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Abstract


Every immigrant group grapples with issues of separation, belonging, and identity. The diaspora can be for some a place of refuge, for others a hostile environment, and yet for others a welcome albeit temporary abode. Responses and coping strategies may be determined by the political culture and immigration policies of the host country, political and economic conditions in the homeland, and the social class and cultural values of the immigrant. 

The United States immigration model is said to recognize ethnic, religious, cultural, and sexual communities as playing roles in political life – even though the downside of the model has been the existence of ghettoes, inner-city slums, de facto discrimination, and public debates about integration and bilingual education. The United States is also said to be the quintessential immigrant country, more welcoming of immigrants than Europe. But the economy’s voracious appetite for labour in agriculture and services is one reason for the presence of so many low-income immigrants – legal and otherwise – from Mexico, Central America, and the Caribbean. Alejandro Portes points out that the United States is far more differentiated today than it was in the early 20th century, with an “hour-glass economy” of many minimally-paying low-level jobs and many well-paying professional jobs. Immigrants experience “segmented assimilation” into different segments of American society.


In an era of globalization, we can expect immigrant groups to more easily maintain ties to their countries of origin and to co-immigrant groups in other countries. Immigrant groups are now linked in transnational networks using sophisticated computer technologies. They are able to form a kind of civil society, or indeed a transnational public sphere, in the diaspora.  

This paper examines the ways that the population of first-generation Iranian immigrants, who have been residing in the United States for about 25 years, are crafting a new identity and defining or redefining their relationship to, and attitude towards, the host country and the homeland. I argue that although most first-generation Iranians retain a high degree of Iranian-ness – expressing nostalgia for the motherland, practicing and transmitting cultural traditions, consuming Iranian cultural products, and monitoring political developments in Iran – they have adapted to and adopted the American model of civil liberties and secular democracy. The combination of their negative view of or experience with the Islamic Republic of Iran, the opportunities available to professionals and entrepreneurs in the United States, and their sense of themselves as “white”, has allowed Iranian immigrants to “fit in” and to thrive in the top half of the “hourglass economy”. Still strongly attached to (an idealized) Iran yet appreciative of the American version of multiculturalism, they have crafted a new identity as “Iranian-Americans”.  


In addition to its exploration of identity issues, this paper discusses the ways that Iranian immigrants in the United States – along with those in Europe and Canada – have created a civil society of their own and indeed, an Iranian transnational public sphere that engages with political issues at home and intersects with other transnational public spheres, such as that of feminist groups. 

