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- Boyce, M. 1977. A Persian Stronghold of Zoroastrianism. Oxford.

- Dhabhar, B. N. 1963. Translation of Zand-i Xdrtak Avistak. Bombay.
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Editor’s note ¢

Our guest editor for this issue “Homa Dashtaki “ has brought something
to light that many of us, specifically in the Zoroastrian community, forget.
We get so wrapped up in honoring our ancestors that we lost site of our
next generation. She connects the past and future so beautifully with her
story as well as her invited guests’ story. How our origins impacts our
identity.

We read Dr Sousan Ababdian’s incredible talk on woman, life snd freedom
and how this time the plight of the young people feels different..

This spring and arrival of Nowruz also feels different this year. The
emotions run from fear to sorrow to doubt and dare to hope. Our hearts
ache for the resilient Iranian people who have gone through so much
suffering for decades and we hope the sprouting of the spring flowers brings
them a glimmer of hope and light. We send positive energy to our
homeland and pray for the safety of the Iranian nation.

Nowruz Pirooz

Ushta,
Fariba
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contact Cheherenama at:
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Chehrenama guest editors and their guests will produce two or more articles on a topic of importance in the context of the 21st century and present the Zoroastrian perspective on it.

In this issue, we are pleased to introduce Ms. Homa Dashtaki with her theme, “How our origins impact our identity and what we choose to pass along”

MY FIRST COUNTRY

Homa Dashtaki

"My mother was my first country; the first place I ever lived."
NAYYIRAH WAHEED "lands" nejma

A few years back, I had this lovely debate with my husband,
both of us in our 40s, about when exactly one becomes an

adult. We had silly answers like when you start paying property

taxes, when you take your first solo airplane trip, when 10pm
is the ideal bedtime. Our parents were still alive at the time of
the conversation. Now, we are down my beloved father-in-law,
who passed away in 2025 at the age of 94. Now, the answer

is clear to me that you become an adult when you stop being
someone’s child.

Bear with me, this is a happy article—though I've been
accused of being a bit dark before things lighten up. In fact,
before I had my first daughter in 2018, I had a light and
pleasant relationship with death itself. I used to be very at
peace with the concept, lived my life fearlessly at school, in
work, in relationships. When it’s your time, it’s your time. I felt
lucky to be here in the first place. Full throttle YOLO. But ever
since holding my daughter in 2018, and then my second 2019,
I found the reality of it all quite intolerable.

The silver lining to this inevitable inconvenience, is that I
have softened to life. I have fallen in love with all children, and
to the horror of my own, I clap when other kids finish their
laps at swim practice. I cry on sunny August days when I eat
a juicy peach at the peak of the season. I see magic in small
moments, I pray a lot more, I reflect, I actually understand
poetry instead of pretentiously nodding along.

I used to think having kids cracked me open like this, and
don’t get me wrong, having kids is very earth shattering. But I
think instead having kids allowed me to see my mother as the
origin of this magical existence.

The irony of course, is that my mother delights in my
children driving me crazy. When my children don't eat, or
don’t listen to me, or talk back—I call my mother to complain.
She could not be more dismissive of my “suffering” or more
proud of her granddaughters. It has allowed the relationship
with my mother soften as well, seeing her tenderness with her
grandchildren whereas with me at that age, she was far more
strict.

www.czcjournal.org

Relationships with mothers are complicated, of course. My
own experience of becoming a mother has been messy. But
this is not a reflection on motherhood. It’s a reflection on
origins. We don’t have a choice to which mother or country
we are born to. Mothers, like countries, are part of a chain
of beginnings and ends; ancestors and descendants, empires
and boundaries, ebb and flow in a way that feels so tender.
In today’s modern climate, where we can be obsessed with
identities, and countries and politics, debates, religions—I
take comfort, in my sentimental soft poetry-loving bones, and
remember that our first home, was that of pure love.

Below is a cascade of interviews I did with two of my
childhood friends and myself, capturing the answers of three
generations of women. Mother, Daughter, Granddaughter. I
wanted to discover what we had in common and what was
uniquely our own. The stories each of these women and girls
hold are no different that stories we tell of countries. Full of
history, tragedy, celebrations, triumphs, achievements, values,
aspirations and so much more. I want to explore how our
origins impact our identity and what we choose to pass along.

Giti, Atosa, Nadia.
Mahindokth, Vista, Avianna.

Parvin, Homa, Zomorod.

Homa Dashtaki is the James
Beard nominated author of
Yogurt & Whey: Recipes from
An Iranian Immigrant Life. She
runs a business in New York
City with her sister Nahid. Her
favorite pastime is to interview
Zoroastrian friends to capture
their stories and recipes and
history across generations. You

can reach her at:
dehatigirls@gmail.com
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GITI. ATOSA. NADIA

Giti- answers documented by her daughter, Atosa
What is your Name?
Giti Hormozyari

Where were you born?
Tehran, Iran

How old are you?
75

How old were you when you had your daughter?
I had my first daughter when I was 21. I had my second daughter
at 26.

Is there anything you would like your daughter to know
about your childhood?

I enjoyed being friends with everyone. I often would babysit family
member's children when we had get togethers/parties. I was deemed
the responsible one among my brothers despite being the youngest.
I was not afraid to speak my mind even though my parents often
worried I would get in trouble because they thought girls were meant
to be quite and demure.

Is there anything you are curious to know about your
childhood?

How did my mom educate herself when she was raised in a time

mother’s

and place of Iran where there were no schools available for her to
attend. She accomplished a lot in life with little school education.

What is the thing you are most proud of your daughter Atosa
for?
She pushes through any difficult events and tasks in her life and
seems to become stronger and wiser through each one. Always
willing to help anyone in need.

What is the thing you are most proud of your own mother
for?

She was able to raise us children in an environment that was
harsh - Iran in a time where Zoroastrians were not accepted. She
faced many hardships but it never affected her belief in god and the
goodness of humanity.

ATOSA— as documented by herself
What is your Name?
Atosa Hormozyarihayes
Where were you born?

Tehran, Iran
Age?
48 (mentally about 12, physically about 94)
How old were you when you had your daughter? Do you remember
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anything about the pregnancy? (Where you were in life, career, etc.)

I was 37 when I had my daughter. I was worried and stressed my
entire pregnancy. I had a solid job, felt comfortable with my practice
and was even asked to be assistant chief of my department when I
returned from maternity leave, but I was anxious on a daily basis to
make sure I did everything I could to be healthy in order for my child
to be born healthy. My husband was in training the majority of my
pregnancy and was deployed to Afghanistan 2 days after our daughter
was born. I was incredibly lucky to have my mom living with me
to support me and help care for me and her future granddaughter

during that time.

Is there anything you would like your daughter to know
about your childhood?

My childhood felt hard at times -- I was trying to learn to fit in at
school and juggling two different cultures -- never sure which one
I was the most connected to. I ALWAYS felt loved and knew that
home with my family was my safe place. I did not speak English
until I started kindergarten, so it was even more of a challenge to fit
in when you don't know what the kids and teacher are saying. I feel
lucky to have had both my parents and grandmother raise me since
I was born. My father's mother had lived with us and helped to raise
me since I was born. My parents left for work early every morning
and did not return until quite late so my sister and I were at home
with my grandmother who kept us busy doing household work but
also teaching us about our culture and sharing stories to keep us

entertained.

Is there anything you are curious to know about your
mother’s  childhood?

I am curious to know what things my mother was afraid of as a
child -- not things like spiders or the dark, more like what big life
issues or future worries did she have? I curious to know as a female
what she thought her future held for her and was she happy to go

down that route or was she always hoping for something different?

What is the thing you are most proud of your daughter for?
Two things -- sorry couldn't just say one
Her kindness. I saw my daughter's empathy shine through since
she was a young child. She can sense when someone needs something
and she is always willing to step in and provide comfort, a listening
ear or just support them through what they are going through.
Speaking her mind. Even when she is challenging me (and most
often her father) she speaks her mind and doesn't back down. She
wants to prove her point or pushes you to defend your point.

What is the thing you are most proud of your mother for?
Um, everything!! My mom is a badass! She came to a country

www.czcjournal.org



where she barely knew the language, left her parents and brothers
and culture that she had grown up in order to provide a better and
safer life for her children. She learned English in order to work long
hours beside my dad, help her children navigate school and a new
culture and also help care for her mother-in-law. Through her own
medical issues, she pushed herself to be present every day as our
mother, my father's side by side companion and a role model for her
children.

NADIA— as documented in a live interview by Homa
Dashtaki

What is your Name?
Nadia Katherine Hormozyari Hayes. The name Katherine came
from dad’s side.

Where were you born?
Vallejo, California.

Where do you live?
Dixon, CA

How old are you?
11 years

What grade are you in?
6th

What is your favorite subject in school?
Science. Because it’s interesting. My favorite part of science is
learning about the body system.

Do you have any tips on making new friends?
Just ask the person: “do you want to be friends”

What do you and your friends do together?
We get in trouble. We are constantly talking in class.

Do you think of yourself as an any of these identities:

American? Zoroastrian? Iranian?

Zoroastrian.

What is your favorite food?
Pizza. I like Cheese. I like Pepperoni. Pineapple does not belong

on pizza.

Do you have a favorite movie?
My favorite movie is K-pop demon hunters. Golden is my favorite
song.

Do you know where your mom was born? Your mom’s mom?
Your mom’s dad?
Mom was born in Tehran, Iran.
Memasi was born in Tehran, Iran

My mom’s dad was born in Shiraz, Iran

Do you know where your dad was born? Your dad’s mom?
Your dad’s dad?
My dad was born in Connecticut.
My dad’s parents were both born in France.

What is the one thing your mom does that always makes you
laugh or cheers you up?

www.czcjournal.org

That she thinks she is Hee-larious but she is actually not.
Earliest memory?
When T started playing soccer. Started playing when I was in
kindergarten.

Do you know any stories about from your mom about when
you were born? Cravings she had when she was pregnant with
you? Things she was doing? Thinking? Where she was living?

She would sometimes go to McDonalds and get a quarter pounder
with no ketchup and no mustard and eat it.

A story: When I was about 9, I started writing a book to my
future self, saying that when I become a parent, I wouldn’t
make X, Y, Z mistake with my kids—things my parents did
to me that drove me nuts! I wrote in that book for over 10
years, but have since lost that book. If you were to help me
rewrite that book today, what advice would you give from
your perspective as a kid?

1.Don’t control your children’s lives
2.You might be right about what youre saying but don’t be so
harsh.

How do you and your grandmother spend time together?

We hang out. Sit on the couch sometimes, and watch TV.

Has she taught you any cook anything? Polo ghemeh . She also
taught me how to crotchet.

Do you ever hear your mom and your grandmother talking,
arguing, laughing, being together. Is there anything about their
interactions that you love?

I like the way they argue. They can talk to each other pretty easily.

What is your favorite holiday?
Noruz.

Do you know the prayers?

I know Ashem Vohu. I learned it a long time ago.

What are you doing this week after this interview?

I have try outs for soccer team.

No 215 Publication of Calfornia Zoroastrian Center
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MAHINDOKHT. VISTA. AVIANNA

Mahindokht - answers documented by her daughter, Vista Kushesh
What is your Name?

Mahindokht Yazdanibioki
Where were you born?
Yazd, Iran

How old are you?

25 (as she laughs)

How old were you when you had your daughter? Do you remember
anything about the pregnancy? (Where you were in life, career, etc.)

I was 36 years old when I gave birth to Vista after many years of
trying to conceive. We had escaped from Iran 2 years prior. I left my
studies as an accountant in Iran in hopes of giving my children a life
of freedom, safety and opportunities. I was so excited to become a
mother yet so torn on whether we could give our children the life we
wanted for them, coming to a country without knowing the language
and without having anything to offer.

Is there anything you would like your daughter to know about
your childhood?

I had a carefree childhood mostly, however there were many
times where my family and I were discriminated against for being
Zororastrian. I didn't want my own children to grow up feeling
discriminated against. We also grew up keeping traditions, many of
which I wish we could continue so that my children and grandchildren
felt the same enjoyment and created the same sweet memories. Some
we cannot exactly continue here in America, like(lighting fires on the
roofs in memory of loved ones and all families collectively bringing
the ashes to darehmehr to create a sense of unity. Most of all, I
remember memories of not feeling equal as a female - something I
knew very early on that I would not allow my daughter to encounter.
I was only 9 years old and I was asked by my parents to deliver
something and the man who collected it told me "God bless your
father and brothers." I was appalled and will forever fight for equality.

Is there anything you are curious to know about your mother’s
childhood?

I remember my mother being so fierce and always speaking up
against wrongdoings against Zoroastrians. She had absolutely no fear
and I am so curious to know just how bold she must have been before
becoming a mother.

What is the thing you are most proud of your daughter for?

She is so kind, so brave and always stands up for what is right - no
matter what. I also love that she is teaching that to her own children.
I love most that she does not ever hesitate to help others, with open
arms, an open heart, and no expectations in return.

What is the thing you are most proud of your mother for?

My mother has endured so many years of hardship and one would
have never known such when meeting her. She overcame so much as
a young mother whose husband passed away when her children were
still so young, and then later in life dealing with years of illnes and
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not showing anyone her pain.

Vista Kushesh — Answers documented by herself
What is your Name?

Vista Kushesh

Where were you born?
New York

How Old are you?

40

How old were you when you had your daughter? Do you remember
anything about the pregnancy? (Where you were in life, career, etc.)

I was 30 years old when I gave birth to Avianna and I feel like it
was such a blur that went by too quickly. I just remember feeling
so excited to welcome her into our lives because she was our second
child so I felt like I somewhat figured out what I was doing. I was in
my 6th year working as a school psychologist at the time and I had
decided to go part time once she was born. I do remember going out
and looking for a new house because we wanted our children to have
their own rooms growing up, a privilege that I was torn on whether
I wanted them to have. I also remember thinking that because of my
parents' sacrifices, how privileged I was to even be in the situation to
be torn over such a thing.

Is there anything you would like your daughter to know about
your childhood?

My childhood was very different from Avianna's as I barely had
any Persian or Zoroastrian friends because of where we lived. I was
one of the only people of color in my entire school, whereas Avianna
has a very diverse set of classmates and several close Persian and
Zoroastrian friends. One of my favorite parts of my childhood was
that I lived very close to my grandmother and I cherish the memories
I made with her - I went to her house after school almost every single
day even in high school. Now Avianna lives just as close to her
grandmother and they see eachother just as often. It's such a special
feeling when she asks to go there instead of our own home - and I
cherish the blessing it is to be able to do so.

Is there anything you are curious to know about your mother’s
childhood?

I feel like there is nothing I have not asked of my mother already! I
am fortunate to always have had an open and comfortable relationship
with her growing up, where I could go to her and learn from her at
all times. I have always been curious nonetheless to have been a fly
on the wall to hear and see how she grew up - how she became so
resilient in the face of adversity instead of defeated.

What is the thing you are most proud of your daughter for?

Avianna is truly one of those gems in life. One that knows herself,
what she wants, what she likes, knows what is right, what is kind -
and she does not budge. I am so proud of her for always speaking
up, always going above and beyond to be kind to others, and just so
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proud to call her mine.
What is the thing you are most proud of your mother for?

My mother has always put others before herself; her unconditional
love and patience are things for which I could never express enough
She has been
standing up for others for as long as I can remember. I was only

gratitude. Moreover, nothing stops my mother.

in elementary school when she took our family to join the protest
outside of the United Nations demanding freedom and human rights
for the people of Iran. She has been attending weekly protests for
years now in California - and I mean every week - she even attended
on Mother's Day! I am so proud of her unapologetic resistance
against inequalities. My heart is full of pride and she is my ultimate

inspiration.

Avianna Zainabadi: Granddaughter Answers documented on
a live interview with Homa Dashtaki

What is your Name?

Avianna Zainabdi

Do you know what Avianna means?
Guardian of the world

Where were you born?

Laguna Hills, California

How old are you?

9 years. On March 28th I will be 10
Where do you live?

Laguna Nigel, I've lived here from the time I was 2 months old.

What grade are you in?

4th.

Do you think of yourself as a Californian? American? Zoroastrian?
Iranian?

Persian. Zoroastrian.

What is your favorite subject in school?

I like all of school.

Do you have friends at school?

Yes, we have lots of kids at my schools. 'm friends with everyone.
I have other Iranians in class. Some of my friends know that I'm
Zoroastrian, but they don’t know much about it.

Why don’t you fight with your friends they way you do with siblings.

We all think the same things, nothing to argue about.

What is your favorite food?

Orange Chicken.

Do you have a pet?

I have a pet gold fish. It is two years old. It was a Noruz fish. It
was one of 7. We brought all 7 home and 6 died the next day—one
lasted. We dug a hole, buried the fish and held a porseh and invited
everyone.

Do you know where your mom was born? Your mom’s mom?
Your mom’s dad?

My mom was born in New York. My mamani was born in
Keebiyough, Yazd, Iran and my Baba-ee was born in Vershtoo, Iran

Do you know where your dad was born? Your dad’s mom? Your
dad’s dad?

My dad was born in Tehran, Iran. He came here when he was in the
5th grade when he was 10 or 11 years old. Both my Maman Joon and
Baba Joon were born in Iran.
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What is the one thing your mom does that always makes you
laugh or cheers you up?

When she hugs me.

A story: When I was about 9, I started writing a book to my future
self, saying that when I become a parent, I wouldn’t make X, Y, Z
mistake with my kids—things my parents did to me that drove me
nuts! I wrote in that book for over 10 years, but have since lost that
book. If you were to help me rewrite that book today, what advice
would you give from your perspective as a kid?

If you have any changes to the plan of the day, let your kids know so
they don’t get their hopes up

Are you ever curious what it was like for your mom to be a little
girl? What is one thing you would be curious to know about that?

Did she always like coffee shops?

How do you and your grandmother spend time together? Sometimes
we go on walks.

Do you talk about anything?

My younger brother Asha and I are usually talking and she is
providing snacks.

If there is one thing about your grandmother that you would like
to ask her about when she was little, what would it be?

She normally tells me lots of stories. I like listening to the stories.

Do you ever hear your mom and your grandmother talking,
arguing, laughing, being together. Is there anything about their
interactions that you love?

They talk in dari and I like eavesdropping, I don’t undersand all of
it and frustrates me.

Do you know the prayers? Who taught you? How do you feel
when you do them?

I know the two and the hamazur beem. My mom taught me ashem
vohue and yatah ahu. The other I learned at the classes.

What are you going to do this upcoming week?

I'm going to a protest with my grandma
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PARVIN. HOMA. ZOMOROD

Parvin Dashtaki - Answers documented by herself
What is your Name? Parvin Dashtaki

Where were you born? Bombay, India
What is your age? 76
How old were you when you had your daughter?

I was 30 when Homa was born. I had gone to work the morning
of delivery and was rushed to the hospital in the evening by an
ambulance due to curfew that was going on at the time because of
the Iranian Revolution.

Is there anything you would like your daughter to know about your
childhood?

My childhood was just simple and stress free. The main
entertainment, growing up in Bombay, was Indian Movies and we
saw almost every major movie that came along. We had to drag our
dear mother to the movies where she would doze off, because she did
not understand Hindi. There were no televisions at that time.

We would also go jogging with our friends at the famous Hanging
Gardens on top of Malabar Hills where we used to live. The most
important time of the day was when my brothers and sisters would
all get together at the breakfast table and enjoy the Indian tea and

snacks. Such a fun time.

Is there anything you are curious to know about your mother’s
childhood?

I wish I had the opportunity to visit the village in Yazd with her
and learn how she spent her childhood/youth there. Td like to know
who her friends were, with whom she would come and go and where
they would go.

What is the thing you are most proud of your daughter for?
I admire the way she handles her personal life and business
challenges with such a passion, determination, strength and positivity.

What is the thing you are most proud of your mother for?

My mother was a beacon of light and happiness. Peace was written
all over her face. Never heard her say anything bad about others.
Very forgiving, caring and loving. She was one hard-working mother
who in spite of the language and cultural difference stood up tall,
graceful and strong.

Homa Dashtaki As documented by myself

What is your Name? Homa Dashtaki

Where were you born? Tehran, Iran. I was 7 when I came to the
United States.

Age? 47 years old, Born January 31, 1979 exactly the same age as the
Iranian Revolution.

How old were you when you had your daughter?

Do you remember anything about the pregnancy? (Where you

were in life, career, etc.)
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I was 39 when I had my first daughter and 40 when I had my
second. I was in Los Angeles working on a milestone for my business.
I thought that maybe kids were not in the cards for me and I had
actually thrown myself into work quite hard before finding out I was
pregnant. However, from the moment I found out I was pregnant,
I was forced to reprioritize my life to not revolve around work. I
began to ask for help and hire more employees, which made me very
uncomfortable. I couldn’t stand the smell of canned tomato sauce
and cleaning detergents.

Also, I couldn’t get enough apple juice. I would freeze apple juice
so I could have apple juice with apple juice ice cubes.

Is there anything you would like your daughter to know about
your childhood?

I'd like her to know that I lived through a revolution and a war.
I'd like her to know that during that revolution and that war, the
pear trees in our back garden in Tehran had the most exuberant
and fragrant flowers and bore the most delicious fruit. I'd like her
to know that I had a spectacular birthday cake with green marzipan
on top in my school. Id like her to know that I was ripped away
from a motherland and arrived in America where I put immense
expectations on myself, for reasons I still don’'t understand. I would
like her to know that I didn’t quite feel like I was home until I met
her father, my husband, Michael. And in his weird little personality,
I fit perfectly. And that our little family is a result of such a rich and
complicated history of people and places. But I don’t want all that to
seem like such a big deal, you know? I'd like her to know these things
when she is ready to know them, without having to HOLD them.

Is there anything you are curious to know about your mother’s
childhood?

I'd like to know what she would think about before she would go
to bed at night. I want to know how she started doing her prayers,
because she does them today with such earnest. I'd like to know also
what her favorite after-school snacks were.

What is the thing you are most proud of your daughter for?

I am proud of every eyelash on this child’s face. 'm proud
of her tender heart. 'm most in awe of how curious, quirky and
creative she is. It makes me feel good to know she is light enough
to make beautiful drawings and burst out in song and come up with
uninhibited dances. She makes all of us laugh with her antics and her
unbridled joy. I know that she can be strong and sensitive and that is
a combination I'm honored to foster.

What is the thing you are most proud of your mother for?
My mothers (and grandmother, sister and all my aunts’) prayers
have gotten me through many a chapter in my life, I am sure of it.

www.czcjournal.org



My mother’s superpower is that she can infuse positivity into any
situation. She worries a lot, mind you. If it’s raining or snowing or
too foggy, my god, the list of potential catastrophes is long. But if I
call her with a problem or a worry of my own, she has an uncanny
ability to put it into perspective and remind me that I can handle it.
And because she believes in me, I believe in myself. And together we

can move mountains.

ZomorQd - as told to Homa Dashtaki (her mother)
What is your Name? Zomorod Ahoo Cervieri. My name means
emerald.

Where were you born? Rhode Island

How old are you? I am 7

Where do you live? Rhode Island

What grade are you in? First Grade

What is your favorite subject in school?
Handwork—knitting and sewing and crocheting.

What is your favorite food? Yogurt.
What is your favorite movie?
K-Pop Demon Hunters. “Your Idol” is my favorite song in the

movie
What do you do with your friends? We chase each other around

What advice can you give about making friends?
Just go hang out with people

Do you speak any farsi?
Sometimes. I speak farsi with bomas, memas, mamma, kholeh
Nahid, sometimes Yasna (my sister) and our teacher Armin.

Do you have a pet? Yes. Edie. A cat. I think she has lived for 10
years.
Do you know where your mom was born? Your mom’s mom?
Your mom’s dad?
My mom was born in Iran. Memas was born in India. Bomas was
born in Mobarakeh, Iran

Do you know where your dad was born? Your dad’s mom? Your
dad’s dad?
Baba was born in Massachusetts. Omi was born in Germany. I
don’t know where Opa was born.

Do you think of yourself as an any of these identities: American?
Zoroastrian? Iranian?
I think of myself as part of the whole universe

What is the one thing your mom does that always makes you
laugh or cheers you up? Cuddle attacks.

Do you know any stories from your mom about when you were
born? Cravings she had when she was pregnant with you? You
craved apple juice.

A story: When I was about 9, I started writing a book to my future
self, saying that when I become a parent, I wouldn’t make X, Y, Z
mistake with my kids - things my parents did to me that drove me
nuts! I wrote in that book for over 10 years, but have since lost that
book. If you were to help me rewrite that book today, what advice
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would you give from your perspective as a kid?
Don't tell your kids what they did wrong without proof.

Are you ever curious what it was like for your mom to be a little
girl? What is one thing you would be curious to know about that?
In the middle of your house in Iran, did you have a little pond
with fishes in it?
How do you and your grandmother spend time together?
We knit together. Sometimes we talk while we are knitting. I forget
what we talk about.

Do you ever hear your mom and your grandmother talking,
arguing, laughing, being together. Is there anything about their
interactions that you love? I like listening to you guys talk.

Do you know the prayers? Who taught you? How do you feel
when you do them?

Yes. I know Ashem Vohu and Yatha Veru. Kholeh Nahid, mama
and memas taught me. I do the prayers when you make me do them.

What are you going to this next week?
There was just a blizzard here, so I am going to play in the snow
with my friends
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Historical Origin of Nowruz by Jamshid

By: Behram S. Deboo

« Jamshedi Nowruz or Navroj is traced way back to the king Jamshid
of the Paradhata or Peshdadian Dynasty. This dynasty was started by
the first king Haoshyangha which means intellect and wisdom. Later,
it changed to Hoshang still used by Parsis and Hooshang by Iranians.
As it
established a society with rules and laws, farming and metal tooling.

o This was the beginning of the civilization of Aryans.

The word Jamshid is derived from ----- Yama Khshaeta------ Jama
shaeta----- Jam shed Jamshed still used in India. Later it turned
Jamshid used in Iran. That’s why Parsis say Jamshedi Navroj.

« Yama khashaeta as known in Avesta. He is also known as Yama in
Vedas as the god of the dead who takes away the soul. In Avesta, this
analogy is not found. His mythology is found in Buddhism, Javanese
and Fino-Ugrian cultures.

Jamshid Family

o Jamshid’s father was VIVAHVANT. In Vedas, he is known as
Vivasat. It means shining one. Thus, there is a correlation with the
Hindus of India who also considered themselves as Aryans. The
country is Arya Vata. In Avesta, it is Arya Vaeja. Some Saka Iranian
tribes moved to India also. They were constantly attacking the

Persian Empire.

Accomplishments of Jamshid

« It will take too much time to describe all his accomplishments.
However, I will mention a few for our purpose today.

« He divided his people into 4 classes.
o 1. Priests to offer prayers to the divinities.
2. Warriors to protect the people

« 3. Farmers

4. Artisans for arts, metallurgy, woodworking etc.

« Jamshid built houses, palaces and castles. He taught cleanliness
by building the Hammams (Baths). So, Hammam is an old tradition
of Iranians. He believed in the dignity of labor through which the
world flourishes. He said,” Laziness maketh freemen slaves” Yet, the
artisans were not slaves while other cultures believed in slavery.

o He made rose water, perfumes from herbs and is credited in
making wine. There is a myth that Jamshid had a magical cup with
7 rings filled with the elixir of immortality and allowed him to see
the universe.

Jamshid & Poets

Nizami, Rumi, Saadi, Hafez and other Sufi poets talk about Jam-e-
Jam, the cup of Jamshid. Thus, such a form of mysticism gave rise to
later Sufism first found in among the Indo-Iranian thought.

o It is believed that Sroasha divinely inspired Jamshid to put the
sacred garment (Sedreh) and to tie the belt of kustiko (Koshti) to
ward off evils.
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Belt of Orion - Wikipedia.

It is believed that God brought to Jamshid the star-studded girdle
the belt of Orion leading the Pleiades (see the picture). It is believed
that during his reign animals and men were not dying, plants did not

wither; and waters were plentiful. There was no old age or death;
father and son moved around as if they were both of 15 years age.
Ref: Y. 9.45.

Where did the Aryans live?

« This is a highly debatable subject depending upon which scholar is
talking. But we have a general description in Vandidad. 10 months
of winter and 2 months of summer. Pretty cold. You bet. Since
population was increasing, he moved towards the Sun three times.
God warns him that a severe cold winter is coming and he urges to
get ready.

Jamshid builds VARA

o This story is similar to the story of Noah. In the Noah story, it
is the flood. In this story, it is the Glacial Age that was coming. To
protect the creation, God advises him to collect the best seeds of
every kinds of plants, trees, fruits, animals and human beings. He
builds the enclosure to preserve them until the ice age is over. The
myth describes in detail but for our discussion, we will cut it short.

Celebration of Nowruz

« When the ice age was over, it was the spring of New Hope and new
generation. Jamshid celebrates this as a new beginning and thanks
God for helping him in saving His creation. Thus, he founded the
festival of Nowruz. There were many glacial ages of cold and heat.
The last Glacier age ended around 12,500 years ago in the Northern
Hemisphere.

There are many scientific data of the Glacier ages. The last one
started around 110,000 years ago and ended 12,500 yrs. ago + or -
few thousands.
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The Earth has been in an Icehouse Climate for the last 30 million
years

When the Earth is in its "Icehouse" climate mode, there is ice at the
poles. The polar ice sheet expands and contracts because of variations
in the Earth's orbit (Milankovitch cycles). The last expansion of the
polar ice sheets took place about 18,000 years ago, back to Earth
History

P
ATLANTIC

Conclusion

o Many scholars including Late Tilak of India, a Vedic scholar,
concluded that the land of Aryans might have been around the Arctic
area and migration took place to the Central Asia area. We still
have many countries in the Central Asia and people once there were
Zoroastrians. So, the festival of Nowruz could be 12000 to 9000 CBE
old. Hopefully, someday our young scientists will throw more light
on this subject. It is believed that lords of the land brought gifts for
Jamshid on Nowruz and the same custom was carried out during the
Hakhamaneshian times. We have a proof of the stairs depicting the
messengers from different nations bringing the gifts for the Great
King at the Takhte Jamshid in Persepolis—Parsa Shahr, meaning city
of Persians.

End of Jamshid

« Jamshid told people that he was the maker of the world. Because
of his arrogance and hubris, the divine glory Khvarena flew away
from him and he fell down causing death and suffering. Zahak kills
him and becomes the most oppressive ruler of Iran.
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o Zarathushtra mentions about Yama in Gatha, Yasna 32.8: Aésham1
aénangham?2 - vivanghush63 sravi4 yimaschit5,6

Yé7 mashyéfig8 chikhshnushé9 - ahmakéfigl0 gaushll bagal2
hviremn613

Aéshamchitl4,15 416 ahmil7 - thwahmil8 mazdal9 vichith6i20
aipi2l.

Surely6, Yima,5 son of Vivangh3 has been heard4 of (committing)
thesel offences2

Who?7 desiring to please9 us10 mortals8, glorified13 (himself) as a
god12 of the world.11

(‘Who desiring to satisfy men gave our people flesh of the ox to
eat’ is translated by Bartholomew, Mills, Duchesne-Guillemin and
others).

Indeed15, I am17 awayl6 from thesel4 (offences) per se yourl8
final21 discernment20, O Mazda.19

Zarathushtra further reiterates Mazda that such fate will not befall
on him as he is truthful and righteous.

Because of the fall of Yama, the world lost having a long life and the
stat of joyful living called Paradise (derived from the Avesta word,
Pairidaeza). Yama was worshiped in few countries and today, still by
the Kalash people in the Chitral area of NW Pakistan. The genetic
study disproves that they were descendants of Greek. Many were
forcibly converted to Islam. Only 3000 are left.

In Indic Vedic he became the king of the dead, and many mythical
stories have been reported in both cultures. The lesson is, no one is
bigger than his/her Creator.

Behram Deboo was born in
Navsari, Gujarat State, India.
He studied Avesta and Pahlavi
at Sir C. J. High School for
three years. Received a gold
medal for getting the highest
grade in Avesta and Pahlavi.
Also, some years ago, he took
a non-credit course in Pahlavi
at UCI offered by Prof Tooraj
Darvyaee.

Many years ago, around

2001, he was initiated as Mobedyar by Ervad (Mobed) Adi Unvala and
Ervad Behram Panthaki in Washington DC. He gave many lectures on
Zoroastrianism at Dare-Mehr which were translated by late Kamyar. CZC
Board recognized his contributions and declared him as a Mobed signed
by the Directors of the Board.

Brigham young University invited him to give lectures on
Zoroastrianism. He spoke to eighteen Ph.D. professors and taught two
classes in Auditorium to the students.

He wrote a book on Gatha Ahunavaiti after restudying Avesta grammar

in depth.

In October 2022, CZC presented him an award in recognition of his

outstanding dedication to California Zoroastrian Center.
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FRe Unexpected Connections Belween
N, owwz and Ot Patnick's &9)0%

By: Golsa Shahpour Gheibi & Dr. Khosro Esfandiar Mehrfar

Nowruz Spread - Courtesy of the State Department

Every March, two ancient celebrations of renewal light up different
corners of the world. While Iranian Nowruz and St. Patrick's Day
might seem worlds apart—one rooted in Zoroastrian cosmology and
the Persian calendar, the other in Christian hagiography and Irish
identity—these festivals share surprising thematic resonances that
reveal something fundamental about human culture.

Spring's Dual Arrival

Nowruz, meaning "new day" in Persian, marks the vernal equinox
with astronomical precision, usually falling on March 20th or 21st.
This millenniums old celebration heralds the Iranian new year exactly
when day and night balance in perfect equilibrium, nature awakens,
and winter's grip finally breaks.

St. Patrick's Day, celebrated on March 17th, commemorates
Ireland's patron saint. Though ostensibly a religious feast day, its
timing in mid-March similarly captures the anticipation of spring's
return to the northern hemisphere. The holiday's association with
shamrocks and green—symbols of renewed growth—echoes this
seasonal transition.

Both festivals, separated by mere days on the calendar, function
as threshold moments when communities acknowledge winter's end
and welcome the promise of regeneration.

Purification and Renewal

Central to Nowruz is the concept of spiritual and physical
cleansing. Iranians engage in "Khouneh Tekouni" (literally "shaking
the house”)—a thorough spring cleaning that purges the old
year's accumulated dust and stagnation. People settle debts, mend
relationships, and approach the new year unburdened.

Irish tradition, though less formalized around purification, carries
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similar themes. St. Patrick himself is credited with driving the snakes
from Ireland—a metaphor often interpreted as banishing paganism,
but equally readable as a purging of corruption or evil. The Lenten
season in which the holiday falls emphasizes repentance and spiritual
renewal.

Both celebrations offer communities a moment to reset, whether
through literal housecleaning or symbolic spiritual transformation.

Fire, Light, and the Battle with Darkness

Fire plays a central role in Nowruz celebrations. On the last
Wednesday before the new year, Iranians celebrate "Chaharshanbe
Suri," (Wednesday Celebration) leaping over bonfires while chanting
verses about giving the fire their sickly yellow pallor and receiving
its vibrant red vitality in return. This ancient Zoroastrian ritual
represents the triumph of light over darkness.

While St. Patrick's Day doesn't emphasize fire with the same
intensity, the broader Celtic tradition from which Irish culture
springs was deeply fire-focused. Ancient Irish festivals like Bealtaine
featured ritual bonfires, and the legend of St. Patrick himself includes
the dramatic lighting of a paschal fire on the Hill of Slane in defiance
of the pagan king.

Both traditions recognize fire as transformative—a force that
purifies, illuminates, and marks sacred time.

Community and Diaspora

Perhaps the most striking modern parallel lies in how these
celebrations function for diaspora communities.
Nowruz is celebrated not just in Iran but across Central Asia,
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the Caucasus, and the Middle East, with each region adding local
flavors. Its estimated that more than 350 million people in those areas
celebrate Nowruz. And for millions living abroad—whether in Los
Angeles, Toronto, or London—and many other major cities, town &
even villages, Nowruz becomes a crucial thread connecting them to
their heritage.

Similarly, St. Patrick's Day has evolved far beyond Ireland's shores.
Irish diaspora communities from Boston to Buenos Aires, Sydney to
Savannah, use March 17th to affirm identity and maintain cultural
continuity across generations and continents.

Both festivals demonstrate how seasonal celebrations transcend
their geographic origins, becoming portable markers of belonging
that travel with migrating peoples.

The Politics of Celebration

Both holidays carry complex political dimensions. Nowruz
survived attempts at suppression many times in the last 14 centuries
when Islam invaded Iran, including during various periods when
authorities viewed its pre-Islamic roots with suspicion & deep fear
of losing their autocratic and undemocratic control. The very recent
one has been the harsh words of Ayatollah Khomeini; founder of the
Islamic Republic in 1980 to name Nowruz non-Islamic and as such
must be banned from Iran.

Khomeini, viewed Nowruz, the ancient Persian New Year, with
disdain, often attempting to minimize its cultural significance in
favor of Islamic traditions. Despite his disapproval, the enduring
popularity of Nowruz & the fact that the more he attacked Nowruz,
the more Iranian celebrated it with vigor, finally forced him to issue
annual messages, which he blended with religious themes.

Today, Nowruz serves as a statement of Persian cultural identity
that transcends modern political borders and sectarian divisions.

St. Patrick's Day similarly evolved from religious observance to
nationalist symbol during Ireland's struggle for independence and
later became a vehicle for Irish American political mobilization.
What began as a saint's feast day transformed into an assertion of
cultural pride and political presence.

Table Settings and Sacred Foods

The Nowruz tradition of the "haft-seen" table—displaying seven
items beginning with the Persian letter 'S'—creates a ritual focal point
for families. Each element (sprouts, garlic, apples, sumac, vinegar,
hyacinth, and coins) symbolizes aspects of renewal, health, and
prosperity.

While St. Patrick's Day lacks a similarly codified symbolic spread,
traditional meals of corned beef and cabbage (or bacon and cabbage
in Ireland) serve comparable communal functions, bringing families
together around tables laden with culturally significant foods.

A Shared Human Impulse

These parallels aren't evidence of direct historical connection—the
traditions developed independently in different civilizations. Rather,
they reveal universal human responses to seasonal change and the
need for collective markers of time's passage.

Both Nowruz and St. Patrick's Day remind us that beneath the
specific theological, historical, and cultural particulars, communities
across time and space have always gathered in late winter to perform
essentially the same ritual: acknowledging darkness while kindling
light, sweeping away the old while welcoming the new, and reaffirming
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bonds that hold societies together through changing seasons.

As March arrives each year, whether you're setting a haft-seen
table in Tehran or wearing green in Dublin, you're participating
in humanity's ancient conversation with spring—a dialogue that
transcends any single culture's expression of hope, renewal, and
continuity.

Wishing you all, a Happy Nowruz and a Happy St. Patrick’s Day.

Golsa was a brilliant student at the University of
California, Berkeley and at the top of her class for
She graduated UC Berkeley Summa
cum laude with highest distinction and is now

all 4 years.

| pursuing her graduate studies at California Institute
of Technology (CalTech). Proud of her Heritage, n
her free time, Golsa enjoys writing poems mainly
about Iran and Zoroastrianism.

Dr. Khosro Esfandiar Mehrfar came to US. in
1979 to pursue his higher education. He has served
the Zoroastrian communities in various capacities.

Dr. Mehrfar lives in Orange County, California with

his wife Roya and their Families.
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\WYomen, Life, Freedom: Iran’s Crisis
as Civilizational Reckoning

Sousan Abadian, Ph.D. February 24, 2026

Kelman Seminar, Program on Negotiation, Harvard Law School

PART I — The Present Moment: A Crisis of Moral Legitimacy

For many of us in the Iranian diaspora, we are not absorbing the
physical blows of this regime — but we are not untouched. We wake up
each morning to videos of young people beaten, imprisoned, killed. We
watch parents bury children. We scroll through grief that does not stop.

My goal is to show what’s unfolding in Iran a little differently. Not
simply as political or economic unrest, but something that reaches far
beyond the daily headlines. Let’s look at some of those headlines.

In September of 2023, a 22-year-old Iranian Kurdish woman named
Jina Mahsa Amini was arrested by Iran’s morality police for wearing her
hijab “improperly” She was beaten. She died in custody.

Her death ignited nationwide protests — and it ignited a chant that has
now traveled the world

“Zan, Zendegi, Azadi.”

Woman. Life. Freedom.

The 2023 uprising was not the first mass protest in Iran. And like those
before it, it was met with violence. Yet it did not end.

In December of 2025, hundreds of thousands of Iranians once again
poured into the streets all over Iran.

And a few short weeks later, in January of 2026, true to form, the
regime responded with extraordinary brutality.

What matters is not only the violence itself — although it is devastating
— but what the violence reveals.

When a state must rely primarily on coercion to sustain itself, the
problem is no longer policy failure.

It is a collapse of legitimacy.

From a distance, this may look like another authoritarian crackdown.
But what we are witnessing is not simply repression. The regime is no
longer governing by consent or persuasion, but by fear.

And this is where I want to widen the frame. The uprising in Iran is
often described as economic frustration, or generational rebellion, or a
human rights struggle. It is all of those things.

But the hypothesis I want to advance today is that what we are
witnessing in Iran is also something deeper. A civilizational reckoning.

It is not merely a negotiation about reforms within a political system.

Iranians are in the process, I believe, of renegotiating their identity —
and the moral foundations of legitimate authority.

Before going further, let me situate myself in this story — and the lens
through which I see it.

I was born in Iran and came to the United States as a child, when my
father — a development economist — was hired by the World Bank
here in Washington, D.C. I spent half my childhood in Iran and the
other half in Bethesda, MD.

I was born into the Zoroastrian community — at that time roughly
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20,000 people in Iran — the small remnant of an indigenous religious
civilization that shaped Iran for over a millennium yet had become a
vulnerable minority in its own ancestral homeland.

I share this not as a badge of grievance. For much of my youth and
adult life, I was simply proud to be Iranian and Zoroastrian, but I did
not think about it deeply.

My father who profoundly shaped me, had himself been influenced
by Gandhi and lived in India during India’s independence movement.
I was raised in an atmosphere of the oneness of humanity - never in
terms of “us” and “them. Religion was not my primary lens.

At Swarthmore College and then Harvard University, my training was
in anthropology and sociology, economic and political development,
and leadership studies. And I began my career working in international
development with the most impoverished — mostly rural women and
children across West Asia and Africa.

Over time, as I began working with Indigenous communities, I
developed expertise in intergenerational collective trauma: how
histories of colonization and repression shape not only individuals, but
entire cultures, with social, economic, and political ramifications. More
importantly, I came to understand what it takes to support sociocultural
healing and renewal. My book entitled Generative Cultural Renewal s,
in part, about that.

It was only later working alongside Indigenous peoples in North
America, that I began to see my own ancestral story differently. Their
narratives of erasure, survival, and renewal resonated with me, almost
viscerally.

All this to say that when I look at Iran today, I do so through a lens
informed by decades of research in development, trauma, and cultural
renewal.

And as someone who leads an interfaith organization, let me be clear:

Today I am speaking about a regime, not Islam as a faith — about what
happens when religion is fused with coercive state power.

I want to explore why this uprising feels different, and why its language
has taken such deep root among Iranians.

To do that, we must first confront a familiar narrative — advanced by
the regime and echoed elsewhere — that this movement is a cultural
import, a product of foreign influence and therefore suspect.

Let us examine that claim.

PART II — Not Imitation. Internal Shift.

In the West, the Woman, Life, Freedom Movement has been described
as a product of social media. Or global feminism. Or foreign interference.

In well-meaning circles, the shorthand is:

“This is Iran’s feminist awakening”

“This is Iran catching up”

“This is a Gen Z revolution”
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The Iranian regime, and interestingly, some in the West frame it in
more sinister ways — as infiltration. Moral corruption. A Western
imperialist — even Zionist — plot.

But when you listen carefully to the language emerging from the
streets, it does not sound imported or plotted.

Let’s see something emblematic of what has been circulating widely
in recent months.

In the image above, the mythical bird, Ghoghnoos — the Iranian

phoenix —lands on Borj-e-Azadi, Freedom Tower in Tehran. You'll
notice the people are dressed in tribal attire and modern clothing;
some women cover their hair, others do not. This pluralism remains
aspirational.

These symbols are not nostalgia or incidental. They deliberately
invoke a civilizational layer that long predates the current regime. But
symbolism alone is not evidence. Let’s turn from imagery to data.

There is an independent research group called GAMAAN — the Group
for Analyzing and Measuring Attitudes in Iran. Because conducting
honest surveys inside Iran is nearly impossible under state control, they
use anonymized online methods designed to protect respondents.

In 2020, they conducted one of the largest surveys of religious belief
ever undertaken among Iranians — with over 50,000 respondents.

The results were striking.
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GAMAAN: Iranians” Attitudes Toward the 2022
Nationwide Protests.

Shi'ite Muslim

322 %
Jewish
0.1 %
Baha'i
1.5 %
Christian ———
1.5%
Others —
339%
Humanist
2.7 %
Mystical (Sufi)  Sunni Muslim
32% 5.0 %

Officially, Iran is described as 99% Muslim.

But in this survey, only about 32% identified as Shia Muslim, and
about 5% as Sunni.

A significant portion described themselves as non-religious.

Others identified as atheist.

Others as spiritual but not religious.

And a small but meaningful percentage explicitly identified as
Zoroastrian — far more than official figures acknowledge.

Notably, nearly half reported that they had left their birth religion.

Now, remember, this data is in 2020 and precedes the Woman,
Life, Freedom movement and most definitely, before the most recent
protests. I wonder what the data would show us now.

Of course, all surveys have limitations. But GAMAAN’s methodology
has been peer-reviewed and internationally recognized. And even
allowing for margins of error, the direction of change is unmistakable.

There is a profound internal shift underway.

Not imported. Not orchestrated from abroad: Internal. And this shift
is not limited to religious belief.

The 1999 student protests demanded reform.

The 2009 Green Movement demanded electoral integrity.

The 2017 and 2019 protests appeared to be largely economic.

But the “Woman, Life, Freedom” movement is not asking for
adjustment within a system.

I'm suggesting that it is questioning the moral foundation of the
system itself.

Increasingly, some Iranians describe life under the current regime
in terms of “occupation” — experiencing the government as hostile,
foreign to their values, and imposed upon them.

And when that shift in language occurs, you are no longer negotiating
policy. You are confronting a crisis of legitimacy.

But disillusionment and a sense of occupation alone does not generate
a movement with this kind of moral language. It does not explain why
the chant centers on woman, life, and freedom.

At first glance, those words may sound Western.

Publication of Calfornia Zoroastrian Center

< 15



These are often narrated as modern, Enlightenment, liberal values.

So it is easy — especially from afar — to assume that Iran is simply
absorbing Western norms.

But we should pause before making that assumption:

The West does not hold a monopoly on the language of dignity, nor
did the declaration of freedom of belief and conscience originate in
Paris, Geneva, Washington or NYC. Also, the celebration of life on
earth is not a modern invention.

When Iranians chant “Woman, Life, Freedom,” they are not quoting a
European manifesto.

They are speaking in Persian, in Kurdish, in the languages of Iran — in
the language of their own civilization.

They are invoking a moral vocabulary that resonates deeply inside
their own historical memory.

So, what deeper layer of Iranian civilization might this language be
drawing from?

To answer that, we have to go back much further.

PART III — The Deeper Layer: An Older Moral Imagination

To understand what may be resurfacing, we have to go back long
before 1979.

Long before the Islamic Republic.

Long before the Safavids— the dynasty that formally established Shi’a
Islam as the state religion in the 16th century.

Long even before the Islamic conquest of the 7th century.

For more than a millennium before Islam, the Iranian plateau was
shaped by a moral and cosmological vision rooted in Zoroastrian
thought.

And Zoroastrianism was not merely a private faith. It shaped law.
Governance. Art. Architecture. Ritual. It shaped the moral imagination
of society.

At its heart was a radical idea for the ancient world:

That human beings possess freedom of choice.

In this vision, human beings are not born stained or condemned.
There is no doctrine of original sin. We are born capable — capable of
choosing well or choosing poorly.

Morality is not reduced to an exhaustive list of prohibitions.

Instead, we are expected to cultivate discernment — to reflect, to
weigh, to deliberate — and to choose between good and evil with
awareness.

The central ethical triad — good thoughts, good words, good deeds —
did not outsource responsibility to authority.

It placed moral responsibility squarely on the individual.

Human beings were not wards to be supervised.

They were moral agents, empowered with choice.

And this applied to women as well as men.

From the earliest days of the tradition, both girls and boys underwent
initiation into the faith — marking them equally as moral participants
in the covenant of truth.

In the Gathas — the oldest hymns of Zoroastrianism, attributed to
its founding prophet Zarathushtra — men and women are addressed
together. For example, in advice he gives to brides and grooms, he does
so symmetrically — not obedience on one side and authority on the
other, but mutual ethical partnership grounded in what Zoroastrians
call asha — truth and right order.

Marriage in this vision was not structured as male guardianship. It was
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structured as shared ethical responsibility.

Later Avestan texts — the broader body of Zoroastrian sacred scripture
— pray for “a good ruler — man or woman,” taking for granted that
women could govern.

Women served in ritual roles. In a tradition where fire represents truth
and divine presence, in some cases, women guarded the highest sacred
fires — a role symbolizing custodianship of divine light itself.

And that is not a minor symbolic detail: to guard the sacred fire is to
stand at the center of religious authority.

Beyond religion, Iranian women could own property in their own
names.

They controlled estates independently — even after marriage.
Marriage did not dissolve their legal identity. They retained economic
personhood.

They could inherit. They could manage wealth. They could direct
labor.

And archaeology confirms what the texts imply.

The Persepolis Fortification Tablets — administrative records from the
5th century BCE (that’s over 2,500 years ago!) — they show women as
wage earners, supervisors, estate managers, business owners.

They received equal pay in rations and silver.

They issued orders under their own seals.

They commanded work crews that included men.

They received additional provisions during pregnancy and after
childbirth — recognition of maternity within the economic order.

Now, it helps to situate this historically.

In classical Athens — often celebrated as the cradle of democracy —
women could not vote, could not own property independently in most
cases, and were largely confined to domestic life.

In contrast, Persian administrative records show women directing
estates, authorizing transactions, and participating visibly in economic
governance.

Ancient Persia was not modern. It was not egalitarian in the
contemporary sense.

But it did not build its legitimacy on the theological, economic or
political subordination of women.

And it’s important to remember that this was not confined to a distant
ancient past. Women’s legal and economic autonomy persisted through
successive Iranian empires — Achaemenid, Seleucid, Parthian, and into
much of the Sassanian era — well into the 6th century.

The more pronounced narrowing of women’s independent mobility,
business authority, and marital choice is generally associated by
historians with the transformations that followed the Arab conquest of
the 7th century and the gradual consolidation of more restrictive legal
interpretations. In other words, the contraction of women’s sovereignty
was not original to Iranian civilization. It emerged after conquest.

The same ethical vision that shaped gender relations in the time of
Cyrus the Great also informed political authority.

From the Indus Valley to the Mediterranean, the Achaemenid Empire
governed one of the largest and most diverse territories the world had
ever seen.

What distinguished it was not only its scale, but its method of rule.

Cyrus — Koresh in the Talmud, Koorosh in Persian — did not impose
religious uniformity. He did not erase local traditions or demand
theological submission. He practiced restraint.

Just as individuals were understood to possess freedom of conscience,
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s0 too were communities permitted to sustain their own traditions.

When Babylon fell in 539 BCE, he restored temples rather than
destroying them.

He reinstated priesthoods rather than humiliating or killing them.

He honored local gods rather than erasing them.

He authorized the return of displaced peoples — including the Jewish
community — and supported the rebuilding of the second temple in
Jerusalem.

We know this not only from later historical memory and his mention
in the Talmud, the Hebrew Bible, but from the Cyrus Cylinder itself
— a clay inscription discovered in Babylon — in which Cyrus presents
himself not as a conqueror imposing uniformity, but as a ruler restoring
dignity and allowing communities to worship according to their own
customs.

The Cylinder is sometimes described as the first declaration of human
rights. That may be modern language applied retroactively.

But it is certainly one of the earliest surviving imperial statements
affirming cultural and religious recognition rather than forced
conformity.

And that matters. Because it tells us that restraint, pluralism, and
respect for difference were not modern Western inventions grafted
onto Iran. The language of dignity did not enter Iran from outside. It
has roots in its own soil.

In an ancient world where empire often meant erasure, this was
distinctive.

This was not modern democracy.

But neither was it theocratic domination.

It was a civilizational experiment in ruling vast difference without
demanding religious sameness.

And beneath it all lay a moral grammar:

Freedom of conscience.

Responsibility for one’s choices.

Shared ethical agency.

Iran began as a civilization shaped by a distinct ethical vision. When
Islam arrived, it encountered a society already deeply formed.

Over centuries, Iran became Muslim. But it did not cease to be Iranian.

When Arab armies defeated the Sassanian Empire in the 7th century,
it was not a gentle transition of power. Cities fell after prolonged sieges.
Political elites were displaced or executed. Administrative structures
were dismantled. Persian lost its status as the language of governance,
replaced by Arabic under the early Caliphates. The old order collapsed.

TheIranian scholar Abdolhossein Zarrinkoub later described the period
that followed as “Two Centuries of Silence” because Iranian political
sovereignty vanished, its elites were sidelined, and its civilizational voice
receded under foreign rule. This period of dislocation and humiliation
was a profound rupture in continuity.

Nevertheless, Iranian bureaucratic classes gradually re-entered imperial
administration under the Abbasids. A new form of Persian — Dari
— emerged, written in Arabic script yet preserving Persian grammar
and worldview. Ferdowsi’s Shahnameh resurrected pre-Islamic memory
in epic form, reweaving a civilizational narrative that conquest had
attempted to sever. The intellectual flowering often labeled the “Islamic
Golden Age” drew deeply from Iranian scholars and institutions such
as Gundeshapur — a renowned pre-Islamic academy of medicine,
philosophy, and science — as well as from older ethical commitments
to knowledge, order, and inquiry.
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In contrast to Egypt and Syria, which underwent rapid linguistic and
cultural Arabization, Iran absorbed Islam without dissolving into Arab
identity. It integrated — and then reasserted.

This pattern — conquest followed by cultural resurgence rather than
disappearance — is not incidental. It is civilizational. And it suggests
that what we are witnessing today may be a recurrence.

Iran has been conquered before. But it has never been erased.

So when Iranians chant “Woman, Life, Freedom,” it may sound
modern. But listen again.

Woman. Life. Freedom.

These are not foreign imports. They are echoes of a much older
inheritance.

If the West has played a role, it has not been as originator, but as
amplifier — echoing values with deep indigenous roots in Iranian
civilization.

What we may be witnessing, then, is not cultural imitation. Nor is it
the revival of something forgotten. These values never vanished, nor the
traditions based on these values.

The regime has failed to prevent pre-Islamic traditions like the Persian
New Year, Nowruz, or others like Winter solstice holiday of Yalda or
Sadeh. Poetry was not silenced. Dance and song persisted. Even the
quiet defiance of gathering at Cyruss tomb has continued, despite
discouragement.

A society is drawing more deliberately from its deeper civilizational
inheritance.

And when a people begin to speak consciously from that deeper layer,
the tension becomes seismic.

In other words, this is not merely a political or economic crisis. The
current movement marks a civilizational fault line.

Not between East and West.

Not between Islam and modernity.

But between two moral orientations competing to define Iran’s future.

Let me be clear about what that means — and what it does not.

This is not a struggle between Zoroastrianism and Islam.

Islam in Iran has never existed in a vacuum. It absorbed and took root
in Iranian civilization. There are Islamic traditions — philosophical,
mystical, reformist — that resonate deeply with the older Iranian ethical
imagination: conscience, justice, beauty, pluralism.

The fault line is not between Muslims and non-Muslims. It is between
authoritarian interpretations of religion — of any religion — and a
broader moral inheritance that leaves space for dignity, responsibility,
and choice.

For any future Iran to flourish, those who continue to identify
themselves as Muslim must see themselves in that future. Roughly a
third of Iranians still identify as Muslim. And even if it was 5%, cultural
renewal cannot succeed if it excludes them.

And this is where the stakes become more delicate.

When religion is fused with coercive state power, and that power has
been exercised ruthlessly, the faith itself risks being associated with
repression. We are already seeing signs of this. Some young Iranians do
not distinguish between Islam as a spiritual tradition and Islam as an
instrument of state control. Their anger is explosive.

That is why it is incumbent upon Muslim scholars and organizations —
especially outside Iran — to speak clearly. Criticizing authoritarianism
is not an attack on Islam. Silence, however unintended, can deepen the
false equation between faith and repression.
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The future of Iran requires Muslims to help disentangle Islam from the
regime that claims to speak in its name.

I believe Muslim thinkers like Abdolkarim Soroush have argued
for decades that Iran’s renewal depends not on erasing Islam, but on
disentangling faith from authoritarianism — allowing the best of Iran’s
Islamic heritage to coexist with its deeper civilizational memory. What I
do know about him is that once an insider of the Revolution, he became
one of its most thoughtful critics and was ultimately forced into exile.
Muslims needs to speak out more openly in defense of Iranians.

What is unfolding in Iran does not need to be primarily subtraction
— though certain coercive practices will need to fall away. It could be
integration. But integration requires alignment.

And at this moment, the governing system anchors its legitimacy in
one moral vision, while large segments of society increasingly draw
from another.

That divergence is what gives this moment its seismic character.

PART IV — Zan. Zendegi. Azadi.

Let us return to the chant itself — three words — and use them to
illuminate the deeper moral divide now unfolding in Iran.

Zan.

Zendegi.

Azadi.

It is deceptively simple.

But movements do not choose their language casually. Words survive
because they carry depth. They endure because they resonate with
something older than the moment.

Let us take them one at a time.

Zan — Woman

Why begin with woman?

Because everything begins with women.

Women give birth not only to children, but to culture.

They are the first teachers — of language, memory, rhythm, and story.

They transmit values before laws are written.

They carry songs, rituals, and moral codes across generations.

Why begin with woman? Because women are foundational to the
future.

And in Iran today, women are saying: we will not carry forward a
diminished inheritance.

In the current legal framework, women are not recognized as equals.

They inherit half the share of men.

Their testimony in certain courts carries less weight.

Marriage, travel, and sometimes employment may require the
permission of a father or husband.

Their dress is regulated.

Their bodies are policed.

This is not incidental.

It shapes how a society defines virtue.

Under this regime, girls are taught that modesty equals moral worth.

That obedience equals righteousness.

That concealment equals purity.

Iranian girls are told that virtue is measured by compliance.

But women are now asking a deeper question:

What is virtue?

In the older Iranian moral imagination, women are not moral
dependents.
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They were initiated into the faith alongside boys.

They owned property.

They managed estates.

They officiated ritual.

They were addressed directly in sacred texts.

They were visible.

They were respected.

They were entrusted.

Virtue was not defined by disappearance.

It was defined by alignment with truth — through good thoughts,
good words, good deeds.

So when Iranian women stand unveiled and say “Zan,” they are not
rejecting morality.

They are redefining it.

They are saying: virtue is not the regulation of a woman’s body.

Virtue is integrity.

Virtue is courage.

Virtue is responsibility.

Virtue is dignity.

When Iranian women say “Zan,” they are not simply protesting a dress
code.

They are asserting something deeper:

That the dignity of women is not negotiable.

That the future of Iran cannot be built on their diminishment.

Because if women are constrained, culture contracts.

If women are trusted, civilization flourishes.

Zan is not a slogan.

It is a declaration that renewal begins at the source of life itself.

The second word is Zendegi.

Life.

Not martyrdom.

Not sacrifice.

Not endurance until the afterlife.

Life.

In the older Iranian moral imagination shaped by Zoroastrian thought,
material existence is not a corruption to escape. Creation is good.

The earth is sacred.

Fire is sacred.

Water is sacred.

Air is sacred.

To pollute them is a moral failure. To care for them is a religious act.

The world is not a fallen waiting room for heaven. It is something
to be cultivated and cherished. The very word paradise comes from
the old Iranian pairi-daéza — an enclosed garden. A space tended.
Protected. Made to flourish.

Zoroastrian ritual does not sanctify suffering. It sanctifies vitality.

Nowruz — the Persian New Year at the spring equinox — is
civilizational poetry enacted: sprouting wheat, mirrors, goldfish,
candles, color, laughter, dancing, weeks of visiting family and friends.
It marks the triumph of light over darkness — the promise of renewal
after winter.

Traditionally, Zoroastrians do not clothe themselves in perpetual
black, but in vivid colors. Ceremonies are bright, fragrant, musical.

Life, art, beauty, sensuality — these are not distractions from the
sacred. They are expressions of it, when lived in balance.

Long before the Islamic Republic, a central thread in Iranian
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civilization honored life — not death. In Zoroastrian thought, existence
itself is a moral project. Human beings are called to align with asha —
truth, order, life-affirming integrity — against druj, the lie that distorts
and corrodes.

Death is not glorified. Life is. And that civilizational orientation did
not vanish. We see it today.

When young Iranians dance in the streets —

when women let their hair move freely in the wind —

when people sing,

when they insist on joy in the face of brutality —

they are not being unserious.

They are defending Zendegi. They are defending the sanctity of earthly
life.

We see it most poignantly in how some are now mourning.

Across Iran, funerals and 40-day memorials — the chehelom —
for young men and women killed in recent protests have become
something unexpected. Instead of silent, state-scripted displays of piety,
families and communities have chosen to sing. To clap. To play music.
Sometimes even to dance — through tears — at gravesides.

Grief has not been extinguished. It has been transformed.

In a culture whose deeper inheritance celebrates spring, joy becomes
defiance.

And here the contrast sharpens.

The Islamic Republic has cultivated a political theology of martyrdom
— murals of fallen boys, keys to paradise handed to child soldiers
expected to walk over mines during the Iran-Iraq War, public
ritualization of sacrifice like Ashura. Legitimacy has been anchored in
mourning, in death, in perpetual mobilization against enemies.

It is important to note that many Muslim scholars and communities
reject this interpretation and articulate deeply life-affirming theologies
of their own.

But the state itself has sacralized death.

That is not merely a policy difference. It reflects a profoundly different
moral orientation.

After the Madrid bombings in 2004, an al-Qaeda spokesman chillingly
declared: “You love life, and we love death” A decade later, a Hamas
commander echoed the same inversion — that they love death as others
love life.

Those words were not about Iran. And yet they illuminate a moral
chasm that many Iranians feel viscerally today.

So when Iranians chant Zan, Zendegi, Azadi — Woman, Life, Freedom
— they are not importing a Western slogan.

They are aligning themselves with a civilizational inheritance in which
life is sacred, creation is good, and human dignity is woven into the
fabric of the cosmos.

Zendegi is not frivolity. It is not a slogan of rebellion alone.

It is a declaration of alignment —

with renewal over despair,

and life over the worship of death.

Okay. The third and last word is Azadi.

Freedom.

This word is often assumed to be Western.

But freedom is not the invention of the Enlightenment.

In the moral vision we described earlier, good and evil must be chosen.

And without freedom of choice, freedom of conscience, there can be
no virtue.
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If conscience is supervised, it is not conscience.

Asha — truth, right order — presumes discernment.

Discernment requires freedom.

Freedom, in this civilizational grammar, is not license. It is
responsibility to the greater good.

It is the space within which moral growth becomes possible.

It is what allows human beings to act as collaborators with the Divine
— not as passive subjects to be controlled.

Even Cyrus’s governance reflected this restraint. He did not demand
theological uniformity. He allowed communities to worship as they
chose. He did not equate political authority with spiritual coercion.

Freedom was not chaos.

It was trust in the moral capacity of human beings.

So when Iranians chant Azadi, they are not asking for decadence.

They are asking for the right to choose — ethically, spiritually,
politically — without guardianship.

Azadi is not imported. It is embedded.

The Whole Phrase: Zan. Zendegi. Azadi.

Woman — as moral agent and source.

Life — as sacred and worth cultivating.

Freedom — as the condition for ethical choice.

Taken together, this is not merely a political slogan. It expresses a
deeper moral vision — a civilizational orientation.

If this movement were only about fuel prices, it could be negotiated.

If it were only about generational rebellion, it could be suppressed.

But when a movement speaks in the language of a civilization’s deeper
moral inheritance, it becomes harder to extinguish.
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Please send your “Ask Nahid” questions that are within the confines of various aspects of the Zoroastrian

religion/culture or conflict resolution to cninfo@czcjournal.org

“&SK NAHID

Dear Nahid

When do you know it’s time to walk away from something like ajob, project, or Ve[aﬁonship that is no longer making you
happy or progressing your life? 1 dont want to upset others impacted by my decisions.

Dear Toby,

Each of those situations are very different and the process of
assessing the value that you find in each is based on what your
personal goals are. You also have to consider if your situation in
any of these circumstances is harming your path towards living
an honest and healthy life. You are unhappy for a reason. You
must sit and think on what that reason is and work to resolve
that conflict by staying and working it out, figuring if you can
live with it or making the hard choice to move on.

Your question actually makes me think of more modern scripts
and writers. Maya Angelou writes "There is no greater agony
than bearing an untold story inside you” When you are not
truly following the Good path, you are meant to be on, you
might feel lost or invisible to those around you and maybe even
to yourself. Do not hide away or diminish your light. This life
is meant to be lived in our genuine and truest forms - that is
your path to Asha. These decisions are meant to impact who we
become later on in life. You have to choose now what path you
will follow.

There are always changing factors over time and where it’s
ideal that your situations grow with you, that is not always the
case. Life is a series of decisions to be made. Zoroastrians have
decision making skills imprinted in our DNA. We are raised to
think through each decision and action and word in our lives to
make sure that we are content with the impact of those choices
or that we are willing to follow those choices until they no longer
serve a true Good for us or those around us.

It's a good thing that you are considerate about those who
are impacted by your choices - you are going to hurt people
sometimes when you choose to do what your mind/heart/soul
tells you is the right thing to do for you. It's how you manage
those relationships and the end or continuation of them that
is important. "The purpose of life, after all, is to live it, to taste
experience to the utmost, to reach out eagerly and without fear
for newer and richer experience." — Eleanor Roosevelt

The purpose of life, however, is NOT to live selfishly and harm
those because it suits your needs only. There can be no Good
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Toby

from that. If you are in a relationship and that relationship does
not work out, you should ask yourself if you have truly done
everything you could have to make it work. Or if you choose
to leave your job because you do not enjoy the environment
and leave people stranded on a project, do you need to stay to
finish the project and then leave. There are ways to disentangle
yourself respectfully and responsibly if you choose to walk away
from these experiences. Think about those you are impacting,
and how you end those situations. You must be confident in
your choices and help them see the Good in your thoughts,
words and deeds. Then they should respect your decisions no
matter how sad it makes them, because you must try to leave a
situation, person or place better off than you found them. That
is my golden rule.

I will always remind you to never forget our basic principles
of using your Good Thoughts to lead you to announcing with
Good Words what your Good Deeds or Decisions are. I believe
I have quoted this very intelligent man before, but Dr. Seuss
said it best when he wrote "You have brains in your head. You
have feet in your shoes. You can steer yourself, any direction you
choose." So, choose a path that will bring you, as well as those
around you, closer to living a life you can be proud of.
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