of these identified responses were expressed. 
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 So on the other hand, the second operation of the gaze is that it defines the 

point where we can locate the constituent lack in the Other. Lacan’s understanding of 

the gaze then, concerns the Other as the Symbolic order which “mediates the 

relationship with that other Subject” (Evans 133: 1996). Specifically, the gaze is the stain 

in the picture, the moment where the king is perceived as beneath his clothes, where a 

totalizing ideology can no longer account for its failures when the Symbolic is disrupted.   

Abbas Kiarostami, director of films such as “Taste of Cherry” and “Ten” 

suggested that Hollywood cinema is even more powerful than the US’ military might 

(Saeed-Vafa & Rosenbaum 2003). Some time before Kiarostami became an influential 

director, 1970s film theorists became more committed to scholarship exploring the 

complex links between the gaze, the ideological apparatus, and subjectivity. The notion 

of ‘gaze theory’ developed by scholars, understood to be ‘Lacanians’, such as Jean-

Louis Baudry, Christian Metz, and Laura Mulvey became most prominent in the debate 

on these complex relations. Mulvey (1975) argued that the masculine desiring gaze was 

most poignantly experienced during the film seeing experience. The darkened theater 

and the one-to-one relationship between subject/object gave license to the spectator to 

devour and consume the images on the screen with an all encompassing and desirous 

gaze. Beginning in the late 1980s, psychoanalytic theorists such as Copjec and 

McGowan energetically worked towards clarifying a psychoanalytic reading of the gaze. 

Copjec argues that film theory “performed a kind of ‘Foucauldization’ of Lacanian theory; 

an early misreading of Lacan turned him into a ‘spendthrift’ Foucault-one who wasted a 

bit too much theoretical energy on such notions as the antithetical meaning of words or 

the repression instituted by parental interdiction” (Copjec 56-57: 1989). Similarly, 

McGowan argues Lacanian film theorists came under severe attack not because of their 

“overreliance on purely psychoanalytic concepts, but because of their deviation from 

these concepts…we should greet the news of the death of Lacanian film theory as the 

opportunity for its genuine birth” (McGowan 5: 2008).  

Geographers have spent significant time, arguably less so than film theorists, 

developing the relationship between visuality, the gaze, and space. They too have 

predominantly relied on Foucault for theorizing the gaze and spatial concerns. For 

geographers, the concept of the gaze became central to the debate of class, 

representation and landscape (see Cosgrove and Daniels 1988). Drawing on Mulvey, 
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geographer Gillian Rose (2001), questioned the objectivity of the gaze even further by 

providing a gendered analysis of how geographers engage in fieldwork. Mulvey, if we 

follow Copjec and McGowan, as a misidentified ‘Lacanian’ film theorist argued for a gaze 

that identified first with the gaze of the apparatus and then with the images witnessed 

onscreen. The misidentified ‘Lacanians’ were later severely criticized for their neglect of 

the agency of the film spectator and the range of responses the spectator could 

potentially have regarding both the gaze of the camera and the film characters. 

Understandably, theorists like Dean, Copjec, and McGowan vigorously committed 

themselves to extricating the misappropriation of the Lacanian gaze in exchange for a 

more faithful psychoanalytic reading, a reading which I believe provides more self-

directed possibility for spectators and imagemakers alike.  

The Impact of Kiarostami 

I invite the reader to join me in a brief background of Abbas Kiarostami and the 

genesis of his work. Kiarostami’s cinema emerged from both a postcolonial Iran and a 

sort of ‘all-seeing’/ ‘all-knowing’ theocratic Post-Revolutionary Iran. At least this was the 

perpetual suspicion41. “Close-Up” has been called, by film critic Godfrey Cheshire, the 

most important film of the 1990s and is an example of art that invented a new way of 

seeing, a way of seeing that broke with the restraints that the theocratic autocracy of the 

Islamic Republic imposed42. Kiarostami’s film provides the visual coordinates for 

investigating many facets of Post-Revolution Iranian subjectivities. The remainder of this 

chapter considers this in the context of how Iranians and Iranian-Americans can access 

autonomy over their lives in diaspora and in Iran. 

For Lacan, signifiers “have no positive existence but are constituted purely by 

virtue of their mutual differences” while the Symbolic “is characterized precisely by the 

absence of any fixed relations between signifier and signified” (Evans 202-03: 1996). Put 

differently, the Symbolic can be altered and both signifiers and signified can take on new 

meanings through a mediated/missed encounter with the Real “the object of anxiety par 

                                                
41 While I was in Iran, on three different occasions conversations turned towards criticisms of the 

government and established leaders. When I asked more direct questions I was asked to 
keep my voice down and told “even the walls have ears”. This sort of paranoia about 
surveillance also follows Iranians to Los Angeles. On several occasions, interviewees in Los 
Angeles, closed doors, pulled curtains, behaved furtively, and spoke in hushed tones. 

42 http://www.nypress.com/close-upclose-up-directed-by-abbas-kiarostami-few/ 
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excellence” (Lacan 164: 1991). Not only can signifiers take on new meanings,  

structures can also shift when the unconscious becomes part of a discussion. Kiarostami 

invites spectators to re-structure the coordinates of desire and become spectators who 

take account of encounters with the Real. One possible interpretation of Kiarostami’s 

filmic objective, if he has one, is to present spectators with the possibility of experiencing 

a film without the trappings of the ego so that they may have a taste of freedom. As 

Cheshire writes,  

The image of improbable union recalls something that Sabzian said 
during his trial, in that strangely poetic way of his: "I asked the Muse 
why he was hidden. He answered, 'It is you who are hidden. We are 
slaves of a selfish part behind which is hidden our real being. If we get 
rid of the selfish part, we can behold the beauty of truth.'" Close-
Up shares that mystical dedication to unveilings and beauty. It also 
knows that at times truth can't be had through the facts, but must be 
approached indirectly, by way of deception.43 

As observed by Cheshire, Kiarostami approaches truth much like Lacan, by 

“looking awry” (Žižek 1991) or as Cheshire writes, “approached indirectly”. During the 

screening I attended of this revered film, as the last sequence was playing, many people 

were chatting amongst themselves or talking to the screen. Anxious and annoyed 

audience members squirmed around in their chairs. My description of these filmgoers 

would suggest that they were witnessing violence, sex, or vulgar humor. In fact, they 

were watching two men having a conversation on a busy street, followed by them 

traveling via motorcycle to their critical destination. Again, Cheshire’s observation that 

Kiarostami’s film approaches truth indirectly, which is the only way one can approach it, 

made a number of audience members feel overwhelmed. 

“I can’t see what is going on”, “is there something wrong with the sound?”, “I 

don’t know how to talk about this film”. These were just a few comments that were made 

during (while talking to the screen) and after the screening of “Close-Up” at UCLA’s 21st 

annual Iranian Film Celebration. These remarks were telling because they illustrated a 

frustration with not only understanding, but also confusion about why they weren’t 

experiencing pleasure the way they normally do when they go to the movies. Typically, 

films that are meant to entertain do so by “inciting desire only to resolve it into a fantasy 

scenario that provides a screen through which the spectator can experience the gaze 

                                                
43 Ibid 
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without its attendant trauma” (McGowan 19: 2008). In other words, jouissance is 

deferred for a more palatable and tame form of enjoyment (i.e. pleasure) as a way to 

prevent Imaginary and Symbolic identifications from dissolving. In Lacanian terms, when 

a subject submits to jouissance they are not attempting to become whole via the 

Imaginary and Symbolic, they are surrendering themselves to an encounter with the 

Real.  

Lacan’s theorizations evolved over the course of his life and in late Lacan we see 

a turn towards the register of the Real in a marked way. The Real functions as a sort of 

third space or a third dimension that is extra-discursive, it is that which “resists 

symbolization absolutely” (66: 1991). The Real is not reality. It is the pulsating belly and 

the traumatic encounter that evokes anxiety. Lacan’s concepts of jouissance (painful 

pleasure), objet petit a (the object cause of desire), anxiety, and the gaze are all stains 

of the Real. The anxious, frustrated, and overwhelmed remarks from the largely Iranian 

audience that evening were from my perspective an indirect encounter with the truth 

through the gaze. I think, had he been there, Kiarostami would have been overjoyed. 

Before addressing the response of the audience in the Billy Wilder theater, I 

would like to dedicate some time to discussing the context of how the film “Close-Up” 

and filmmaker Kiarostami came to be. The Iranian film industry has become one of the 

most recognized in the world. For the Islamic republic, state controlled and subsidized 

film became a priority. Although Khomeini the first leader of the Islamic Republic 

denounced film as “prostitution”, Copjec comments, “he deliberately refrained from 

banning it outright as a wicked modern invention. For even he could recognize the value 

of film, the potential for mobilizing it for his grand scheme of re-educating the people in 

the ways of Islam” (11: 2006). Khomeini recognized that film matters. Khomeini 

employed film to help him and his allies build a new Islamic nation and incite a 

nationalism that wasn’t based on ethnicity, race, or borders, but on religion. It matters 

not only because it indoctrinates ideology and puts people in their place, in front of a 

screen as passive spectators that are proselytized but it also provides a tame, mildly 

satisfying and resolvable enjoyment. Importantly, films are also, reproducible spaces that 

become laden with psychic investments, associations, memories, and dreams. Khomeini 

recognized that films have a lasting impact and that the psychic effects of the image are 

far reaching. However the Islamic government that evolved over the last three decades 
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did not account for the ‘otherness’ of film or that, which was out of the conscious control 

of the censors and maybe out of the conscious control of the filmmakers themselves. 

The Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance attempted to control what was seen, where 

it was seen, and what effects it would have on the population but of course this just 

wasn’t feasible. The Ministry of Culture and Islamic Guidance was charged with the re-

education of the national sensorium and was commissioned to inscribe a new 

embodiment of the national-subject-as-spectator severed from the global film industry 

(Mottahedeh: 542, 2009). It was in response to Khomeini’s vision of technological purity 

that Iranian cinema was to develop a new literacy, to which the senses and the 

technologies that extend the sensorium in the realm of film production were attached. A 

new syntax of shot relations signaling “nationalized” space in film would have to be 

constructed on the premise of the Islamic Republic’s prohibitions on the look and its 

understanding of the purified sensorial link that could bind the national body to the 

imaginal world of the Shi’ite imams. (see Mottahedeh 2008). 

Because of the shift in political circumstances (Islamic Revolution 1979), a new 

way of making films was enforced by the young government and from these restrictions 

emerged various filmmaking tactics aimed at ‘sneaking’ the film pass the censors. 

Hollywood films were widely seen and loved by Iranians and the Ministry was most 

interested in censoring any detail that revealed foreign influence or more specifically that 

which betrayed hejab (broadly the Islamic system of modesty). The portrayal of women 

in film became especially important and a top priority for censors was to keep Iranian 

cinema from unveiling the Islamic woman. Interior or domestic scenes became almost 

obsolete in Iranian films because filmmakers were forced to keep women veiled 

rendering the scenes unrealistic. Such a maneuver was ironically comedic because 

women don’t have to wear headscarves in private homes unless they are in the 

presence of men who are not direct relatives. This constraint gave most filmmakers no 

choice but to shoot most of their films outdoors. The challenge then was “to make 

credible and compelling films under these conditions, namely: the censorship of 

interiority, of intimacy” (Copjec 12: 2006). Prior to the 1979 revolution and Khomeini’s 

use of film, Iranians had certainly been making meaningful contributions to the art form 

although the revolution and all of its injunctions were a departure point for an especially 

productive era in Iranian film history. The political history of Iran is just as dynamic as the 

evolution of its relationship to film. Iran’s unfolding dialogue with the moving image has 
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closely been tied with political shifts, changes in power, and particular political and 

national agendas (see Dabashi 2001). If one had left Iran prior to the revolution and 

returned once the Islamic nation had taken root, they would have encountered two 

different countries. As a response to these radical shifts, Iranian filmmakers 

experimented and initiated a cinematic language with roots that had been laid by people 

like Forough Farokhzad (poet, filmmaker 1935-1967) but who had not yet come to the 

foreground. The cinematic language of Post-Revolution Iran attempted to move outside 

of conceptual borders and false dichotomies, such as, life-cinema or truth-fiction, as well 

as the radical division between spectator-image producer. 

The Intellectual Development of Children and Young Adults (AKA Kanoon), a 

government funded institution founded in 1961 under Reza Shah, supported Abbas 

Kiarostami’s early films. After the revolution, Kanoon funded many films by burgeoning 

directors who later became some of Iran’s most controversial filmmakers. As 

Kiarostami’s career and the nascent rule of law of an Islamic Iran developed, filmmakers 

were rising to the challenge of making films in the new and often times repressive 

society and controlling country they now were part of. Kiarostami emerged as one of the 

most important filmmakers of the 20th century. Kiarostami’s cinema has been described 

as minimalist. He tells simple stories often with non-professional actors. He pays special 

attention to interior and exterior spaces (rural landscapes, cars, underground spaces, 

etc.,). He invented a cinema that cannot be categorized as documentary or fiction 

because of his methods such as using non-professional actors, extemporaneous 

dialogue, speaking from behind the camera to the ‘actor’, making space for the truth of 

the Real to make itself evident by ‘cutting’ into the cinematic reality he constructed. 

Kiarostami is a revered, celebrated, and controversial filmmaker. He has been 

recognized by directors such as Jean-Luc Godard, Akira Kurosawa, and Chris Marker as 

one of the most critical contemporary image-makers of the last century. Film critic, 

Cheshire has suggested that “Close-Up’ is not only the most important film of the 1990s 

but one of the ten most important films of the 20th century.44 “Close-Up” is a film that is 

remarkable in many ways. For this analysis, I focus on the final sequence of the film 

because of two choices made by the filmmaker: one to confront the protagonist with his 

greatest object of anxiety and two by abolishing the radical distance between spectator 

and filmmaker or image. 
                                                

44 Ibid 
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An Analysis of Kiarostami’s “Close-Up”: Film Spectatorship as a Practice in Trust, 

Respect, and Acceptance 

The viewer always has this curiosity to imagine what’s outside the field 
of vision; it’s used all the time in everyday life. But when people come 
to the theater they have been trained to stop being curious and 
imaginative and simply take what’s given to them. That’s what I am 
trying to change…My way of framing the action actually makes the 
viewers sit up straighter and try to stretch their necks so they can try 
and see whatever I’m not showing! (Kiarostami 114-115: 2003) 

My intention is not to politicize Kiarostami’s film for the sake of rendering it more 

comprehensible. I hold that an ethical psychoanalytic interpretation of Kiarostami’s film 

remains faithful to both the ‘otherness of art’ (Dean 2001) and to the unconscious as the 

place where our most ‘alien’ and unknowable other speaks. After all, the impossibility of 

integrating the unconscious fully into the Symbolic order is precisely that which protects 

its radical constitution. Instead, I would like to follow the contours, gestures, details and 

continue Kiarostami’s respect of experimentation and imagination in order to hold a 

space for practices that encourage spectators to become more at ease with unease. 

This section also elaborates upon an aesthetic approach of patience, love, gentleness, 

and acceptance of someone else’s Otherness. Furthermore, I seek to articulate an 

aesthetic approach that supports self-directedness rather than the didactic mandates of 

how to experience. 

“Close-Up” is a narrative account of an actual event that occurred several years 

before the film was made. The film depicts a man named Hossein Sabzian who has a 

traumatic encounter with the Real (in his own life and then within Kiarostami’s film) and 

is subsequently a transformed person. The symbolic universe of the film creates the 

conditions for this traumatic encounter to fully realize itself, both for Hossein Sabzian 

and the spectator. Hossein Sabzian, an underemployed printer, decides to alter his 

Symbolic universe by impersonating the famed film director Mohsen Makhmalbaf. He 

successfully lies to a family about his identity and convinces the two sons, both of whom 

have college degrees but are either unemployed or underemployed, to help him make a 

film using their family home as a main shooting location. The matriarch of the family 

meets Sabzian/Makhmalbaf on the bus and through a series of lies is able to pass 

himself off to her as Makhmalbaf. The mother of the two boys was networking, hoping to 
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have stumbled upon an ‘in’ to Iran’s filmmaking industry45. Kiarostami is commenting on 

poverty, unemployment, and hopelessness in Iran46 and at the same time articulating the 

desire by many young Iranians to break into the film industry where there is a sense of 

possibility. “Close-Up” cannot be categorized as a documentary or a narrative. The film 

is seemingly a re-enactment of the events of the impersonation attempt and Sabzian’s 

subsequent arrest and trial but the final sequence of the film is what I would like to 

discuss in detail.  

Zupančič’s definition of the Real, is an interruption or disruption in the fabric of 

the Symbolic and the Imaginary (2000), we can see that the last sequence of the film 

does precisely this. Sabzian was found out by the family he attempted to defraud, both in 

life and in Kiarostami’s film. Kiarostami’s film intervenes in Sabzian’s life in multiple ways 

but the most intimate is the setting up the circumstances for Sabzian to confront the 

object-cause of his desire, the filmmaker he impersonates: Mohsen Makhmalbaf. 

Makhmalbaf greets him as he is released from prison (for impersonating him). Sabzian 

hangs his head in shame, shakes his hand, and begins crying. The film intervenes 

again, we hear Kiarostami speaking to his assistants as they film the meeting from 

across the street,  

Cameraman:” We’ve lost him”  

Kiarostami: “He didn’t stop in the proper place”  

Cameraman: “Regardless, I can’t see him” 

 

The camera has lost focus and can no longer see properly this decision by 

Kiarostami illustrates the quote at the start of this section, he demands that the spectator 

adjust herself in her seat and become an embodied and active spectator. Makhmalbaf’s 

microphone is cutting in and out. At this point in the film, the sound is stuttered and being 

                                                
45 The lies Sabzian told were willingly believed by the matriarch of the family, and, in turn the 

entire family, with grown sons who genuinely did not know how to make their humble dreams 
come true in a post-revolutionary Iran, the whole family was more than willing to enter into a 
shared fantasy with Sabzian. 

46 During my time in Iran I witnessed widespread underemployment and an overall a sense of 
being turned upside down, without direction, and nowhere to turn for guidance on how to 
make one’s dreams come true. Trust was a key topic of concern for young Iranians, “who to 
trust?” My feeling was that because the youth of Iran had never been trusted by their 
government, family, and parents they in turn did not trust themselves.  
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‘interrupted’ by the faulty equipment, the Real of cinema erupts and disrupts the 

spectator’s fantasy, draining away the mastery the spectator imagines they have over 

the screen or object. Kiarostami used film to ‘capture’ the meltdown of Sabzian’s false 

symbolic world and to reveal the blind spot in our gaze. Sabzian’s symbolic inventions 

have been drained of their potency because now the man he has pretended to be for so 

long is hugging him and wiping away his tears. But in the most intimate moment when 

the Real erupts in Sabzian’s life, when we think the camera should give us visual 

plenitude our vision is blocked by the stain of the Real, which is both the camera, and I 

would argue the shrubbery or that horrible small tree that is in the way.  The camera 

positioned across the street and then in a bus riding behind the people of interest, the 

cars, the shrubbery, etc., are used by Kiarostami to illustrate that our vision is not all 

seeing or masterful, that the apparatus and other objects can castrate our visual 

plenitude. However, in this same sequence when they have reached their destination, 

the victim’s home, full sound returns, the camera is no longer the stain but has now been 

integrated into the Symbolic. Sabzian apologizes, the film elegantly and without 

explanation ends with him in mid-motion. Sabzian is transfigured.  

There is an encounter between the pleasure principle and the ethical. He 

committed an act of fraud as a way to come into contact with the Real so that he can, 

very simply put, change. The film ends in mid-motion, Kiarostami provides us with no 

answers and certainly no clear resolution. Kiarostami is generous with Sabzian and 

Makhmalbaf gifting them with the space to have the intimate interaction without watchful 

eyes, the interiority or intimacy the Islamic Republic was so concerned with censoring, 

has now been re-built in a more forgiving way by Kiarostami. 

What if we could re-imagine the world via the image? This is the question that 

Abbas Kiarostami asks us to consider. What if we can invent new ways of living, 

existing, seeing, and being by intervening in our world with new images, images that 

evoke confrontations with the Real? The final sequence of Kiarostami’s film is such an 

intervention. Once the technologies of film break down, of course we will never know if 

Kiarostami orchestrated the failure of the audio. Regardless he intervened in our 

Imaginary identification with the screen. The spectator’s experience in the realm of the 

theater. A darkened room, a blank slate, a sort of room where all symbols are detracted 

from the landscape in order to create an altogether new landscape. As the sound fails 
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and our vision is blocked, Kiarostami forces us to become embodied by the images 

projected on the screen. Rather than being vacant and abstracted by the images, we 

become invigorated bodies. The gaze appears on the side of the screen and the gaze 

(where the other speaks) and creates a space that cannot be deferred.  

When one sees “Close-Up” there is no space for full identification, the film does 

not give the spectator ‘permission’ to feel ‘whole’ or ‘complete’ as subject as suggested 

by early Lacanian film theorists.  Jouissance does not seek out completion it begs for a 

dissolution of the self. In so doing, “Close-Up” creates the conditions for the Real to 

emerge via the gaze. Kiarostami invites spectators to become involved in the 

imaginative process of filmmaking by inciting the spectator’s desire via the gaze; he 

plucks spectators out of the safe space of pleasure and inserts them into the space of 

the Real (see also Proudfoot 2010).  

According to McGowan a psychoanalytically informed spectator is one who 

“allows oneself to enjoy and pay attention to the moment’s of one’s enjoyment” 

(McGowan 15: 2007). The title of the film, “Close-Up”, immediately implies that we are 

not only to take a more nuanced look at the events in the film but also we are being 

asked to look in a way that is unusual. Or as Žižek  would say, we are being asked to 

“look awry”(1991). If the gaze is understood in terms of the Real (that which resists 

symbolization absolutely, the impossible, or the unknowable) then we can conceptualize 

this sequence as “marking a disturbance in the functioning of ideology rather than its 

expression” (McGowan 7: 2007). It is here that the film’s political potency becomes 

present. Conceptualizing the possibilities of film in these traumatic terms renders film 

politically powerful, potentially transformative, and poses a threat to the hegemonic 

power of ideology. Following geographer Trevor Paglen’s assertion that we must 

produce new spaces in order for new forms of freedom and democracy to emerge, I 

argue we must produce and understand filmic spaces not just as ideological machines, 

but also as a space for the breakdown of ideology which can potentially open up a 

radical space for freedom. The “right to opacity” (Glissant 189: 1997), is central to 

Kiarostami’s work. The final sequence of the film is a testament to the over 

determination of representation for those who have not been represented. Rather than 

graft a series of signifiers onto the subjects of the film Kiarostami has faith, trusts in, and 

respects the audience and gives them the radical space to engage on their own terms. 
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Rather than didactically lead the spectator to where we think we want them to go, 

Kiarostami creates the conditions for the spectator to take part in a democratic cinema.  

The irreducible and radical gap between spectacle and spectator is not an 

oscillation between distanced observer who becomes active after the spectacle has 

ended, or an embodied anti-spectator who is in control of his energies and becomes part 

of the spectacle. Rather, the final sequence of the film as analyzed qua gaze presents 

us with another experience altogether, one that includes the disruptive power of 

unconscious processes.  

The Audience 

I moved towards the back of the theater at the end of the movie and waited 

outside for the people who left immediately. There was a Q & A after the film with Hamid 

Naficy and Shannon Kelly. I re-entered the theater after I spoke to a few people and then 

spoke to people who stayed through the Q & A. Generally, speaking the mood of the 

room was agitated. A feeling that I can only describe as disrupted. Several people flew 

out of the theater before I left. Women dressed in all black rushed into the restroom. 

Some stayed in their seats, sort of stunned into surrender. There was that feeling after a 

film ends that is perpetually there some people want to sit for a few moments to let it sink 

in. Others wanted to escape as quickly as possible. With the last scene of the film, there 

was chatter in the audience, as I discussed earlier in this section.  

The chatter was mostly commentary on feeling confused, shouts of “I can’t hear, 

or I can’t see”. When I spoke to people after the film, I was turned away over a dozen 

times (usually for fear of political persecution or whatever they said to me to be used 

against them later). The people who lingered after the film were sort of hanging out 

socializing, talking to people they hadn’t seen for a while, smoking cigarettes, and 

chatting about the film. My overall impression was that the audience was confused. In 

fact, many people couldn’t really speak. It was kind of quiet. I heard some kids playing 

and someone asked wasn’t it too late for kids to be up? There was laughter.  I made my 

rounds to people with my sister next to me for support (walking up to strangers is not an 

easy thing to do). My question was, simply, what they thought about the film. The 

following are quotes from Iranian-Americans that I spoke to after the film ended. 
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“I respect Kiarostami but that film is strange. I would have liked to 
have seen more of what was happening especially at the end, I didn’t 
quite understand why we didn’t hear what they were saying. Although 
there was something beautiful about being left to figure it out for 
myself. I like figuring out things for myself.” (Woman, mid-40s) 

“Iranians in Los Angeles are obsessed with appearances and how to 
please everyone, with how fashionable they are or how much marble 
or how many Persian rugs are in their home. We are not a people, 
especially after the revolution, who are comfortable with uniqueness or 
things that are different, different is death. So that is why you hear all 
this chatter, here, and disrespect from many but Iranians also love 
Abbas, that’s why there are so many of us here tonight.” (Man, mid-
40s) 

“I’ve seen this film several times. He is a humble person and he is 
doing a public service by making films, I know him personally and he 
loves Iran and Iranians and humanity more than anyone I know and 
he has done a great service to the world by making and teaching 
films.” (Man, early-70s)  

“That was a really boring movie. Like really boring, my parents made 
me come (laughing). They thought I might meet someone cute. 
Honestly, I was on my phone the whole time.” (Man, early 20s) 

Overall, there was reflection in the courtyard of the Hammer Museum, which 

houses the Billy Wilder Theater. One young man experienced boredom. I understood 

this to possibly mean he was given space to think rather than being told how to 

experience. Another woman said she enjoyed being given the opportunity to figure 

things out for herself, again another expansive moment. The courtyard felt bigger then 

when I went into the theatre. The restrictive constraints of identity were challenged that 

night by Kiarostami and audience members. Kiarostami, through his film, made space 

for his predominantly Iranian-American audience, to have, even for a fleeting moment, 

the space to come terms with the trauma of the Other’s desire, to reckon with their 

response to it (after all they came to see the film and thusly experienced moments where 

jouissance or uncomfortable feelings come to the fore like boredom, anger, confusion), 

and finally potentially to enjoy on their own terms and take responsibility for that 

enjoyment without being subject to the Other’s desire. 

Conclusion 
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This chapter is a theoretical and empirical explanation of my observations and 

interviews with artists and institutions associated with Iranian-American aesthetics in Los 

Angeles. As such the chapter was concerned with several key processes, encountering 

the Real in the form of the gaze, what an embodied aesthetic experience can be like, 

and how these aesthetic moments destabilized or protected the Iranian diaspora from 

the more "unsettling pleasures of art" (Copjec 1999)? Artistic practices by both 

institutions and artists contribute to either an encounter with or an avoidance of the 

trauma of the Other's desire. In other words, coming into being as one's own cause 

(becoming an enjoying subject and taking responsibility for that enjoyment rather than 

staying stuck in the “secondary gains” (Fink 73: 1995) of “symptomatic submission to the 

Other” (Fink 73: 1995). Another way to put it, is that this chapter has examined with two 

aspects of the Iranian migrant aesthetic in Los Angeles: migrants who express that they 

have ‘tamed’, in other words avoided trauma and are now putting it to work in the name 

of identity building, ethnic/national pride, and a claim to successful assimilation. While 

the second aspect is focused on migrants who either consciously or unconsciously are 

engaging the Real of their experiences. In other words, a coming to terms with the 

impact that trauma/excess has had and how to engage in inspired problem-solving, 

autonomy, experimentation, and self-directedness.  

Rather than focus on the work that each artist has produced, the chapter paid 

closer attention to their language, demeanor, and offered an interpretation of the 

experience that was based generally more on form than the actual work these artists 

produce. For example, M. The Language is Mine occupied or channelled the ghost of 

Forough Farokhzad that she was fighting and considered herself an ambassador of 

Iranian culture. Roya an unsettling aesthetic experience rife with high emotion and 

uncomfortable moments throughout our interview and expressed a paralyzing guilt not 

only for having left Iran and leaving so many behind, but also because she couldn’t let 

go of Iran and embrace her life in the US. A ghost moving back and forth between two 

geographies. M. Sketch Me Twice was embittered at the betrayal of Iranians and how 

the Iranian community only wanted art that elevated Iranian identity rather than consider 

all of its complexities regardless of how it reflected upon Iranians.  

A second concern of this chapter was to add to “art’s expanded field” (Hawkins 

2013) in geography and it did this by thinking critically about art in relationship to 
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migration trauma and identity building in a major cosmopolitan city. This chapter 

illustrated how aesthetics either destabilized or protected the Iranian diaspora’s cultural 

identity from the “unsettling pleasures” that were produced by art. 

The following chapter, is my analysis of the relationship between aesthetics, 

culture, and affect (particularly shame and anxiety), for Iranian-American migrants in Los 

Angeles. I argue that the “unsettling pleasures” that art can produce can be useful in 

terms of situating the subjectivity of Iranian-American migrants in Los Angeles. My 

analysis in Chapter Five continues to investigate questions pertinent to migration trauma 

and the impact of migration on Iranian-American subjectivity formation in the West.  This 

chapter is most interested in the interconnected affects of shame and anxiety and how 

they relate to coming to terms with the desire of the Other so that one can come into 

being as the cause of one’s own desire. 
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Chapter 5. ‘Tehrangeles’, California: The 
Aesthetics of Shame 

‘ 

5.1 Introduction 

In the words of journalist Seymour Hersh, The Arab Mind (1973) is “the bible of 

the neocons on Arab behavior” (Copjec 12: 2006). A chapter of particular interest to the 

pro-war conservatives was on Arabs and sex. This chapter speculated that because of 

sex segregation and veiling, sex was a “prime mental preoccupation in the Arab world” 

(Copjec 13: 2006). This guesswork prompted a story in the The New Yorker in 2004 

about two themes that interrogator strategists employed at the Abu Ghraib torture prison: 

“Arabs only understand force” and “the biggest weakness of Arabs is shame and 

humiliation” (Copjec 13: 2006). The sinister and sexually humiliating photos of military 

personnel and prisoners that emerged from Abu Ghraib are a testament to these tactics. 

Copjec argues shame is frequently misunderstood as a ‘primitive’ affect that 

depends on the approval or disapproval of one’s ancestors, while guilt is a 

‘sophisticated’ self-regulating internal system of morality. According to Copjec, the world 

has crudely been divided into “shame” and “guilt” cultures wherein “shame” cultures are 

less advanced than “guilt” cultures. She suggests these divisions “are improperly defined 

as types of cultures; for what they define, rather, is a subject’s relation to her culture” 

(Copjec 13: 2006). For Copjec, culture understood as all of the things, such as 

nationality, race, family, ethnicity, that we inherit from our ancestors: “the manner in 

which we assume this inheritance, and the way we understand what it means to keep 

faith with it, are, I argue, what determine shame or guilt” (Copjec 13: 2006).  

Copjec’s analysis of a scene in Kiarostami’s, “The Wind Will Carry Us” (1999), 

defines shame as an affective response that allows one to “experience oneself as a 
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subject” (Copjec 15: 2006). For Copjec, shame is an “unassumable object which sticks 

to us like a semi-autonomous shadow” (Copjec 21: 2006) and involves “our sense of an 

inalienable and yet unintegratable surplus of self” (Copjec 23: 2006). Drawing on 

Kiarostami’s film and the system of modesty known as hejab that greatly affected Iranian 

film, Copjec deftly argues that Iranians largely keep faith with their inheritance through 

the irreducible process of shame. Following Copjec’s analysis of shame this chapter 

inquires into the relations between Iranian migrants in Los Angeles, affect, and culture. I 

am particularly interested in whether traumas of migration affect how Iranian migrants 

have kept faith with their inheritance. That is to ask, does it continue to be shame? 

I investigate these questions through the work of Iranian artist and graphic 

designer Houman Mortazavi and through the experiences of three Iranian families living 

in Los Angeles: my own family and two others that my family cultivated close ties with 

soon after migration. I have known each of these families personally since our migration 

from Atlanta to Los Angeles and have developed relationships with each family member. 

Mortazavi in his work formalizes many of the experiences that came to the fore during 

my interviews with family members. 

Mortazavi produced a series of controversial images that appeared on the streets 

of ‘Tehrangeles’, California. The popularized portmanteau refers to the Iranian-American 

neighborhood in Santa Monica and Westwood Los Angeles, California. The satirical 

images were discovered by passer-bys and newspaper readers throughout 2003 in the 

form of advertisements in the local paper, fliers on storefront windows, and stickers on 

utility poles. Mortazavi’s images produce an encounter with an Iranian migrant character 

named Souleyman “Simon” Ordoubadi. The artist describes “Simon” as “the embodiment 

of my own alter ego going through a torture test. But he is also our collective 

unconscious let loose in the wilderness. He is us when nobody is watching” (Mortazavi 

23: 2004). Mortazavi’s suggestion that he is releasing the “collective unconscious” of 

Iranians onto the streets of Los Angeles and that his character is ‘us’ when no one is 

watching, is directly related to the main investigations of this chapter, the trauma of 

migration and the complex affect of shame. The first half of this chapter focuses on 

Mortazavi’s work on migration trauma and shame, as well as delineating the analytic 

parameters (shame, anxiety, fear of the Other, and resistance to taking responsibility for 

one’s enjoyment) into the analysis of the interviews I conducted with members of three 
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Iranian-American families in Los Angeles. The second half of the chapter, is, then, 

dedicated to an analysis of the interviews with members of these three families taking 

into special consideration the parameters that Mortazavi sets up through his work, again 

affects and processes such as shame, anxiety, the Other, and enjoyment. 

5.1.1 The Successful Migrant 

For Mortazavi, his character of the displaced, confused, incomplete, split and 

tragic character of ‘Souleyman/Simon’ (the Anglicization of one’s name is a common and 

significant practice amongst Iranian-Americans) is in stark contrast to the fully 

assimilated migrant that is a dominant stereotype in the Iranian-American community in 

Los Angeles. For Mortazavi, members of the Iranian diaspora in Los Angeles work to 

promote their entrepreneurial and Westernization efforts with what he considered 

amateur graphic design, ego-driven and image based advertising, that is often ridden 

with incorrect and nonsensical uses of the English language. Consider the ongoing 

campaigns of two of the Iranian diaspora’s commercially successful fashion designers, 

Bijan and Amir. Known only by their mononyms, both have, at least professionally, 

attempted to distance themselves from their familial cultural inheritance. Bijan and Amir 

have consistently used prominent images of themselves on overbearing billboards along 

the famed Santa Monica Boulevard. These ego saturated images have become part of 

the civic landscape of Los Angeles, and in turn, part of the psyche of Iranian-Americans 

in Los Angeles.  

The haunting images of these successful men lord over the city with a forceful 

determination to promote happy and successful imaginings about Iranian migrants. 

Mortazavi took to the streets of ‘Tehrangeles’ with his images of ‘Simon’. Mimicking the 

ego-driven advertising of Bijan, Amir, and others, Mortazavi’s character began appearing 

on telephone poles and bus stop posts. ‘Simon’ was changing the landscape of 

‘Tehrangeles’ with his visage by introducing an uncanny element: an out of place figure 

(depressed, confused, defeated) that at first glance seemed entirely in place (typical 

Iranian-American entrepreneur).  

An important aspect of Iranian-American subjectivity, as discussed in Chapter 

Three, hinges on the dominant discourse of the successful, and often times, 

entrepreneurial migrant (please see pp. 80-81 for a fuller discussion of this idea). 
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Returning to Zupančič’s argument (see Chapter Three), there is a marked and significant 

shift from the ‘pull yourself up by your boot straps’ rhetoric to something much more 

ominous, she argues that “success is becoming almost a biological notion, and thus the 

foundation of a genuine racism of successfulness” (Zupančič 6: 2008). Mortazavi’s 

‘Simon’ character explores the absurdity of an Iranian man that is becoming Iranian-

American by domesticating his trauma. Mortazavi makes it clear that the excess of 

trauma always reveals itself and often times in laughable ways. “Simon’ is under 

pressure to turn his hardships into experiences that make him ‘better’ or a more 

‘equipped’ person, in effect the traumatic and possibly the most potent (for mobilizing 

change) aspect of those experiences is reduced. What has led to the ‘successful’ 

assimilation of Iranian-Americans to the US? 

5.1.2 Migration to the West 

Reflecting than the traditional assumption that the diaspora has a shared desire 

(based on collective suffering) to always want to return to homeland, Ghorashi and  

Boersma assert that Clifford’s definition prompts an understanding of homeland not as a 

place of return but “a source of shifting and ambivalent attachment” (Ghorashi and 

Boersma 2009). This consideration of diaspora brings to the fore the concepts of loss, 

excess, and trauma. How have Iranian migrants dealt with the loss of homeland, with the 

“shifting and ambivalent attachment” to homeland, and the excess of trauma associated 

with migration processes? Mohsen Mobasher (2006) draws on cultural trauma theory as 

developed by Alexander Eyerman et al. (2004) to explain what he calls a “national and 

religious identity crisis among Iranian immigrants”(102: 2006).  His study is focused on 

Iranian migrants in Houston, Dallas, and Austin, Texas. Mobasher argues that there has 

been “a double cultural trauma affecting both the home society and host society” (101: 

2006) and this double trauma has prompted varied responses by migrants from Iran, 

including feelings of shame and disassociations from their home country. Mortazavi, as 

well as members of the families included in this research suggest that the idealization of 

Iranian migrants specifically in Los Angeles as assimilated Western subjects dismisses 

the traumas of migration and its subsequent complex affective responses. Before 

beginning a discussion of shame and Mortazavi’s work I first turn to a discussion of 

shame’s ‘sister’ affect: anxiety. 
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5.1.3 Anxiety 

Mortazavi is not concerned with images of Iranian-Americans as a ‘model 

minority group’. Rather Mortazavi’s images dwell within the disturbing points where 

shame might emerge. These points are sites that can trigger the trauma of migration and 

assimilation, the censorship of intimacy, and the uncertainties of collective identification. 

Before examining the “paradox of shame” (Copjec 15: 2006), it is useful to first consider 

the affect of anxiety. Migration is associated with the responsibility of breaking with the 

past, the wisdom of ancestors, and established knowledge systems. Modernity is 

founded on the same ideas, breaking with what came before. Ironically, the modern 

subject and migrants often find themselves bound to culture, nationality, and religion and 

there are no shortage of wars and outbreaks of violence to provide evidence for this 

claim.  

Specifically, in Los Angeles identity labels such as Iranian-American (this title 

belies an acceptance of the current Islamic regime), Persian-American (return to a Pre-

Islamic period) or political affiliations such as monarchist, constitutionalist, or Islamist are 

part of everyday separations and sources of conflict. In my research, I interviewed 

members of households divided by allegiances to Islam and Khomeini and loyalties to 

Reza Shah and imperialist sentiments. Modernity and geographical/temporal breaks 

associated with migration did not dissipate these loyalties. Modernity undermines the 

authority of ancestors by cutting ties and this process of undermining the truths that 

came before us demands that we confront the “unfinished past” of our ancestors. Copjec 

suggests, “the theorization of this unfinished past is concentrated, in the West, around 

the concept of anxiety” (17: 2006). If modernity put a “zero in the denominator of our 

foundations” (Copjec 17: 2006), that is if culture, religion, ethnicity, and so on were 

redefined by modernity, then why did these remnants of the past have such a tenacious 

grip, as Mortazavi’s work suggests, on the Iranian migrant community in Los Angeles?  

While in Iran, I interviewed a woman in her late fifties who had decided to stay in 

Iran as the revolution was underway even though she had the opportunity to board a 

plane and never return like many others. Under Reza Shah’s Iran, a country that she 

argued, was a police state and a pawn of the West, she worked for a government 

institution, disliked her job, and made little money. For her, whatever type of change was 

to come was welcome. She described that during the tumult that unfolded in the years 
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between 1978-79 confusion and anxiety were the norm. She boldly stated no one knew 

anything, no one had any idea what was going to happen, as she put it: “Generally, we 

were all blind. Some people knew more than others. But most were swept away in the 

tide. It felt so good to wipe the past away and start over without knowing what was to 

come next (Interview 2010).” She embraced Khomeini and hejab wholeheartedly 

because she sought transformation and closure.  

During our interview, she smiled as a woman of a certain experience does and 

said she became a full supporter of Khomeini, marching in the streets, yelling his name, 

and parading his image throughout Tehran. She confessed she didn’t know much about 

him or what his plans were, but not knowing what was to come next gave her a 

simultaneously exhilarating and terrifying feeling. Several years into Khomeini’s Iran and 

the outbreak of insufferable war (Iran-Iraq War 1980-1988) she felt weighed down again. 

The liberating transformation had turned into a heavy burden, a suffocating debt. She 

confided to me that now they (the Iranian people) wait, they wait for the next change in 

power. Copjec argues that Freud, Heidegger, and Kant understood anxiety not as 

dependent on an actual condition, like loss, but on a “condition that is not” in other words 

“anxiety is the experience not of a loss that has happened but the experience of awaiting 

some event, something that has not happened” (Copjec 18: 2006).  

Modernity is a process that involves a subject who has the ability to define his or 

her relationship toward the past. Modern Iranians experienced a transformation in their 

destiny as a people and a country that produced a break with the past. The authority of 

ancestral decisions and actions was undermined whether it was the long reigning 

monarchy system or Islamic ideals. Can such a break ever be complete and total? For 

members of the Iranian-American community in Los Angeles, I have observed there isn’t 

a sufficient enough distance from the past. While for others there is a deep sentimental 

attachment to the past. Both cases highlight how the present is ineluctably bound up 

with the past. Some point in the past continues to have a bearing on the present. For 

Iranians in Los Angeles the relations of the past and present are underpinned by modes 

of jouissance or “the injustice that horrifies us” wherein “jouissance is the affective result 

of our relation to ancestral desire” (Copjec 20: 2006).  

As Mortazavi’s work illustrates, the break with ancestral ties has produced a 

crisis of how to live for Iranian-Americans in Los Angeles, in terms of a scrambling for 



171 

authority, truth, and guidance. As Copjec goes on to observe, “in the moment of anxiety, 

we are gripped by our own jouissance as the very object-cause of our actions, but the 

experience is of being parasitized by an alien object so suffocatingly close we cannot 

discern what it is” (Copjec 19: 2006). Following Giorgio Agamben, Copjec contends that 

potentiality and actuality are distinct experiences, and, if this is so, then there must exist 

the possibility of impotentiality. Psychoanalysis names the capacity for impotentiality, 

jouissance, and Copjec suggests that if we accept the existence of jouissance then we 

must accept the “speculative notion of the death drive…anxiety can be understood as 

the affect that registers our encounter with the death drive” (Copjec 19: 2006).  

Death can never be known until it is actualized yet the potential for death is 

constant, pressing, and sticks to one relentlessly. Anxiety is the affect that registers our 

encounter with the death drive and the jouissance we experience in anxiety is the 

burden of ancestral desire that we bear. The attachment we have to the incomplete, 

unactualized past we are born into is experienced as impotentiality, jouissance, and the 

paralyzing affect of anxiety.  In Seminar XI (1981), Lacan insists that anxiety is “not 

without object” (Copjec 98: 2008) even if what presses on us with anxiety has no 

material object, it is still not nothing. Shame is incomprehensible without understanding 

anxiety and “what is fundamental to both affects is this non-actualized, unassumable 

object which sticks to us like a semi-autonomous shadow” (Copjec 21: 2006). Fleeing 

from anxiety prompts one to want to take that unshakable feeling and to find comfort in 

the social. To turn that alienating feeling into a shared experience, we seek out to find an 

image of ourselves in others to assuage the incomprehensible and unassumable thing 

that sticks to us. As Copjec points out anxiety is “rarely experienced in the raw; 

something like the ‘stem cell’ of affects, it is more often encountered in another form, in 

one of the ‘social affects’ of guilt or shame” (Copjec 22: 2006). Following Mortazavi’s 

work do Iranians in Los Angeles turn to shame or guilt as the way in which they “keep 

faith with their inheritance”? (Copjec 13: 2006)  

5.1.4 Houman Mortazavi: The Rise and Fall of Simon Ordoubadi 

As I will show in a moment, according to Mortazavi’s caustic images Iranian-

Americans in Los Angeles have no shame. Unabashed self-promotion, underhanded 

business practices, doing as one is told, and an obsession with displaying wealth, good 

looks, and degrees are all practices that Mortazavi suggests are perpetuated throughout 
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the Iranian-American community. In stark contrast to how shame functions, these 

externalized social behaviors encourage a process of deferment to the Other. Copjec 

describes shame as an affect that allows one to “experience oneself as a subject”. In 

other words, when one experiences shame there is nowhere to turn but to the deepest 

and often times uncomfortable well-springs of one’s subjectivity. Shame doesn’t allow for 

an externalization or an anchoring of the self in the social, but rather forces us to engage 

our subjectivity in a real and potentially jarring way. Thus, shame, paradoxically, is both 

an isolating experience and a basic social response.  

Similarly, Kiarostami developed a ‘cinema of restraint’ as an aesthetic response 

to the strict Islamic rules of modesty enacted after the 1979 Islamic Revolution. Because 

of censorship laws in Iran and how Kiarostami’s aesthetic decisions inform one another 

his camera hangs back and allows for privacy, for example between two lovers. 

Audiences will see and experience their intimate moment from a distance. Out of 

necessity, imagination, and shame he asks the audience to share in their singular 

experience without demanding, as Hollywood films often do, transparency, clarity, and 

the insatiable obscene desire to see it all.  

Mortazavi’s aesthetic project investigates the complex affect of shame amongst 

Iranian migrants in Los Angeles by suggesting that there is none. In Mortazavi’s art 

process (process as opposed to art object because the art object itself is disposable), he 

explores the interior, intimate, and personal processes of Iranian migrant failure, the 

trauma of loss of homeland, and the “searing pain” (Copjec 15: 2006) associated with 

the unintegratable affect of shame. Unlike Kiarostami, Mortazavi’s acerbic images and 

text deriding Iranian-American advertisements, business practices, and obsession with 

self-image is meant to point out the lack of shame rather than the presence of shame. 

Iranians in Los Angeles, generally speaking, have gone to great lengths to avoid the 

experience of shame, primarily because as Zupančič argues, there is no space for 

‘unintegrateables’ like shame and trauma, in advanced capitalist societies. As Zupančič 

(2008) points out, turning trauma into a positive experience, which advanced capitalism 

demands, drains the trauma of its irreducible quality. Shame being an affect that allows 

one to experience this irreducibility. For Iranians to assimilate, to become Iranian-

Americans, the traumas of migration and the ‘unintegrateables’ must be successfully 

reduced.  
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My contention is that Mortazavi is profoundly curious about why many Iranian-

Americans in ‘Tehrangeles’ are deeply fearful of the singular experience of shame. If 

shame is that which sticks to us like a “semi-autonomous shadow”, as a raw reminder of 

the past and future that never was, then it is clear why Iranian-Americans would avoid 

such an experience. If the West has decided that “the biggest weakness of Arabs is 

shame and humiliation” (Copjec 13: 2006,) then shame as an Iranian-American 

becomes a singular point of vulnerability. In a combination of vulgarity and sensitivity 

Mortazavi alerts us to how there are real repercussions in the attempts to be rid of 

shame. 

Mortazavi writes, “one of the worst, if not the worst, fear of any standard-issue 

Iranian is beaberouey (disgrace). Anything that threatens your reputation is to be 

avoided like the plague, just as you are expected to do anything to enhance your image. 

So: fame good, poverty bad, education good, being overweight bad, and all because of 

the way it makes you look” (Mortazavi 19: 2004). In contrast to Copjec who argues that 

Iranians largely keep faith with their inheritance through expressions of shame, 

Mortazavi argues that appearances or the Imaginary and Symbolic are paramount. The 

social is the realm whereby Iranians, arguably both in Iran and Los Angeles, prop up 

their identity. Could this tendency to prop up identity with the Imaginary and Symbolic be 

exasperated by the trauma of migration?

Figure 6. Iranian-American Women in Los Angeles (Photo taken by Author) 

As Figure 8 illustrates Iranian-American women in Los Angeles are renowned for 

their groomed appearances. Echoing Mortazavi, my research has found many Iranians 
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in Los Angeles are embittered by such image-based behaviors and expectations. 

Mortazavi suggests that Iranians in Los Angeles defer to the Other in order to define 

their self-image which results in a dissolvable guilt rather than irreducible shame. In 

other words, rather than face the Real of their subjectivity, such as the implications of the 

traumatic loss of homeland, they turn to one another to collectively affirm their behavior. 

In this scenario, self-reflection and the opacity of the unconscious is dismissed, while 

deferral to the Other for answers and the crude clarity of an expensive lifestyle prevails. 

Mortazavi’s characters, images, and words demonstrate that the promise of 

assimilation has failed many. ‘Simon Ordoubadi’ appears as four recurring male47 Iranian 

characters—businessman, politician, inventor, mystic and a desperate combination of all 

of them. ‘Simon’/Souleyman in contrast with the regal and smiling figures of successful 

fashion moguls, Amir and Bijan. Amir and Bijan offers Iranian-Americans figures to be 

inspired by, and emulate. While ‘Simon’ reflects back characteristics of Iranian migrants 

that are less than appealing. Simon appears as desperate, frustrated, confused, 

manipulative, dogmatic, idiotic, and goofy. Such qualities are quite at odds and 

intolerable for the modern, Western and urban Iranian subject. Many of the 

advertisements were torn down and people called in to local papers and asked that the 

advertisements be pulled. Mortazavi said that he had received threatening phone calls. 

The enraged response to Mortazavi’s tongue-in-cheek images evinces an encounter 

with the Real.  

47 Mortazavi’s series is focused on Iranian men and issues of masculinity. 

Figure 9. Houman Mortazavi’s “Who Cares? I Cares.” 



175 

Figure 9 is part of Mortazavi’s 2003 series. Simon sits with his hand over his 

heart, head tilted to the side and forward, the body language that Iranian men often use 

when they are humbling themselves although manipulation may be at work in this 

universal gesticulation.  

The politician, in the “Who Cares? I Cares” piece pictured in Figure 9 confronts 

the viewer with out of context images and Iranian English idiosyncrasies including, 

unnecessary plurals like ‘cares’, an Iranian flag next to Omar Khayyam the Persian 

renaissance man and an American flag next to Abraham Lincoln both pictured with the 

number one next to them. The political ad is in support of Souleyman Ordoubadi for 

United Nations representative (not a position elected by popular vote) and makes 

statements written in Persian such as “no one attends to you like your kind”, “voting for 

another equals betraying Iran”, and “remember your friends in the next election”. The 

Iranian migrant characters that Mortazavi experiments with are not the images of 

success and happiness that Iranians are comfortable seeing in the landscape of their 

community. Instead, the characters, who are depleted, display unnecessary bravado, or 

clownish good nature, reflect back to the Iranian-American community, a blind spot: the 

failures and misfires that so many Iranian migrants experience. Mortazavi investigates 

what happens to the migrant that doesn’t fully assimilate and who doesn’t smoothly 

transition into the new sociosymbolic order.  
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Figure 10. Houman Mortazavi’s “I Don’t Need Your Vote” 

In Figure 10 Simon looks exhausted and drained. The bittersweet text “I don’t 

need your vote” suggests he is both resentful that he has to sell himself as worthwhile. 

As such the image depicts the Iranian-American quality of inflated self-importance. 

Obviously, in order to win a public election one must garner votes. The advertisement’s 

montage of out of context images, consists of a bald eagle, a man and a woman 

mimicking Ordoubadi’s gesture, and more naïve and manipulative text like “electing 

another is like betraying Iran”. Mortazavi’s images and text recalls Mobasher’s (2006) 

claim that Iranians migrants are experiencing a “national and religious identity crisis” 

(102: 2006). The taglines of like “today unity…tomorrow revenge” or  in another ad 

“inventor of ‘especial’ blend of spirituality, business, and politics” would not necessarily 

appear strange for many Iranian-Americans. As Mortazavi points out in regards to 

Tehrangeles, “there aren’t many successful attempts at ingenuity in Tehrangeles. 

Quantity always trumps quality. You can see huge billboards in Westwood with big bold 

Farsi typos…it’s as if their only goal is to have their own photos printed somewhere to 

remind themselves that they exist” (Mortazavi 20: 2004). Regarding this chapter’s 

concern how Iranians keep faith with their inheritance, Mortazavi’s work suggests, that 

for many Iranian-Americans that have migrated to Los Angeles, shame has been 

replaced by avoidance, in other words guilt. Iranian-Americans that migrated to Los 

Angeles began to keep faith with their cultural inheritance via guilt primarily because the 
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cultural inheritance of Iranian migrants (family, nation, ethnic ties) was interrupted. For 

many, dissolved altogether as again many Iranians who emigrated from Iran were 

largely the product of Pahlavi era Iran, father and son monarchs, both of whom 

cultivated and strongly supported Westernization, modernization, and urbanization 

(Dabashi 2001). The majority of Iranian migrants who left Iran post revolution were 

entrepreneurs or professionals that potentially held Anti-Islamist sentiments (Mostofi 683 

2003). Mortazavi’s description of Simon as “the embodiment of my own alter ego going 

through a torture test. But he is also our collective unconscious let loose in the 

wilderness. He is us when nobody is watching” (Mortazavi 23: 2004) speaks to the 

irreducibility of shame. Shame is not understood here as that which doesn’t require 

approval or disapproval from one’s ancestors, rather an experience that requires no 

external force at all.  

In what follows, I illustrate how some Iranian-American artists and migrants in 

Los Angeles continue to keep faith with their inheritance through shame and who are not 

seeking to integrate unintegratables like anxiety, jouissance, the unconscious, and 

death. I would now like to turn to a discussion of these unintegratables in the context of 

three Iranian-American families in Los Angeles. 

5.1.5 Prologue: Abandoned by Our Ancestors? 
We had two notoriously nasty neighbors in my childhood neighborhood 
in Ahvaz in southern Iran—(dashes appear in original) Naneh Heydar 
and Naneh Naser-who took sadistic satisfaction from gossiping about 
people-to and against each other, to and about everyone in or out of 
sight-spewing every inconceivable garbage that was clogging their 
pigeon brains-every time I pass by a newsstand in an airport 
(specifically tabloid magazines) in the US or Europe I think Naneh 
Heydar and Naneh Naser have moved abroad, become media moguls, 
and continue to spin their gibberish and gossip about people-imagine 
all those beautiful trees that are cut down to make glossy papers for 
these environmentally hazardous waste (Dabashi May 2016 Facebook 
status update). 

Please visit Los Angeles and meet Naneh Heydars and Naneh Nasers in 
our own communities!! Unfortunately, we have plenty in our own 
community! (Response to Dabashi’s Facebook post May 2016) 
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Hamid Dabashi recently posted the above comment on his active Facebook 

account, (which was much like my interviewees sentiments), as a way to criticize 

tabloids. One of the several responses to his comment was that those same vicious 

gossipers he knew as a child in Iran were alive and well in Los Angeles. This sort of 

transnational legacy of violent judgment continues to shape the Iranian-American ethos 

in Los Angeles, which I explore in the below accounts from interviews with Iranian 

families in Los Angeles. 

Iranian society, as psychoanalyst Gohar Homayounpour (a Western trained 

analyst who currently practices psychoanalysis in Tehran) astutely observes, is a society 

that relies on the Oedipus complex in reverse (2012). Ferdowsi’s part mythical, part 

historical epic poem known as the Shahnameh (The Book of Kings 977-1010 CE), is a 

poem of mourning for the great kings and society of Persian civilization until the Islamic 

invasions. Oedipus, the Greek myth of violating the law of the father and patricide is 

switched in the Shahnameh insofar as, fathers are spared and sons are murdered. The 

historical myth of the Shahnameh has epic national proportions for Iranians much like 

Oedipus and Western philosophy. Ferdowsi is also comparable to Sophocles, insofar as 

Iranians “see in him the significance of storytelling, dialog, and interpersonal 

relationships ingrained within the Iranian historical tradition” (xxvii Homayounpour). The 

“Iranian collective unconscious” (if we can argue that there is such a thing)  might be one 

based on the idea of not murdering the one that lays down the law (the father), but rather 

a paternal passing down of jealousy, contempt, and hatred to one’s brethren 

(Homayounpour 2012).  

5.1.6 Gohar’s Observation 

There is much value in Gohar Homayounpour’s observation that the Iranian 

psyche is dependent on the Shahnameh. I will discuss this further in relationship to the 

shock of new forms of cultural expression and arguably the false choice, that is, a choice 

between assimilation or alienation, which the US presented for Iranian-American 

migrants. I suggest this shock was debilitating for some while for other interviewees it 

produced a dialectical moment wherein an unexpected response came into being, 

irreverence and playfulness. 
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A second major theme that emerged from interviews was that Iranians actively 

discourage self-expression. As Homanyounpour suggests, Iranians are not fighting 

against a father, but rather sons and brothers are working to end each other’s lives. The 

combination of patriarchy, Islam, and the re-introduction of mandatory hejab in a post 

revolution Iran may have potentially exploited a cultural phenomena that is deeply 

ingrained in Iranian literary traditions and thus in Iranian psyches. Homanyounpour finds 

the concept of “worrying strangeness” (xxiii 2012) useful. Homanyounpour explains 

worrying strangeness” is a Freudian concept used by Kristeva: “The fear of the other and 

the worry of strangeness are both the result of the fear of the difference of the Other 

(stranger) within ourselves. We are scared of what we are and we are scared of our 

unleashed desires. Hence we transfer our fear to the Other, to the stranger, to the one 

who is not “us” and to the “difference”. The Other is both the source of our anxiety, and 

the danger which threatens us (Homanyounpour xxiii: 2012). 

A major theme in my research in Los Angeles was resentment towards those 

who express themselves through difference, risktaking, or other forms of self-expression 

such as art. Simultaneously, the Iranian community in Los Angeles is extremely 

supportive of art that supports particular aspects of Iranian culture, especially the familiar 

ones. I suggest this may be because the Otherness in the Other is terrifying (the Other 

could be an encounter with the Real through the work of an artist). A typical response to 

minimize Otherness involves familiarizing it by applying restrictive narratives or finding 

ways to relate through one’s own experiences. Or, by unleashing anger, rage, and a 

determined single-minded effort to destroy the Other. There is a deep resistance to 

thinking about one’s own Otherness. Again the Other is both the source of anxiety (what 

do they have that I don’t) and that which threatens us (what are they trying to take away 

from me?) For the Lacanian subject there is a discomfort that comes along with 

engaging one’s desires.  

Homayounpour’s observation, (Iranian psyches are partially shaped by the 

Shahnameh or Oedipus in reverse) reminded me of many experiences I had while in 

Iran in the summer and fall of 2010. Firstly, although I was at ease while in Iran because 

of the familiarity that was somehow transferred to me through my parents (possibly 

through food, language, and self-care practices like tea rituals) I was also intensely 

uncomfortable because of the tremendous strangeness of this feeling of a sort of second 
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hand ease and familiarity. As my researched progressed and my observations gathered 

data it became clear to me that ‘fitting into the norm’ was a top priority for many of my 

extended family members in Iran. If one, say, had an inclination to express their 

individuality in a urban center like Tehran and I observed three especially troubling 

occasions while there, they were each time met with sneers, turned heads, and scathing 

whispers. One such example, involved my male cousin’s disgust with and verbal 

admonitions of a young woman walking in a Tehran street that presented as a drug 

addict.  

As Dabashi suggests in his Facebook status update, it wasn’t uncommon while I 

was in Iran to hear people spread rumors, pass judgment, and to engage in wild 

speculation. A common activity in Iran is sitting in the living room, to talk face to face 

over tea, fruit, and cookies. Some of these talking circles, which included extended 

family and friends (I was probably involved in 30 of them over the course of my 12 

weeks in Iran) were centered on religion, politics, personal experiences with the 

government, and other times they were an opportunity to say how ugly someone’s hair 

was, or how their outfit was ridiculous, or the scandal surrounding their marriage. I would 

go so far as to say speaking about other people’s lives is a daily pastime in Iran. 

Paradoxically, this occurs alongside discussions of, poetry, art, film, theatre, nature, 

music and literature. I was thrilled to hear elderly men (within my extended family 

usually) suddenly begin to recite Rumi or Hafez, or a group of thirty something’s stay up 

until late into the night, usually within one another’s homes, taking turns singing songs 

and telling stories and long elaborate jokes. Some of them moving skilfully between 

reciting poetry and berating their next door neighbor. The creativity and imagination of 

the people I spent time with was tremendous. These two modalities, guilt (avoidance by 

deferring to Others) and shame (respect of that which makes us uncomfortable and 

intimacy with oneself) profoundly moved me and I observed its continuation and 

transformation amongst Iranian-American migrants in Los Angeles.  

5.1.7 Resistance: What Is Being Avoided? 

The recurring theme in my interviews with family members, artists, and 

academics that Iranians often “stand in the way”, “hold each other back”, “are one 

another’s enemies,” “where the most resistance comes from” (excerpts from interviews, 

M. Sketch Me Twice, Roya, a successful academic I call “M. Let’s Keep in Touch”) when
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it comes to being successful. After I finished I interviewing M. Let’s Keep in Touch, a 

successful academic researching and writing on sex and sex crimes in Iran, she told me, 

“in general the academy has been supportive of my work. It’s Iranians that have been 

the harshest critics of my research, they just don’t want to hear it.” She uttered these 

words with conviction and intensity. Similar, to M. B & B, such an “off the record” 

moment recalls an “offhand remark made after the analysand has left the armchair or 

couch and is on the way out the door, when he thinks it is too late to discuss it that 

day”(Fink 41: 2007). Fink also writes that “we may find the stray or offhanded comment 

he makes on the way out the door after the session to be the most important” (Fink 14: 

2007).  She pronounced these words such depth and intensity that I was deeply moved. 

The resistance of Iranians to work that broaches the Real materialized itself in these 

comments made by research participants, primarily Roya, M. Sketch Me Twice, M. Let’s 

Keep in Touch, and M. The Language is Mine. I would now like to turn to interviews with 

family members as a way to explore these insights. 

5.2 The Real and Three Iranian-American Families in Los 
Angeles  

5.2.1 Family Interviews: Desire as Desire of the Other and 
Productive Deadlocks 

In this section on family and the embodiments of Otherness qua the Real, I offer 

insights into how migration traumas are expressed amongst three Iranian-American 

families in Los Angeles. I address moments of Otherness as they appear within my own 

family and two other Iranian-American families. My family consists of my late father, Ali, 

mother Afagh, my half-brothers, who are 12 and 10 years older than me, Reza and 

Mehrdad, myself, and my sister Nilo, five years younger than me. The Tabatabie family, 

consists of parents Cameron and Sanaz, oldest daughter, Parisa and younger son 

Farhang. Cameron and Sanaz are in their 70s and early 80s, while their children are in 

their early 50s. The Karimi family, mother Afsar, father Arash, oldest daughter Bita, 

middle son, Parviz, youngest daughter Mona. Afsar and Arash are in their late 50s/early 

60s while their children are in their mid 30s to late 20s. I have known each of these 

families personally since our migration from Atlanta to Los Angeles and have developed 

relationships with each family member. 
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I provide analysis based on empirics gathered during group and individual face-

to-face interviews, phone calls, and family gatherings. I also offer personal self-reflection 

from my own experiences in this section. From a Lacanian perspective, all social bonds 

such as familial relations are mediated and propelled by lack, that is, something 

individuals do not have and strive for, as well as something that disturbs or threatens the 

integrity and consistency of the family as a connected group. The two modalities guilt 

(avoidance by deferring to Others) and shame (respect of that which makes us 

uncomfortable and intimacy with oneself) are directly related to how we understand 

family bonds, desire, and lack. Such modalities can be expressed in the following series 

of questions, what do you want from me, are you filling my lack, am I filling yours, should 

I focus fulfillment of my desire by deferring to Others or should I should be autonomous 

and follow my own (perhaps uncomfortable) desire? 

5.2.2 Family 

“Lack in Lacan’s work has, to a certain extent, an ontological status: it is the first 

step beyond nothingness. To qualify something as empty is to use a spatial metaphor 

implying that it could alternatively be full, that it has some sort of existence above and 

beyond its being full or empty. A metaphor frequently used by Lacan concerns 

something qui manqué a sa place, which is out of place, not where it should be or 

usually is; in other words, something which is missing. For something to be missing; it 

must first have been present and localized; it must first have had a place. And something 

only has a place within an ordered system-space-time coordinates or a Dewey decimal 

book classification, for example-in other words, within some sort of symbolic structure” 

(Fink 52: 1995). Alienation results when the symbolic order is constituted such a process 

is unique for each individual. There is a place for that individual that he or she does not 

have yet but nonetheless it is meant for them alone. Nothingness is transformed into 

something by “marking or representing” (Fink 52: 1995) it, this is where the Lacanian 

subject is born, in the “naming of the void” (Fink 52: 1995). 

My family, on my father’s side, comes from Kashan, more specifically a small deh 

(village) called Naragh. My father’s family included well-known and learned clerics such 

as Mulla Ahmad Naraghi, whom Ayatollah Khomeini cited in his Vellayat-e Fagih. Mulla 

Ahmad Naraghi founded a seminary in Kashan and is now buried there. As a child, I 

noticed that on all of my formal documents the letter “H” appeared as my middle initial. 
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When I asked my parents what this “H” was, my atheist mother would begrudgingly 

mumble “nothing” under her breath, while my father would, with tears in his eyes, 

proclaim “Hadj Mulla Ahmad”. This Mulla and the town of Naragh in Kashan were my 

placeholders in the symbolic universe. As Fink writes, the subject’s name “is often 

selected long before the child’s birth, and it inscribes the child in the symbolic. A priori, 

his name has absolutely nothing to do with the subject; it is as foreign to him or her as 

any other signifier. But in time this signifier-more, perhaps, than any other-will go to the 

root of his or her being and become inextricably tied to his or her subjectivity. It will 

become the signifier of his or her very absence as subject, standing in for him or her” 

(Fink 53: 1995).  

My inscription into the world and place-holder in the symbolic universe was 

present long before I was born. When a child is named he or she is inscribed into the 

Symbolic order, is represented, and is brought into ‘existence’ in the eyes of the Law. As 

Lacan states, “the subject’s being is eclipsed by language” and his or her “trace being is 

a place-marker or place-holder in the symbolic order” (Lacan quoted in Fink 52: 1995). 

The process of ‘alienation’ of the subject through language and representation is 

‘complimented’ by the process of ‘separation’. Fink writes, “separation implies a situation 

in which both the subject and the Other are excluded” (53: 1995). Here the alienated and 

represented, or symbolically recognized subject discovers the lack in the Other. The 

alienated subject comes to the realization that the Other doesn’t have all the answers, 

that the Other’s desire is not fully constituted. This incompleteness of the Other gives the 

subject the capacity to separate from the false sense of wholeness that representation 

presents. With the recognition of the lack in the Other, separation can occur and the 

desiring subject can emerge. If the Other is split and barred by language, then the desire 

to complete the Other’s lack can be constituted. Fink notes the “subject tries to excavate, 

explore, align, and conjoin those two lacks, seeking out the precise boundaries of the 

Other’s lack in order to fill it with him or her self” (Fink 54: 1995). This is why, for Lacan, 

lack and desire are coextensive of one another. Because the child can never completely 

fill up the space of the Other’s desire the aligning of lacks is chimerical and unrealizable. 

A third term Lacan introduces in the spatial metaphor of desire is the function of the 

“name-of-the-father”. The name-of-the-father does not have to be a male father, it can 

be a female, it can be a dog, and in the Freudian case of Little Hans, it can be a horse. 

The third element in the child/mOther dyad is a figure that interrupts desire and that 
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blocks either mother or child from being subsumed by one another’s desire giving the 

child and the mOther, “a space in which to breathe easy, a space of its own”(Fink 58: 

1995).  

If my symbolic world was constituted in Naragh, Kashan, then why am I here? 

Lacan classifies ignorance as a passion greater than love or hate (Fink 7: 1997). The 

desire or the-will-not-to-know and resistance to this knowing is one of the foundational 

characteristics of neurosis. My family arrived as migrants to the US with an entire 

arsenal of methods of how not to know. Pursuits such as how to figure out how to make 

money, how to navigate new social and cultural norms and bureaucratic bodies, and 

how to not let certain types of knowledge get in the way of these basic goals of 

acculturation and assimilation set up the circumstances to live a life of resistance. As a 

child, I was discouraged from asking the basic question of why am I here? Why am I 

here, in the US rather than in Tehran where both of my parents were born? A second 

question is ‘who would I have been had I stayed in Iran?’, and a third, ‘who am I now, 

considering my geographic legacy?’  

My father, in an interview I conducted with him in 2011, told the story of our 

migration with his characteristic no sweat attitude. “We thought your brothers could go to 

school in the US. We thought it would be better for them. Your Mom and I always 

planned to come back to Iran. Of course, [long pause] you know I haven’t been back 

since the day I left 30 years ago now. Has it been that long [shaking his head with a 

faraway look in his eyes]?” Both of my parents were abused and victimized by poverty, 

patriarchy, neglect, rumours, gossip, and the Iranian method of “tearing one another 

down” as one of my interviewees suggested. My suspicion is, that for my father at least, 

America was the truth, which is to say that, it was open, and not as claustrophobic as 

Tehran. He watched Westerns with a fervent dedication and often talked to me about 

owning wide stretches of land and horses. The West, where our family landed 

permanently, was a promise of self-determination and autonomy, the geography told him 

so. The “walls were coming in on Tehran” as my Dad once put it, and although our family 

of five was terrified, they left. 

My parent’s divorced when I was seventeen. My father gradually became a 

gambling addict just before I was ten years old. He would disappear for weeks at a time 

and return either ecstatic because he had won money or despondent because he had 
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lost money. Either way, the trauma of his loss and return impacted me deeply. Both of 

my parents became imposters, shadows, or ghosts of themselves upon migration. The 

loss and stress was too great for them to bear and they wandered aimlessly, moving 

further away from Iran and all of the ways of existing they once relied upon. In short they 

orbited between jouissance and temporary pleasure. As I became an adult, issues of 

trust became paramount. I was plagued by sustained stress and anxiety because I was 

unable to trust anyone. I assumed the worst in people and tended to focus solely on how 

they would disappoint me. I often dreamt that I was running at an inhuman speed, while 

thoughts ran through my mind at the same speed. In these dreams, the thoughts would 

turn to yelling, a yelling that would persist and seem to fill my entire body with echoes of 

sound and vibration. 

With this in mind, I would like to continue to explore migrant trauma with a more 

detailed look into the lives of three Iranian-American families living in Los Angeles, mine 

being the first. 

5.2.3 The Naraghi Family Los Angeles 1988 

My family came to Los Angeles in 1988 via Atlanta, Georgia. Our migration 

experience was fraught. My parents were both born into families that were unstable and 

abusive. My suspicion is that they were both prepared to leave Iran because they 

wanted to leave their unsupportive families and the pain of their childhoods behind (they 

had no political or economic ties to the monarchy and were in no immediate danger after 

the revolution). They regarded the impending changes in Iran as a chance to leave for a 

life that was unknown, but hopeful. Their children have spent their adult lives asking why 

they would do such a thing? The resistance to that question along with other questions 

related to migration have been unparalleled. 

Dad 

My father’s own family is an extraordinary example of Gohar’s observation that 

generally speaking, Iranians are psychically aligned with the Shahnameh. My father’s 

family consists of twelve siblings, all named after Islamic figures including, Mohammad, 

Hussein, Fatimeh, Abbas, Hassan, my father is Ali. Their father was a part-time 

merchant with a remarkable temper, as well as a debilitating drinking and gambling 

problem. He also had a wife in every deh or village. My Dad joked that I have hundreds, 
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if not thousands of cousins scattered throughout Iran. My grandfather, Ali Akbar, raised 

my father’s family in a small house at the corner of Khorasun and Shahrudi in 

southeastern Tehran. Although their father was a less than honorable person, his 

children, in particular his sons stood by him through every selfish act he committed. 

Even after he had died of liver failure, his reputation continues to be protected. His 

children did not break from their father and continued his methods in their own lives, 

alcoholism, gambling, and adultery have plagued each one of them. Instead of breaking 

with the law of their father, the sons in this family turned on one another. Attempting, 

however they could, to ‘murder’ one another and to strategically destroy each other’s 

lives, often times through plotting against each other in business dealings and 

attempting to sabotage each other’s marriages. 

All of these vengeful brothers came one by one to the US. My father was the 

second, arriving in Atlanta, Georgia in late 1978 after a short stay in London. He brought 

with him two pre-teen sons he inherited from his wife’s first marriage, his wife, and their 

newborn child. After a little less than a decade in Atlanta, he was excommunicated by 

his brothers and sent into a sort of self-imposed exile in Los Angeles. On the day my 

family left for the US, October 16th 1978, there were a number of people murdered by 

the Shah’s secret police in a Kerman mosque. My Dad owned a chemical factory called 

“Iranmix”. He was not an intellectual, he was not religious, he was not political, he was 

not educated, he had never left Iran, and he only spoke Persian and was barely literate. 

He didn’t have any titles, he wasn’t a translator, an engineer, an architect, an academic 

or Parisian trained painter. He was not an archetypal character associated with migrants 

who left Iran at the time of the revolution. Just the opposite in fact. My Dad was, if there 

is such a thing, a quintessential ‘bache Tehruni’ maybe even what Karl Marx and Hamid 

Dabashi would call lumpen (Dabashi 26: 2001). A ‘classless’ person, someone with no 

class consciousness, and who operated outside of the expectations of class. My dad 

spent most of his time with people who were outcasts, marginalized, homeless, 

shapeshifters, alcoholics and drug addicts. His ego centered stories suggest that he was 

a hero, helping people get out of financial ruin, settling family feuds, fighting in the 

streets in the name of his friends who were harassed or unjustly abused, and saving 

child brides (my mom) from abusive husbands. As a teenager and young adult, he was a 

hopeful wrestler. My dad was a thug with a big heart and one main agenda: to survive. 

My father’s relationship with money is indicative of how he approached most things in 
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life. All or nothing, make a thousand or lose a thousand, the end result didn’t matter but 

the guts it took to take the risk did.  

This isn’t my memory, but I asked my Father so many times about this story it is 

one of those memories that begins to masquerade as your own. The way my father tells 

the origin story of our migration process goes as follows: he had a friend who worked 

with him at the chemical factory that was dating the assistant of an American consulate 

worker. Dad asked without hesitation if his girlfriend could help him get a visa for five 

travellers to the US. He had a brother in Atlanta and he had heard that everyone 

eventually gets rich in the US. Two days later, my family sat in the consulate lobby 

waiting for their name to be called. ‘Naraghi’ was heard over the crackly 1970’s speaker. 

He proudly walked to the counter with my eleven-year old brother Mehrdad's Beatles 

haircut bouncing up and down on his back to retrieve his documents. My father said to 

the consulate employee, “See him, he’s getting an education in your country!” (in the 

little English that he knew) Mehrdad smiled so excitedly that his eyes disappeared into 

his cheeks. He jumped off his stepfather’s back and began chasing his older brother 

around playing the American game of “Cowboys and Indians”, probably mimicking from 

a film they had seen. What is left out of the story that my father would tell about the 

origins of our migration is just as important as the story, maybe even more so. When I 

asked both of my parents on separate occasions if they were afraid of leaving Iran and 

coming to the US, my father replied “No, I’m never afraid of anything” while my mother 

responds with her stock answer of “I was so depressed when we came to Atlanta. I cried 

everyday for months.” Both of them avoid the question. When I bring this to their 

attention the resistance is powerful.  

On October 16th 1978, my family boarded an airplane bound for London, 

England. Days after our plane left, the airport in Tehran was shut down. Within a few 

short months the fate of the out of touch monarch was sealed. The wealthiest people of 

the highest socio-economic standing would flea for their lives. This included my mother’s 

uncle who was arrested, detained, tortured, and nearly beheaded before leaving Iran 

while his family waited for him in Germany. He served as a General in the Shah’s army. 

During the middle 1970s inflation in Iran was at an all time high, the cost of living had 

become unsustainable, and the Shah began to wage war on what he called profiteers 

otherwise known as businesspeople. As an American correspondent put it, “the bazaar 
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was being used as a smokescreen to hide the vast corruption rampant in government 

and in the bosom of the royal family” (Abrahamian 498: 1982).  

After leaving Iran, my family was living within a small support network of Iranians 

in Atlanta. Shortly after our arrival, the Iran hostage crisis began to unfold. The 

conservative south had little patience for Iranian migrants while fifty-two Americans were 

held hostage. My mother, in an interview I had with her in 2012, described bricks with 

hateful letters attached to them thrown through our windows on more than one occasion. 

My brothers, as a safety precaution, lied and said they were Italian, changing their 

names to Stefano and Paolo and speaking only in broken English to one another to keep 

them from having to explain why they couldn’t speak Italian. The pressure to conform 

was enormous and my brother Reza, in an interview I conducted with him in 2011, 

describes living in Atlanta as a fourteen year old Iranian during the hostage crisis as a 

time of great fear. He didn’t know the cultural norms or what was expected of him, these 

individual impasses were compounded by the larger geopolitical crisis. He responded to 

the situation by becoming a somewhat rebellious teenager, by drinking, fighting, and 

every now and again, having a run-in with the police. He describes this period in his life 

as “hellish” (Interview with Reza 2011) and he claims that had it not been for his 

athleticism, he doesn’t think he would have survived.  

Reza 

The figure of the father for my half-brother (we share a mother) Reza has always 

haunted him. In our interviews he commented multiple times that when he arrived to his 

new homeland “he didn’t know the rules”, he “didn’t know what was expected” of him, 

and that “the more I tried to fit in, the weirder I felt”. Reza’s own father was left behind in 

Iran only to be seen one more time more than twenty years later. My father, his 

stepfather, had an unseemly father himself and was unable to break free of his 

unfortunate inheritance. The position of the father (through multiple generations) was 

one of great instability and uncertainty in our family. The Symbolic father had failed to 

protect his family from the trauma of the Real. Our family was paraded into the Real 

without any protection. Although, my father made valiant attempts to be the protector, he 

set himself up to impossible standards. The impossibility of attaining the objet petit a 

(becoming the model migrant and attaining full assimilation) became torturous, and 

rather than following the path of desire, both Reza and my father set themselves up for 
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what I think is unnecessary failure and descent into delusion. Reza, can hardly speak 

Persian now (even though he was in his early teens when he left Iran). He rarely eats 

Persian food, has no desire to return to Iran to visit, has no interest in his cultural 

inheritance and its excavation and hasn’t a single close friend who is Iranian. He’s 

attempted to forge an identity based on the pursuit of money and property. This has 

undoubtedly failed him too. 

During two formal interviews, he expressed anger, even something closer to 

rage, at the failures of his parents, which he often spoke about in the same breath as the 

failure of Iran to get out from under the control of Islam. He felt that the inability of our 

parents to modernize and become fully integrated into US culture was an affront to him 

and all of the Iranians left to suffer under Islamic rule. He worships American values, 

capitalism, and television. Much of his excess is directed towards our parents and the 

Islamic Republic. He carefully avoids self-pity, often times referencing self-help gurus 

that he has come to admire and argues that success is for those who work hard. 

Accepting the migrant experience as transformative and inexorably constitutive of his 

current condition was never mentioned. The self-help gurus, like Tony Robbins, played a 

prominent role, a deferral to someone outside of himself. He did say that he has been 

looking for a leader, someone to guide him, a person that can make him feel safe. As my 

mother’s oldest son, Reza’s ego is awash with inconsistencies. Due to the shortcomings 

of patriarchy, my mother believed that a son is just better than a daughter. She propped 

his fragile ego and protected him from the truth of himself. He continues to wander Los 

Angeles, a little less angry than before, a little more humbled, and just the tiniest bit 

interested in my work. How has Reza dealt with loss of homeland, migration, and 

trauma? He mostly denies that any of those things are things. “I’m still trying to find a 

way. Me, on my own, Iran, leaving Iran, being American none of those things matter. I try 

not think about it. Finding a way in matters” (Interview Reza 2011). In general, his 

response has been anger and denial. He suffers from alienation and truly a loss of both 

Iran and the US. The place where he lives has not lived up to his expectations but the 

place where he is from hasn’t either. He often suggested that fault lies with the people 

that came before. The conflict that I saw was with who he actually is and how he 

convinces himself to see himself, two very different people. 
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Mom 

Aesthetics make sense of that which seems to be nonsensical. As mentioned 

earlier in the thesis, encouraging my mother to speak to me of her past (especially as 

she advances in age) is an exhausting task. Usually, when she does speak of the past 

she repeats the same stories and experiences (often times using the same words and 

imagery) and finds it challenging to retrieve memories that she doesn’t have quick 

access to. Along with many Iranian migrants included in this work my mother has been 

skilfully resisting the repressed materials of the migration process.  

The trauma of growing up in a country where my parents were at a loss, rootless, 

and wandering, lives with me, deep within me. It is a sort of core where everything else 

radiates from, a kind of original sin. Shame was like a loyal friend to me, a retreat, a 

place I could dwell in, and that I couldn’t be evicted from. A long-standing memory for 

both my sister and me, is driving home from family gatherings held at my wealthy ex-

general Great Uncle’s house in La Cañada. My sister and I in the back seat, Dad driving, 

Mom in the passenger seat on our way from the Crescenta Valley to Redondo Beach (a 

long drive). My Mom, would almost without pause, criticize every aspect of the evening. 

Anything from what the host was wearing to the food served. Sometimes reluctantly 

complimentary, often not. The conversation would usually develop into an argument 

because the intensity of the critique would find a way to evolve into a “why don’t we have 

the life they have?” My Father would become defensive, preoccupied, and make a 

wrong turn (this could have been an unconscious act given that there are no pure 

accidents) and we would often end up driving aimlessly until we stumbled on the right 

freeway home. The comparisons, judgments, compliments, and culmination of 

frustrations as we drove through Los Angeles often colored my experience of the city. 

The freeways became synonymous with being lost, confused, or frustrated. My younger 

sister often went to sleep, while I comforted her. I would look out the window and wonder 

if we were ever going to make it home. I would think about never making it home, the 

freeway lights and curves all meshed into one, and deep anxiety emerged. Anxiety is 

that which registers a confrontation with the death drive. I understood in those moments 

that my thoughts, my fears, my anxieties, death were not my enemies and I became 

deeply committed to shame or permitting myself access to the most alien parts of 

myself, usually through music, art, film and literature. The thoughts would run through 

my head but I was too young to be able to process the shamelessness my parents 
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exhibited. I pitied them and simultaneously loved them for their vulnerability. The 

comparisons were claustrophobic. My mother often pointed out who has what and that 

others were smarter than us because they brought more money from Iran. My father 

would retort they were the King’s henchmen and that their lives are built on the blood of 

others. Rather than overcoming their false pride, my mom and dad insisted on 

maintaining their distance through hatred, critique, and judgment. Egocentrism rather 

than allocentrism. Cooperation would have been much more effective but the political 

division between my extended family which had roots in the colonialist tactics of the UK 

and US was too deeply entrenched that they couldn’t manage to overcome this divide for 

a larger purpose and smoother migration process. Rather, it became a game of who is 

smarter than who? Cooperation could have unfolded worlds of possibility but building 

walls offers the temporary satisfaction of jouissance.  

My mother critiquing and comparing the successes of her pro-Monarch family to 

my by default pro-Khomeini father was ultimately a hindrance to her own successful 

migration process. The deep disdain for a person who has not caused one suffering 

directly recalls the Freudian concept of “worrying strangeness”. Once again as Kristeva 

explains in Homanyounpour, “the fear of the other and the worry of strangeness are both 

the result of the fear of the difference of the Other (stranger) within ourselves” (xxiii: 

2012). Throughout my research the recurring theme of “us against us”, or as many of my 

research subjects put it, the insistence by Iranians to pass judgment on the life decisions 

of other Iranians was clear. The fear that someone else may or may not have a different 

approach to their life is almost intolerable for many Iranians in my study. The outsider, or 

the one that dares to embody difference, produces an anxiety that causes one to 

question their own life decisions, much like my mother on the drives home from family 

gatherings. The “worrying strangeness” is an element of the life of Iranians in Iran that 

was certainly paralyzing, and even more interestingly, consisted in the exoticizing of the 

Otherness of the Other.  

5.2.4 The Tabatabaie Family 

The two modalities, or forms by which to “keep faith with one’s inheritance” 

(Copjec 13: 2006), guilt and shame stayed with me throughout my research. Let’s now 

turn to a discussion of a family that arrived in Los Angeles before my family did and that 
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served as a stabilizing force and a conduit to the Iranian community in Los Angeles for 

my family. 

The Tabatabaie family has lived in Santa Monica near the heart of ‘Tehrangeles’, 

since 1986. Once again, the Tabatabie family, consists of parents Cameron and Sanaz, 

oldest daughter, Parisa and younger son Farhang. Cameron and Sanaz are in their 70s 

and early 80s, while their children are in their early 50s. Interviews revealed that their 

anxiety about what would be next for Iran cold be understood as an encounter with the 

death drive. This family was ideologically split wherein the patriarch was a secular 

monarchist, while the matriarch was a supporter of Khomeini and the Islamic Republic. 

Their son (an artist I spent the most time with) claimed to despise Iran and all cultural 

associations with Iran and identified as an ex-national. His resentment and 

disassociation is a common response amongst the Iranian diaspora in Los Angeles. The 

patriarch of the family is waiting for Reza Shah’s son and the constitutional monarchy to 

be reinstated, while the matriarch would like to see Khomeini’s original ideals returned. 

their son, much to the dismay of both his parents, was in favor of a US or Israeli military 

invasion.  

Focus group (three times) and individual interviews (at least twice with each 

family member, three times with Farhang) I conducted with this family revolved around 

these manifestations of anxiety. The patriarch and son no longer had any ties financially 

or materially to Iran, but they consistently spoke of Iranian politics and its people. The 

son, a man in his early fifties, was preoccupied with unsavory Iranian behavior 

(behaviors that Mortazavi formalizes in his work) in Los Angeles, while his father was 

preoccupied with the invasion of mullahs in Iran.  

The patriarch fled Iran in 1980, leaving behind his beautiful home and his stable 

bureaucratic job with the Department of Transportation. The ejection from his job was a 

trauma that he has still not come to terms with and he continues to fantasize that one 

day his pension will be returned to him. Copjec writes, “anxiety is this feeling of being 

anchored to an alien self from which we are unable to separate ourselves, nor to 

assume as our own, of being connected to a past that, insofar as it had not happened, 

was impossible to shed” (18: 2006). My analysis of this family focuses mostly on the 

matriarch and son. Sanaz, the matriarch, has willfully rejected assimilation into American 

culture. She wears a head scarf (in direct defiance of her husband’s wish that she not), 
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she almost exclusively eats Persian food, watches Iranian satellite TV (reruns of 

“Three’s Company” being the exception), reads Iranian newspapers and travels to Iran 

for extended visits frequently. I asked her why she even bothers being in the US at all 

and she retorts that if the Americans hadn’t meddled in her country (1951 US 

orchestrated coup d’etat of Mossadegh), then she would have no reason to be forced to 

endure American society. She is in America only because her country became 

intolerable after the events of 1951 and the revolution. She stayed as long as she could 

in Iran, working as a lawyer, working with families torn apart by drug addiction, divorce, 

and the complexities of state supported misogyny.  

In our interviews, she suggested there was more room to breathe in Los Angeles. 

She said, “I always argue with myself. I argue with this ‘ham sar’ (life partner) of mine, I 

argue with my intolerant son that we should have stayed to save our country from the 

vultures. I mostly argue with myself. I feel ashamed all of the time. What would those 

who came before us say?” Sanaz, declares love for her homeland and concern for her 

ancestors, shame in herself and other Iranians for being seduced by the West, and 

displays great despair at not only her situation but the disgrace that has befallen the 

Iranians in Iran and the diaspora. Following Copjec, Sanaz keeps faith with her cultural 

inheritance through shame. Again, Copjec understands shame to be an, “unassumable 

object which sticks to us like a semi-autonomous shadow” (Copjec 21: 2006) and is “our 

sense of an inalienable and yet unintegratable surplus of self” (Copjec 23: 2006). Sanaz, 

can’t shake or distract herself from that which she can’t integrate. Sanaz’s wearing of the 

head scarf while in the US is a source of anxiety and anger for both her son and 

husband. She stubbornly refuses to renounce Shar’ia law, in fact, she seems to cherish 

and protect it. Under great pressure to conform she holds on to her head scarf, an object 

that can’t be integrated, much like shame operates. 

All the while her son, Farhang, declares that he rejects Iranian and Iranian-

American culture. His critique of Iranian-Americans follows Mortazavi’s acerbic insights 

insofar as, Iranian-Americans in Los Angeles behave as pawns of capitalism, eschew 

shame, and have little spiritual commitment. He has struggled with accepting Western 

ideals (namely capitalism) and instead has spent most of his adult life painting using 

traditional Persian calligraphy methods with little financial success. In one of our many 

interviews (I interviewed Farhang on three different occasions) he pointed out to me, that 
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after the Arabs invaded Persia, the Persians adapted the Arabic alphabet to Persian, (a 

point he was mildly proud of), which produced the current Persian alphabet. For some 

time, following artists like, Parviz Tanavoli, Farhang associated himself with a sort of 

modernist movement in Persian calligraphy and the use of poetry, namely the work of 

Rumi. Farhang has lived in the US since 1982, following his sister from Iran and then 

bringing his parents quickly thereafter. He moved to Los Angeles with his family in 1986 

and in these many years I have seen him, became increasingly frustrated and even 

contemptuous of Iranian-Americans in Los Angeles. More specifically, he expresses a 

deep frustration with deceitful business practices, insincerity, and has called Iranian 

cultural identity in Los Angeles as “philistines who like to take away people’s souls just to 

be accepted into American culture but pretend they care about art only when it makes 

them money. What a mess. I’m only Iranian when I watch soccer and in my dreams.” 

Farhang, in contrast to his mother, externalizes his frustrations and places blame on the 

“pool parast” (money worshippers), suggesting he is better than the success-driven 

Iranian migrant. Farhang keeps faith with his inheritance through guilt, understood to be 

an internal system of regulating morality.  

5.2.5 The Karimi Family 

The Karimi family consists of, mother Afsar, father Arash, oldest daughter Bita, 

middle son, Parviz, youngest daughter Mona. Afsar and Arash are in their late 50s/early 

60s while their children are in their mid 30s to late 20s. The Karimi Family arrived in Los 

Angeles via Germany in 1988. The mother and father’s marriage came to a messy end 

about a decade later. The oldest daughter, Bita, went on to become a corporate lawyer, 

middle son, Parviz suffers from debilitating mental health diagnosed as “bipolar” and 

continues to live with his mother. Finally the youngest daughter Mona married a non-

Iranian self-identified Republican conservative Christian and is a homemaker. The 

matriarch of this family, Afsar, is emphatically dedicated to Islam, the Persian language, 

Persian cuisine, and Persian traditions. Her main concern, an almost compulsive 

concern, has become exposing her two grandchildren to Iranian identity (primarily 

through language, food, and religion exposure). 

My analysis of the Karimi family will revolve around the youngest daughter, 

Mona, who is almost unrecognizable as Iranian. She has taken her husband’s last name, 

converted to Christianity from Islam and is currently a closeted Christian, and 
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consciously shuns Iranian identity. Her siblings and parents are inextricably wrapped up 

in her day-to-day life and there is a deafening clash between her family’s cultural values 

and her in-laws. Mona says, 

I’m going crazy. I don’t know what I am going to do. My Mom is 
actually crazy, she only speaks in Persian to _______ (her daughter) 
even when my husband is there (who doesn’t speak Persian), she 
always coming over with Korans and leaving them around the house or 
praying in a weird whisper with a sheet over her head in front 
__________ (her daughter), and of course constantly cooking fucking 
ghorme sabzee. _______ (her husband) hates her and she hates him! 
He says he doesn’t want the neighbors complaining about the smell of 
the food! 

Mona’s older siblings are childless and are not expected to start families (Bita 

has been labelled career focused by her family while Parviz has been deemed mentally 

ill and unable to have his own family). Since Mona has continued the legacy of her 

parents by having children there has been considerable effort on the part of her parents 

to influence the lives of their grandchildren. This family exhibits an inability to cope with 

the trauma of migration and the coping strategies they have integrated are not giving 

them the support they need to live with the trauma of migration. They have insistently, 

without reservation, all half-heartedly chased after contentment through financial 

success, modeling almost exactly what Farhang despises about Iranian-American 

culture in Los Angeles. Each of them hit a limit with this path and are in crisis about how 

to distribute their excess affects, excess like shame and anxiety. Their parents look for 

answers in the past, they look to their ancestors to guide them but they refuse to 

address the trauma of migration. While the children have each attempted to redefine 

themselves as Americans. In our interview Mona at one point exclaimed, “I’m American, 

I’m American! What do they want from me? I’m always anxious about what they want! 

What do they want? They brought me here. What do they want me to get a divorce and 

marry some hairy FOB (fresh off the boat)?” Mona’s anxiety about the expectations of 

her parents was potent. Mona has converted to Christianity but has yet to tell her family. 

Due to her mother’s persistence, the Bibles (various versions including those meant for 

children) that are in Mona’s home disappear and are replaced by Korans. Persian food is 

consistently cooked by Mona’s mother in Mona’s home, Persian is religiously spoken to 

Mona’s children by both of Mona’s parents, and Mona’s children are expected to take 
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part in Iranian holidays such as Nowruz and Shabe Yalda. Mona’s husband actively 

dislikes Persian/Iranian identity however, Mona refuses to push her cultural inheritance 

aside entirely, it sticks to her and she has yet to integrate the unintegratable affects of 

anxiety and shame. 
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5.3 Conclusion 

In the course of this study, this question of taming trauma to serve the injunctions 

of success repeated itself as further evidenced by my analysis of Mortazavi’s art and the 

interviews I conducted with Iranian-American families in Los Angeles. Mortazavi is not 

concerned with images of Iranian-Americans as a ‘model minority group’. Rather 

Mortazavi’s images dwell within the disturbing points where shame might emerge. These 

points are where the trauma of migration and assimilation, the censorship of intimacy, 

and who ‘us’ is when nobody is watching come forth. For Iranians, the authority of 

ancestral decisions and actions was undermined whether it was the long reigning 

monarchy system or Islamic ideals. Can the break ever be complete and total? As 

Mortazavi’s work illustrates and as my family interviews suggest, the break with 

ancestral ties has produced a crisis of how to live for some Iranian-Americans in Los 

Angeles, a scrambling for authority, truth, and guidance. The circumstances created by 

colonial interventions, political upheaval and forced migrations across the globe for 

Iranians also created the conditions for a disconnect from the ability to experience 

oneself as a subject. One of the many responses to migration has been to defer to the 

Other rather than face the both paralyzing and liberating affect of shame.
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Chapter 6. Conclusion: “The Right to Opacity” 

For many people, an encounter with the East or Orient is an exotic encounter. My 

sister and I have made it a rule to challenge strangers when they ask the insufferable 

question (that we have been asked hundreds of times), “where are you from?” We 

usually respond by telling them “Los Angeles”. The follow-up question is normally, 

“Where are you from originally?” once the exotic origin is pried from us, other questions 

follow, “what is it like in Iran?”, “I hear people are actually really friendly and love 

Americans”, “the women there are so beautiful” and sometimes “what is the name of that 

filmmaker?” These microaggressive questions and statements (meant to clarify the 

anxiety of not knowing for the questioner) seem benign but they are complex and deeply 

personal. Nonetheless, in the vein of Édouard Glissant (1997), we insistently defend our 

“right to opacity.” Neither one of us spent time in Iran except for my birth and research 

trip and for my sister twice before the research trip. Our appearance (our image), our 

names (an important signifier that carves out a space in the symbolic structure), and 

maybe our academic/intellectual/creative pursuits are bound to Iranian subjectivity. This 

is a strange space to occupy (neither here nor there) but with this research comes the 

demand of investigating the (im)possibilities of the gap, blind spot, the Real that many 

amongst the Iranian diaspora, myself included, have come to occupy.  

Writing a conclusion to a project that has investigated the fraught psychic 

structures and forces that compromise much of my identity is both terrifying and 

liberating. After all, it is difficult to discover that I am not necessarily the stories that I tell 

myself. This research on “impossible places” has been part of my life for quite some 

time, in some ways even before I was born. As Lacan notes, “the only way for it (the 

unconscious) to open up a bit is by calling from the inside” (711: 2006). In other words, 

the unconscious vacillates and it disappears as soon as it reveals itself. The fleeting 

expressions of my unconscious are intimidating enough, let alone considering the 

fleeting unconscious of others. And yet, such daunting experiments are absolutely 

central to any insights of psychoanalysis. I proceeded down this uneven path with the 
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utmost reverence but at the same time with a sense of playfulness. As Lacan once said, 

in the rather funny and ironic, two-part film that aired on prime time French state-

controlled television, Television (1973), “I always speak the truth. Not the whole truth, 

because there's no way, to say it all. Saying it all is literally impossible: words fail. Yet it's 

through this very impossibility that the truth holds onto the real” (Nobus 92: 

2000). Through my research I was able to investigate the contours of where the Real 

emerged for the Iranian-American community in Los Angeles. And so, as Zupančič 

argues, “the point of Lacan’s identification of the Real with the impossible is not that the 

Real is some Thing that cannot possibly happen-the whole point of the Lacanian concept 

of the Real is that the impossible happens” (51: 2008). So if the impossible does 

happen, for this research Los Angeles is an impossible place where the Real of the 

Iranian migrant experience is continually unfolding.  

 

Dissertation Summary: “Can I Get a Witness?” 

Copjec and Dean argue that, it isn’t that language is ahistorical but rather history 

itself cannot be rendered only knowable through discourse (2001, 2002). Recalling artist 

Kara Walker, as she illustrates this idea through her dedication (even under extreme 

criticism by the African-American community) to the irreducible “hard kernel” (Copjec 

2002) that makes the traumatic history of slavery unrepresentable. By doing so, she 

makes the enigmatic status of that history ever present. As I argued previously in this 

dissertation, reality is not a useful concept for Walker and neither is fantasy. In contrast,  

Walker’s images of her “plantation family romances” (1997) are an encounter with the 

precise thing that makes the unconscious radical: it is “implacable in the face of attempts 

to resignify its contents” (Callard 304: 2003). In other words, Walker’s art hits the Real. 

This is important for me to reiterate because I believe this a moment when politics, 

identity, art, and the unconscious collide. Walker imagines the unimaginable, the 

impossible, the defining characteristic of art that hits the Real. 

These are uncomfortable moments. And these uncomfortable moments are 

central to understanding my position as the researcher. As a psychoanalytically informed 

researcher, I used my senses to produce sensual interpretations rather than content-

based interpretations. Following Sontag (1966) these sensual interpretations contribute 

to erotic readings of art, more playful understandings of migrant trauma, all of which may 
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contribute to how to make shifts in desire happen, which for the traumatized and 

voiceless migrant is critical information. This research attempted to produce 

interpretations concerned with both form and content, rather than only using content as 

the foundations for interpretation. I attempted to remain committed to the unknowable 

traumatic kernel that makes art and the unconscious radical. Following Freud, if 

experience is condensed and displaced then for migrants that condensation and 

displacement produces critical responses that are generally not addressed because they 

do not fit into the assimilation process or the logic of capital. Migrants are under 

enormous pressure to adjust, to normalize their trauma, and to make themselves 

productive members of their host society. My assertion throughout this dissertation is 

that migrant neurosis, traumas, and feelings of loss, confusion, and instability are 

undermined in order to move forward with the assimilation process. This research aimed 

to bear witness to those unsavory aspects of migrant experience both through the work 

of artists and the stories of migrants. 

Final Remarks 

That question, that enigmatic question, “where are you from?” has certainly 

haunted both myself and my siblings since we emigrated from Iran. The question 

presents a type of violence, a foreclosure on the possibilities of what the answer to that 

question is, it requires naming a place that the questioner can associate with a clear 

geographical location. The questioner can immediately zero in on, depending on their 

knowledge of geography, a region of the world, draw on images to help them understand 

you and who you might be. Arguably it is a paranoid question that emerges from a desire 

to know as a way to diminish the discomfort associated with uncertainty. The concept of 

“worrying strangeness” is a Freudian concept used by Kristeva (Homayounpour xxiii: 

2012) as one explanation of this dilemma: “The fear of the other and the worry of 

strangeness are both the result of the fear of the difference of the Other (stranger) within 

ourselves” (Homayounpour xxiii: 2012). We are scared of what we are and we are 

scared of our unleashed desires. Hence we transfer our fear to the Other, to the 

stranger, to the one who is not “us” and to the “difference”. The Other is both the source 

of our anxiety and the danger which threatens us (Homayounpour xxiii: 2012). This 

threat prompts a regression into a symbiotic state and the injunction to get into a 

narcissistic transference, elaborated mostly in terms of sides, splitting and a feeling of 
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‘us against them’. The questions that emerged from my data are questions like: how 

alike are we? Can I tolerate being with someone who is not like me? What is me and 

what is not me, in relationship to my identity as a migrant? And, finally, are you on my 

side or their side? In a sense the communication seems to be; in order for you to 

understand me, you need to be on my side, and in order for me to feel you are on my 

side, you need to be exactly like me, and so you can understand me only if you are a 

replica of me. The cultural and geographic expression of these questions translates to 

identity and migration serving to overdetermine (The FF), undetermined 

(underrepresented migrant experiences), or a sort of dialectic of the two, exemplified by 

many of the artists that were part of this study, an encounter with playfulness. Artists 

continue to bear witness to these experiences and can often synthesize them in the 

images they produce. 

As I write this, Iran has been targeted by the current Trump administration and 

Iranian-Americans have been deeply disrespected by being denied entry into the US. 

Asghar Farhadi’s film “The Salesman” won an Oscar for best Foreign Picture. In 

solidarity, he did not attend the 2017 Oscars. Anousheh Ansari accepted on his behalf 

and read a statement that essentially argued for empathy rather than divisiveness, 

allocentrism rather than egocentrism. This dissertation makes the same argument but 

before such things can be realized, migrants victimized by colonial interventionism, who 

have experienced trauma shouldn’t have to apologize for these experiences. We don’t 

have to be polite, accept our fate, and integrate our trauma. As this research 

demonstrates migrants are often asked to tame, domesticate, integrate or use these 

traumas to produce the appearance of a smooth migration. Our egos tell us to say “we 

are fine, look how rich, educated and good looking we are”, but the traumatic loss of a 

way of life, isn’t just lost but becomes a menacing yet creative excess. Following, 

Walker, instead of allowing discourses to neatly package our experiences, why not 

continually play, engage, and experiment with the unimaginable aspects of 

migranthood?  

Migrants often feel a pressing urgency to assimilate, no matter the cost. This 

study found that Iranian-American migrants often deny themselves the necessity of 

engaging with their trauma to expedite assimilation. Migrants who are too polite, too 

proud, and too terrified to say that many of those bad things that happened between 
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here and there have created truths that are necessary to engage. Migrants, like Roya 

the artist, who live in a state of guilt because they want to shake off uncomfortable 

affects like anxiety (even though excess always emerges) again so they integrate in their 

host society, because it is just easier that way. Migrants who live in shame, like Sanaz 

the lawyer, becoming deeply connected to their anxiety, impotentiality. In other words, 

gripped by jouissance or bearing the cross of jouissance. And Iranian migrants who 

have, as my research has shown, often through art, found another way, a more fun way, 

a more playful way (like M. So Long and M. Sketch Me Twice).   

For my part, the rush to assimilate to be more American than any blue blooded 

descendant of the founding fathers, was paramount. In my haste, I discounted the 

trauma of the shift in my senses, of the aesthetic shift that I, along with thousands of 

others were experiencing. The injunctions of the West coupled with leaving our 

ancestors without a proper goodbye, I argue, have produced meaningful aesthetic 

responses in Los Angeles from the Iranian-American community. The balance between 

respect for and playfulness with the restrictions of cultural identity emerged as a pattern 

in this work. On the one hand, Iranian migrants in Los Angeles are restricted by cultural 

identity, and, on the other, they have found their greatest source of inventiveness within 

the parameters of irreverence for cultural inheritance, an inexorable intimacy that is a 

departure point for abounding expansiveness, creativity, and respect. This is one kernel 

of truth that emerged from the contours and signs of the unconscious.  

Many of my research participants expressed a disgust with the cultural 

nationalism that Iranian organizations such as the FF perpetuate. They bemoan the FF’s 

consistent use of the phrase “community at large” and “this is our farhang” (culture), who 

is this community that the FF claims to represent. Who’s “farhang” do they have 

ownership over? In sum, this dissertation has been a practice in how to engage with the 

unconscious in response to these sentiments and how to be brave and generous in the 

face of the traumatic unfamiliar aspects of existence that are all to easy to avoid. My 

wager is that such questions, can draw the Iranian-American community in Los Angeles 

closer to the Real understood as traumatic encounters with the Other’s desire. Finally, 

as Lacan articulated through his work, subjectivity develops from these encounters with 

the Other’s desire but he also understood the subject as able to make one’s own that 

which was formerly alien without stripping the Other of opacity, this gesture is known as 
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‘traversing the fantasy’ (Fink 2007) and is one that I argue could be of the utmost 

importance for migrants. As far as psychoanalytic methods of investigation, this work 

pushes those boundaries further and challenges geographers to consider, grapple with, 

and be less fearful of the unconscious when faced with the challenges of qualitative 

research. 

Further Research 

Iranian-Americans have produced a rich cultural landscape in Los Angeles. 

There are a number of diaspora filmmakers such as Maryam Keshavarz and Ana Lily 

Amirpour that require close consideration as well as comedians such as Maz Jobrani, 

Max Amini, cultural producers such as Reza Aslan, and actresses like Shorah 

Aghdashloo and Yara Shahidi. The culture of celebrity in Los Angeles is a prominent 

narrative and one that the Iranian-American community has contributed to significantly. 

Contextualizing diaspora responses to migration and resettlement necessitates further 

research into the literature on diaspora communities with special thought given to the 

idea of the “model minority” (Petersen 1966) and how the stereotype of the successful 

immigrant impacts the Iranian-American community in Los Angeles. The Farhang 

Foundation certainly requires more in-depth research to gain a more complex 

understanding of how this cultural organization impacts the diaspora in Los Angeles. 

Furthering research on psychoanalytic methods and methodologies in terms of 

researching migrant experiences and the aesthetic and cultural responses to those 

experiences promises dynamic forms of knowledge production. I especially find the 

modalities of judgement or passing judgement on others and resentment (primarily 

towards other Iranian-Americans) to be of special concern for the Iranian-American 

community in Los Angeles. 
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