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Introduction

Iran these days 1s rarely out of the headlines.
Accused by the West of seeking to make a nuclear
weapon, its growing power in the Middle East has
been the subject of much scrutiny and concern.

The West’s fascination with Iran is nothing
new. For centuries, foreigners have been entranced
by a land that has an exotic, eastern, and even
mystical allure and is quite distinct from other
countries in the region. Iran’s best-known export—
the Persian carpet—has always attracted buyers for
its whiff of mystique. Travelers have been seduced
by the echoes of an extraordinary ancient history
contained in the word “Persia.”

But beyond the clichés and the stereotypes,
what is the real Iran like at the start of the twenty-
first century? For sure, the country still offers
romance and the exotic. It is a place where people
sing medieval poetry on mountaintops. Where the
bread is never more delicious than when it is baked
early in the morning. Where the intricate patterns
of Islamic art thrill visitors of whatever religion.

But Iran is also a modern society that is
experiencing great change. The country is still
feeling the effects of the Islamic revolution
of 1979—a true revolution in the sense that
it completely changed the country’s political
orientation within days. The revolution imposed
strict rules on social behavior, and all women must
cover themselves, alcohol is prohibited, and the
mixing of unrelated couples is banned. Iran is
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now the archenemy of the United States, not its
ally. But the image of a reactionary, strict society
only goes part of the way. Social restrictions have
loosened considerably in the last years. Today strict
Islamic rules coexist with an increasingly dynamic
society being driven by an overwhelmingly young
population. Animosity toward the West at a
political level sits side-by-side with a wholehearted
welcome for foreigners as individuals.

This book aims to show how life in Iran really
is and how visitors can feel comfortable in its
society. It explains the basic culture of a country
full of surprises. Despite Iran’s deep commitment
to Islam, the pre-Islamic Zoroastrian past is still
part of everyday life. Its language, Farsi, shares
the same linguistic roots as English or French.

It is a country where one of the more genuine
democracies in the Middle East is overlaid by an
unelected theocracy. And where “no, thank you”
really does sometimes mean “yes, please.”

The only way to break through the stereotypes

is to visit the country and experience modern
Iranian culture firsthand. fran keshvar-e jadouyi-e
(Iran is a magical country) is how many Iranians
sum up this entrancing, beautiful, and sometimes
infuriating place. If nothing else, it is a country

whose inhabitants genuinely wish visitors Ahosh
amadi —Welcome!
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Key Facts

The Islamic Republic of Iran (Jomhouri-ye

Iran became an Islamic Republic ofter the

BN s ¢ AL 3 IR S A AT I 8 2017 9 2 1 28 iy

/1

Dfficial Name 5 1979 Islamic revolution thot toppled the
Rl i} US-backed shah.
- Pop. around 11 million; incl. suburbs and
Gty T satellite cities 12 million
Main Cities Iran’s second city is the holy city of Other big cities include Tabriz, Isfahan,
Mashhad (pop. 3 million) and Shiraz.
Population 80 million (2016 census). Population 68.5% live in urban areas, compared with
growth is 1.61%. around 22% in 1940.
. P ) The highest point is Mount Damavand, at
Area 636,296 sq. miles (1,648,000 sq. km) 18,606 ft (5,671 m).
Hugely varied. The Caspian Sea region has
up to 78.74 inches (2,000 mm) of rain The wettest main city is Rasht, the driest
Climate year, while the interior desert areas are is Yazd. The hottest is the coastal city
dry almost all year. The north has freezing of Bandar Abbas, and the coldest is the
winters; temp. on the Persian Gulf can reach | northern city of Ardebil.
a sticky 104 °F (40 °C) in summer.
The main language is Persian (Farsi), - . .
Language written using the Arabic alphabet with :d:lzmzll;nx::g:?;:dude haeti, Krdish,
slight modifications. o :
The state religion is Islam. The . L
; b X Other recognized minority religions are
Religion overwhelming mojority of Iranians adhere Christianity, Judaism, and Zoroastrianism.

Jits W

to the Shiite branch. A minority of Iranians
are Sunnis.

The Bahai faith is not recognized.



