Soundscaping Diaspora and the Affective
Politics of Listening

Nazli Akhtari

The global proliferation of podcasts and other kinds of audio-blogging
has been particularly useful for facilitating transnational conversations
in diasporas. By the same token, there has been a surge within the last
decade in podcasting on a range of subjects in Persian in Iran and its
global diaspora. These podcasts cover topics that run the gamut from
journalism and oral histories of modern Iran, informal chats about
cultural taboos and celebrity fandom communities, to intersectional
feminist conversations about gender, space, discrimination, and sexual
and ethnic minorities in contemporary Iran.'

This essay focuses on how, in the context of the global Iranian
diaspora, podcasts break open histories of sound and listening media
within modern Iranian political history. By listening closely to
Radiochehrazi, one of the earliest projects podcasted in Persian, this

ISee, for instance, Radio Marz (2018), Radio Nist (2019), Radio Tragedy (2020), and Radio
Nesyan (2022).
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essay aims to provide a historical overview of older audio media in Iran
to contextualize the use of podcasts as new media in diasporas. One of
the pioneer sound projects in the Iranian diaspora, Radiochehrazi used the
podcast platform as an artistic undertaking linking sonic performance to
the cultural histories of sonic media in Iran. Over the course of one year,
from March 2013 to February 2014, the anonymous group podcasting
Radiochehrazi published twenty-one short episodes on SoundCloud
from Briarcliff Manor in New York. Most of the historical milestones
of sonic media in modern Iranian history have used listening for control
and resistance and have clear political intentions in deploying mod-
ern communication technologies to engage mass participation through
performative and affective registers of listening. Sonic remix,
performance, and affective listening in Radiochehrazi
provide an example of Iranian diasporic cultural production in
which sound remix becomes a proto-political practice that reanimates
cultural and media histories yet counters the common political use of
sound technologies. I use the term “diasporic imaginary” throughout
this essay, aiming to capture the shifting and alternative imaginary that
diasporic sites such as the soundscape in Radiochehrazi produce.
Diasporic imaginaries trespass the here and now, connecting generations
on the basis of the return to polyphonic and emerging narratives of the
cultural past. This essay argues that, unlike most media examples, the
diasporic imaginaries in sonic performance projects such as
Radiochehrazi are politicized because of affect and through sound’s
affective power to change us and be changed by us.?

Combining several theoretical frameworks including Brian Massumi’s
notion of affect, this research examines the affective politics of listening
in diaspora. Massumi understands affect to be a non-conscious
bodily intensity that cannot be named but only felt. His Politics of
Affect considers affect and politics as inseparable. In this formulation,
change is the primary factor that makes affect immediately political.
Furthermore, Michael Warner’s essay, Publics and Counterpublics,
informs the performance studies vantage point in this essay’s analysis
of sound and media. In addressing the complexities of diasporic cultural

*Brian Massumi, Politics of Affect (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2015).

137
Soundscaping Diaspora and the Affective Politics of Listening _@’J‘



productions, I consider such podcast series as counterpublics because
most podcast producers in diaspora including Radiochehrazi’s creators
maintain an awareness of their projects’ subordinate status. Warner
contends that counterpublics are “spaces of circulation in which it is
hoped that the poesis of scene making will be transformative, not
replicative merely.”” Warner’s notion of counterpublics shapes the
theorization of sonic performance in this essay because by performing
on the periphery of several dominant (national and transnational)
publics, the collaboration and artistic work examined here extends
beyond representations of ideological and political conflict.
Performance of sound instead opens up spaces of circulation where
scene making will be transformative—spaces that heavily depend on
performance to bring about oppositional interpretations of diasporic
identities and desires.*

Understanding sound as performance offers approaches to the body, the
archive, and media that can be generatively challenged by listening in
place of narrativity. For instance, the narrative context of this essay’s
case study, Radiochehrazi, is important to consider; however, the
experience of listening to this project through sonic nuances of narrative
interruptions and qualities such as repetitions and abrupt transitions
provide complexities that are central to the reception of its unfolding
narrative. Remixing layers of sound objects and qualities allows
Radiochehrazi to depict diasporic identity fragmentation through the
metaphor of madness. The artists use sound remix as a compositional
strategy in order to expand the metaphor of madness from narrative
composition to remixed forms reanimating Iranian cultural histories.
Through a historical overview of listening in relationship to its media
in post-Islamic Iran, I demonstrate how projects such as Radiochehrazi
reperform the cultural-media relevance of listening, a cultural practice
that commands an embodied, gendered, and performative subject,
whose subject is always socially improvised, performed-with, and
in-relation-to.’

3Michael Warner, Publics and Counterpublics (New York: Zone Books, 2005), 88.

*Warner, Publics and Counterpublics, 85.
Nathaniel Stern, “The Implicit Body as Performance: Analyzing Interactive Art,” Leonardo 44
(2011): 234.
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In order to understand performances of sound, we also need to consider
how we listen to these sounds and how that listening engages us in
sensual and sensory affective processes. Even in its most inattentive
forms, listening is never just listening. Deaf percussionist Evelyn
Glennie extends our understanding of sonic experience: “Hearing
is basically a specialized form of touch. Sound is simply vibrating air
which the ear picks up and converts to electrical signals, which are then
interpreted by the brain. The sense of hearing is not the only sense that
can do this, touch can do this too.”® Sound, therefore, is one of the few
ways through which performances can literally (and metaphorically)
touch the bodies and bounce in-between humans, animals, objects,
environments, and technologies. Sound can touch us even further if we
consider its cultural meanings, cues, and particular diasporic affinities that
link sound to our listening bodies. The body is itself the “echo chamber,”
responding to sound’s inner vibrations as well as outer attentiveness as
philosopher Jean-Luc Nancy would phrase it.”

Sound is always embodied, affective, and deeply cultural, which
explains why sound and music make up the largest portion of
diaspora cultural productions. Listening always already entails reception
and collectivity by inviting listeners to actively write with the sounds
they hear, which are key aspects of diaspora cultures. Attentive listening
to these series of podcasts also brings to the fore cultural histories that
shape a diasporic engagement with sound remix in performance.
Gender is central to an understanding of the political roles that listening
media play in negotiating agency in everyday life in contemporary Iran.
I contend that since the Islamic public uses the male/masculine voice
to dominate the soundscape, so its counterpublics and practices
are always already sexed/gendered.® Radiochehrazi builds off the role

°Evelyn Glennie, “Hearing Essay,” January 1, 2015, www.evelyn.co.uk/hearing-essay/ (accessed
July 25, 2020).

"Jean-Luc Nancy and Charlotte Mandell, Listening (New York: Fordham University Press, 2007).
8The use of “sex/gender” together and pairing “sexed/gendered” across this essay are my way of
insisting on the coextensive role of sex and gender in formation and expression of subjectivity.
The intention is to refuse erasing transgender identity in my discussion of sonic media and
production of cisheterosexual social publics in Iran and its global diaspora. To read more on the
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auditory media play in establishing social hierarchies and negotiating
agency in everyday life, and so through absence and drag performances
of the female/feminine voice, their performance foreshadows the central
position of sex/gender vis-a-vis the affective politics of sound in Iran
and Iranian diasporas. Scholarship on listening in relationship to a variety
of media in post-Islamic Iran informs my analysis of Radiochehrazi. 1
begin with a brief description of the recorded sonic project and further
examine excerpts of this podcast to demonstrate some of the ways in
which this archive of sonic files stored on a digital platform transgresses
the sonic register by commanding an embodied, performative listening
experience.

Radiochehrazi: Podcast as Performance

By creating a dark yet funny piece of radio drama, Radiochehrazi reflects
on the oft-criticized ideology of the post-revolutionary generation
formed around memories and experiences of modern Iranian political
histories. For instance, on several occasions throughout the podcasts, the
speakers mock the criticism that the Iranian diaspora receives for the
safety of its remote online participation in the Green Movement
of 2009. Radiochehrazi’s performance disrupts linear temporality
and narrativity and instead represents various temporalities that slide
through one another. The dramatic narrative uses madness as a
metaphor to depict the distorted experience of time and
space in diasporas. The topics engaged range from pop culture and
childhood nostalgia to issues like Islamic and secular feminisms,
diaspora, chain murders of political activists in 1988-89, the student
movement of 1999, and Iran and Arab-world conflicts.® Their main
focus, however, remains on the events around the Green Movement of
2009 and its well-known use of social media campaigns.'* To contextualize

use of “sex” and “gender” together see Viviane K. Namaste, ““Tragic Misreadings’: Queer theory’s
Erasure of Transgender Subjectivity,” in Queer Studies: Gay, Bisexual, and Transgender Anthology,
ed. Brett Beemyn and Mickey Eliason (New York, NY and London: NYU Press, 1996), 183-203 or
see Amelia Jones, “Introduction” in In Between Subjects: a Critical Genealogy of Queer Performance
(Abingdon, Oxon;: Routledge, 2021), 1-34.
°See appendix B for a sample transcript.

1%See appendix C for sample transcript.
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the histories of each political event that these podcasts address calls
for and deserves the writing of an elaborate historiographical account
which goes beyond the scope of this essay.

Experimenting with podcasts as a platform for radio drama offers
diasporic artists a space free of the burden of commercial interests,
the traditions of broadcasting, and persecution by state authorities or
other controlling structures. Podcasting in the contemporary context
of knowledge transmission could be considered as fast-knowledge.
Listening to podcasts offers cheap and easy access to selective content
we have an appetite for. As auditory soundscapes, podcasts rarely
demand full attentive listening and can be listened to in the background
as we go on with everyday life. They satisfy our constant craving for
information and social connection. Similar to other social media
platforms that litter everyday experience of the neoliberal subject,
podcasts are used for many different purposes including public pedagogy
and entertainment as well as dissemination of misinformation and
political propagation in the post-truth era.

Radiochehrazi does not use podcasting to these ends or any of the main
reasons podcasts are normally used for. They titled the project “Radio”
despite having an online digital spectatorship/audience in mind. The
longest episode is just under twelve minutes, and within the last seven
years, each episode has had between eighty and 280 thousand listeners
as of the day I write this essay."" The duo chose to be anonymous, and
this series is their only public sonic project. Despite their anonymity,
and considering the issues that the project brings up, the music
and literature it remixes, and the references it makes to Iranian (trans)
national icons and cultural stereotypes, it is possible to make
assumptions about the creators’ age, education, class, and sex/gender.
The performer-creators of the project were most likely born after Iran’s
Islamic Revolution (1978-9) and have gone through the higher education
system in Iran. Naming the project “Radio,” despite their awareness of

!"Radiochehrazi. SoundCloud audio, 2013 www.soundcloud.com/radiochehrazi-1 (accessed
July 25, 2020).
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media distinctions between radio and digital podcasts, indicates in itself
a gravitation toward memory and history. More precisely, this sonic
project aligns with recent experiments with new modes of
storytelling and artistic expression. Theatre, performance, and dance
artists and companies have started experimenting with social media
platforms and smartphone applications to make artistic work.
Radiochehrazi, too, uses remix and a set of non-normative auditory
production techniques to create a radio drama, an audio-performance
project on SoundCloud. The collective’s main preoccupation is the
artistic collaboration that grew out of a friendship formed on the basis
of the creators’ diasporic experience. I return to the acknowledgment
that the single speaking voice extends in the epilogue, “I had to write
to you that radio and other things are the outcomes of a much bigger
thing [...] Friendship is at times insane, at times frustrating, quiet, with
sunsets and a train of glasses.”'” Madness, anguish, and time are key
themes that come up in this epilogue: “There is madness so is anguish.
It seems as though we were born to anguish. We miss every single little
thing so much [...] I cherish your madness and anguish.” An introduction
to hope arrives right at the end: “all things aside, who knows friendship
gives birth to new things every day!”'®

Thematically, hope arrives late, but arguably the creators have been
attesting to it all throughout the series. This is manifest in how space
is claimed on a mainstream digital platform to accomplish what Jasmin
Zine, speaking about counterpublics as a hopeful generative space, calls
“small acts of subversion.”'* Podcasts offer a playground for
the remixing of various acoustic objects, sounds, voices, noises,
and silences. Podcasting helps the project by expanding space
in a democratic way for a more discursive and confrontational encounter.
Space is internal and mental for a noncontiguous countercommunity to
forge through listening—as opposed to the more traditional contiguity of
the nation. Anahid Kassabian argues that listening makes possible

12Radiochehrazi, 2013.

13See appendix A for a full translation of the episode.

!4Jasmin Zine, “Honour and Identity: An Ethnographic Account of Muslim Girls in a Canadian
Islamic School,” Topia: Canadian Journal of Cultural Studies 19 (2008): 56.
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a “nonindividual subjectivity,” or “distributed subjectivities, [...] a
field over which power is distributed unevenly and unpredictably, over
which differences are not only possible but required, and across which
information flows, leading to affective responses [...] Humans,
institutions, machines, and molecules are all nodes in the network,
nodes of different densities.”" In this way, podcasting also utilizes a
communication platform that has the capacity to link here to elsewhere
in a utopian way—a communication that is responsive to demands of
diasporic spatial and temporal dislocations. Using performance, audio,
and textual analysis, I focus on excerpts from three episodes: “0,” “1,”
“3,” and the epilogue, “20.”

The first episode, “0,” remixes a collage of different radio announcements
and music tracks recorded by the well-known national radio stations
and the [ranian diasporic music and broadcast industry. In an immersive
listening experience, it is especially episode “0” that introduces a set of
expectations for the listeners. Like every other episode, this track opens
and closes with an identical alarming sound similar to what one can
expect to hear on radio programs in Persian. The opening
to all preceding episodes includes reciting the formal phrase
“Bismillah al-rahman al-rahim (In the name of God, the Most
Gracious, the Most Merciful).” This stresses the formal manner as if
replicating the Iranian National Radio and Television program’s official
format to create a pastiche of formal and informal elements. The two
radio hosts emphasize that the project is podcasted in different episodes,
each episode engaging with a special topic related to culture, art,
politics, entertainment, or public discourse. The introduction pounds
the listening ear with repetitions and intertextual references. The
episode announces commercial breaks, featuring mock advertisements
(for example, they present ads for a cellphone carrier company and for
RADO watches) to mockingly bring to the fore broadcasting’s commercial
and corporate models. These faux ads are followed by extending an
invitation to the listeners to place their ads in Radiochehrazi. The phrase

“Anahid Kassabian, Ubiquitous Listening: Affect, Attention, and Distributed Subjectivity
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2013), 24-5.
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“this episode is about” is routinely repeated, each time followed by a
different topic (society and work, youth and unemployment, history of
underground rock music in Iran, tourism and recreation, human rights,
family medicine, food, and nutrition). These repetitions prompt a mental
game that informs the expectations of the listening subject. By the end,
the listener is assured that the episode never really gets started—a
perfect allegory for the underwhelming promise of new beginnings in
the cultural and political life of the diasporic subject.

Podcasts open up space for Radiochehrazi to create and remix various
acoustic elements such as music, sound effects, and dialogue. For
example, one scene presents an interview with a journalist covering
an accident in Antalya. The journalist’s report from Antalya is remixed
with traditional Turkish music in a parody of “on-spot reporting.” At
other moments of the same episode, Iranian music, classical piano, and
other sonic objects such as whispers, laughter, sighs, and chatter come
in to augment the text. Radiochehrazi’s introduction is fragmented and
ambitious, ensuring the listener of a hoax. Considering the working
limits and scope of these podcasts, the joke is obvious: what they set
out to accomplish, to cover all the proposed topics and to do everything
possible in the world of radio broadcasting, is impossible. The hosts
announce the line-up, a long and impossible list. The joke is most
evident when they discuss a special program that utilizes user-generated
content: they promise an episode in which listeners can send in photos
to show on the radio, and the radio will feature scents in a special episode.
Accomplishing the impossible encompasses engaging with sensual and
perceptual modes that the podcast or radio as media simply cannot
accommodate. The fun but jolting listening experience invites the
listening subject to leave her expectations at the click of the play button.

Sounding Madness and Displacement

Episode “3” renders audible the project’s key strategy, hovering above
the shared affective register with madness to decentre regimes of truth
and to undo official history.'® In this episode, the creators start a fictional

!*Petra Kuppers, Stephanie Heit, April Sizemore-Barber, VK Preston, Andy Hicky, and Andrew

144
_@J‘ Iran Namag, Volume 7, Number 1 (Spring 2024)



drama with two male characters and one female character. Confined
in the Chehrazi mental hospital, these mad companions collectively
launch a radio station to escape the humdrum of their everyday
institutionalized life. The project is named after Dr. Ibrahim Chehrazi
who returned to Tehran in 1937 after completing his doctoral degree
in medicine in Paris, France. As soon as he arrived home, Chehrazi
assumed leadership in teaching at the University of Tehran’s School of
Medicine, directing the Centre for Neurology at Razi hospital, as well
as consulting the State’s Justice Department and the National Iranian
Army. This was not atypical for someone like Chehrazi. He made
enormous scholarly and professional contributions to his field by the
time he died in early 2011, at the age of 102, in his second home in the
United States. Among all his contributions, there is one specific project
that inspires the podcasts of Radiochehrazi. Within the first three years
of his return, Chehrazi established the very first institutional asylum
in Iran in 1940. He is the first scholar to adopt and build a Western
institutionalized system for the governance of psychotic patients in Iran.

The mental hospital, a place of confinement and isolation, serves as a
metaphor for displacement. The dialogues suggest co-relations
between the characters’ madness and disorientation in finding one’s
place in a distinct reality from the one imagined before the diaspora.
The narrative of madness highlights a conditional relationship to
temporality and spatiality for the diasporic Iranian subject who keeps
time using bi-cultural calendars and navigates space through
multimodal embodiments. For first-generation diasporas, the lived
experience of spaces of home—now far from material conditions that
define home—exists in memories, photographs, and other virtual
representations that are available in digital form and in online
spaces. For instance, when grandparents videocall, we are transported
into the background of their kitchens where we used to dine together
back home. In this sense, the everyday embodiment in relation to space
becomes multimodal as memories and sensations related to these lived
spaces and objects that define them overlap in virtual view.

Wille, “Mad Methodologies and Community Performance: The Asylum Project at Bedlam,”
Theatre Topics 26 (2016): 221.
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A featured edition on Nouruz (the celebration of spring equinox and
the Iranian new year) in episode “3” adds dramatic narrative into the
remix. The co-host, who soon will be performing the voice of the
protagonist, announces: “this episode is about Spring, Jamshid, and
Delbar.”'” Melancholic music plays. Time and space change as
the program switches into a radio play. The protagonist (his name is
Habib) starts off by a simple description of how his day started.
What follow are dialogues between the two main characters and Delbar
as they encounter each other in the hallway of the hospital. The
conversations introduce us to the characters’ clashing outlooks on life.
Jamshid believes in beauty and life’s simple pleasures. He convincingly
insists that “the world of the insane is the most beautiful.””'® During this
scene, the listener is repeatedly reminded of Jamshid’s optimism about
a possible happy simple life. Every time he joyfully digs his fist into
Samanou, a Norouz’s delicacy, we hear from him or other characters
about Jamshid’s jolly act. Jamshid’s positive outlook is in constant
contrast to the protagonist’s whiney attitude that hinders his ability to
receive love from Delbar, his crush. He continuously complains about
the unfair accidents of life, hopelessness, lack of love—and, of course,
he is skeptical of Jamshid’s empty optimism. As the protagonist tries
to leave Jamshid to get fresh air and smoke a cigarette, he cross passes
with Delbar in the hallway. Delbar is concerned with his pessimistic
mood. His encounter with Delbar tells us that in fact Delbar loves him
back, and that the main problem is the protagonist’s inability to
see reality beyond his pessimism. As the protagonist is about to pass
Delbar, he hears a voice from the hospital’s office calling his name.
The office pages a patient’s name when they have visitors. Having a
visitor promises hope, a long-awaited interaction with the world
outside. However, the scene abruptly ends before we get to hear from
or about the visitor. Instead, we hear a newly admitted patient asking
the protagonist: “Since your neck is so long, which way is the Spring?”"®
This uncanny question shows us how the metaphor of madness unsettles

"Radiochehrazi, 2013.
Radiochehrazi, 2013.
YRadiochehrazi, 2013.
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language and the obsession with meaning and making sense, as it
situates the character and Spring in a world with alternative dimensions
and temporal relations. Madness both reflects an anguished diasporic
experience and creates opportunities for new affective experiences. The
voice performing the protagonist switches back to the co-host and
closes the episode on a happy note about Spring and the new year. Left
with the same alarming music track that comes at the end of all the
series’ episodes, we are reminded of other episodes of Radiochehrazi
and other things that happen in this world.?’

Radiochehrazi uses the metaphor of madness in composing the narrative,
but more importantly it reflects on madness in their formal use of
remixed sounds to reanimate cultural pasts. In addition to this narrative,
the project’s remix techniques entail a performative multi-modal
experience as sonic performance. The artists seemingly build the
allegory of madness on existing Iranian cultural traditions
and literatures. For instance, madness and mysticism coalesce as key
themes in Persian classical poetry (tenth to fourteenth centuries AD).
In the poems of Nizami, Sa‘di, Rumi, and Hafez, the mad characters
(almost always male identified) are reoccurring figures, who depending
on their poet’s historical context and body of work, symbolize states
of happiness, love, lust, freedom, poetic genius, knowledge, or
self-indulgence. The best example of the cultural specificity of madness
can be studied in the verse of the twelfth-century Persian poet Nizami.
Often compared to Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet, Nizami
Ganjavi’s Layla va Majniin has become the iconic love story of the
Middle East.?! The male lover’s affection for Layla materializes in his
madness and causes disturbance to the social economy of transactional
marriages. Madness is also a regenerative site for poetic composition,
while Majnun (whose name literally translates into crazed, insane, or
mad in Arabic) is often portrayed through allegorical representations
that place him among animal worlds in the wilderness depicted in desert
life. Majnun as such embodies “a locus of transgressions,” as Prashant

2See Appendix D for a complete translation of the scene.
*Nezami Ganjavi, Layli and Majnun, trans. Dick Davis (Washington, DC: Mage, 2020).
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Keshavmurthy puts it.> Majnun’s madness, wildness, and unruly love
is a threat to the political, social, and economic order and therefore the
source for his abjection, ostracism, and ultimately displacement.

A Brief Cultural Background for Public Sounds

The sonic remix in Radiochehrazi stresses sound’s media-specific
attributes that shape a diasporic engagement with audio. This reference
to sonic media in particular reminds the listeners of the critical role
sonic platforms such as minaret, rooftops, radio, and cassette tapes have
historically played in the construction of national publics
and counterpublics throughout modern Iranian history. An effective
way to trace this history of what I term “media-determined listening”
in post-Islamic Iran is to look at older theological media. I use the term
“media-determined” in referring to older media such as minarets,
rooftops, megaphones, voice recorders, and electronic amplifiers,
because, as soon as they project, sound permeates into social and
public spaces. Listeners are not given any choice. These media control
the omnipresent distribution of theological and other politically
controlled forms of sound in public life. Thus, it is the medium that first
and foremost determines social listening.”* All these older projection
platforms for instance have been and continue to be used for
disseminating the Azan (call for prayer in Islamic cultures). I refer to
analog media as “older media,” not as to suggest that these media are
no longer used, but to distinguish them from new/digital media, as they
continue to define everyday orientations to time and space via sound in
the Islamic public space. Using examples of theological media neither
suggests that the public soundscape is only theological, but shows how
the masculine projection of theological sounds has been used to mute
other vocal registers that frequent the public sphere.

ZPrashant Keshavmurthy, “Nizami Ganjavi’s Leyli u Majniin as a Negative Genealogy of Lyric”
(lecture, Department of South Asian Studies & the South Asia Centre, University of Pennsylvania,
Philadelphia, PA, February 5, 2021).

BFriedrich A. Kittler, Gramophone, Film, Typewriter, trans. Geoffrey Winthrop-Young and
Michael Wutz (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999).
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Thinking about the relevance of older auditory media helps to
understand podcasts and other new sonic communication technologies
and also to assert the important role that listening media play in
organizing everyday experience for the Iranian diasporic subject. An
alternative approach to this historiography is to focus on the relationship
between listening and its counterpolitics in Iran. The use of cassette
tapes in the 1970s is an example of aural media’s impact on organizing
political action in the years preceding the Iranian Revolution. In his
Iran Writings, for instance, Michel Foucault cites cassettes and radio
broadcasts among the modern media that Islamists in Iran innovatively
deployed as means of resistance to Pahlavi’s regime. Mixing traditional
religious discourse with modern communication technology was at the
crux of engineering the Iranian Revolution. Foucault’s writings on Iran
mark his transition from his musings on “technologies of domination”
to his thoughts on what he refers to as “the technologies of the self, as
the foundation for a new form of spirituality and resistance to power.””*
While Foucault’s main interest rests on the integration of modern
technologies in the construction of resistant revolutionary movements,
the pursuit of spiritual resistance through practices of embodied listening
is inseparable from what he names “technologies of the self.” One study
that attends to the inextricable relationship between media and
embodiment is Charles Hirschkind’s book, The Ethical Soundscape:
Cassette Sermons and Islamic Counterpublics. To study the
rhetorical styles of sermons, and the practice of listening to cassette
sermons, Hirschkind immerses himself in interacting with a khatib and
other local people in Cairo, Egypt. He argues that cassettes as media
are not simply a means of disseminating ideas, implanting religious
ideologies, or spreading propaganda. Instead, he argues that they are
media with considerable affective influence on the emotions, moods,
receptivity and awareness of their audience. Hirschkind follows the
history of the circulation of these cassettes and attendant listening
practices in Egypt, linking them to the pre-1979 Islamic revolutionary
political activist movements in Iran as the starting point for the mass

2Janet Afary, Janet and Kevin B. Anderson, Foucault and the Iranian Revolution: Gender and
the Seductions of Islamism (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005), 4.
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distribution and use of cassettes for Islamic and political argumentation and
deliberation. The book’s proposition is that listening to cassette sermons
creates an Islamic counterpublic that debates and argues the complexities
of devout, pious, and ethical traditions as they confront increasingly
secular perspectives in everyday life in Egypt. Hirschkind pays close
attention to listening and critically examines the dissemination of
cultural knowledge through embodiment, emphasizing the importance
of cassettes as media within the postmodern context where mass media
is of great significance.”

Cassette tapes are also discussed in Negar Mottahedeh’s book,
tiranelection: Hashtag Solidarity and the Transformation of Online
Life, in which the author similarly refers to the historical and political
significance of Ayatollah Khomeini’s recorded voice during the 1979
revolution. Mottahedeh gives an account of the more recent protests
following Iran’s “fraudulent” 2009 presidential election and the Green
Revolution’s use of #iranelection as the first long-trending international
hashtag. The distribution of cassette tapes and the listening practices
they conditioned in the 1970s offer a precedent-setting media
technological model for trending hashtags today.*® Ayatollah
Khomeini recorded his sermons and views about a utopian Islamic
republic on these tapes during his exile in Iraq and France. Then he
sent his recorded voice to Iran where copies were made and distributed
amongst different political parties. The cassette tapes, along with other

“small media,”?’

helped him prepare for his insurgency against
Pahlavi’s regime. In Small Media Big Revolution: Communication,
Culture and the Iranian Revolution, Annabelle Sreberny-Mohammadi
and Ali Mohammadi remind us that “the complex interplay and cultural

resonances of traditional and modern, religious and secular, oral and

»Charles Hirschkind, The Ethical Soundscape: Cassette Sermons and Islamic Counterpublics
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2006).

*Negar Mottahedeh, #iranelection: Hashtag Solidarity and the Transformation of Online Life
(Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 2015).

“"Annabelle Sreberny-Mohammadi and Ali Mohammadi, Small Media Big Revolution:
Communication, Culture and the Iranian Revolution (Minnesota: University of Minnesota
Press, 1994), 119.
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printed, was what worked so well, not simply that small media were
put to audacious new uses. Two main forms of ‘small media’ were used
in the Iranian movement: first, cassette tapes, which acted like an
electronic pulpit (minbar), and second, photocopied statements, known
as i ‘lamiah.”® The cassette tapes and their medium-specific structure
supported the performative and affective aspects of listening and
auditory media. Ayatollah Khomeini’s voice arguably exhorted various
political parties and reinforced Iranian people’s mass participation in
the revolution.

Listening to cassette tapes entailed gathering in secret spaces and
private residences and forming counterpublics to resist mainstream
everyday public soundscapes including mainstream radio broadcasts,
the Azan, and Friday congregational prayer.”” In the present day,
listening to podcasts for Iranian diasporic subjects produces similar
counterpublics that are conditioned by the histories of listening as a
cultural and political practice in Iran. These counterpublics take form
against the main (trans)national broadcast programs outside Iran, such
as those catering to the diasporic music, entertainment, and news
industries in Los Angeles, Toronto, and London,*® as well as the
mainstream media in the host locale. Listening to podcast projects such
as Radiochehrazi as a counterpractice is also conditioned by such
projects’ means of production. We may call them indie collectives,
who protect their creative processes against the compromises
of governmental, institutional, and corporate interests. This is also
evident in the last episode of Radiochehrazi, when one of the creators
gives a tribute speech to his collaborator, offering the listener the only
chance of a structured interview with the creators. This poetic epilogue®!
reveals valuable details about the inspirations for the project, the nature
of their collaboration, and the reasons why they stopped recording.

#Sreberny-Mohammadi and Mohammadi, Small Media Big Revolution, 119.

»Every Friday, each city in Iran hosts a public prayer at a centralized square or mosque where a
religious leader delivers a sermon followed by the prayer.

%Radio Farda, Voice of America, Manoto channel, BBC Persian, etc.

*1See Appendix A for a translation of the epilogue’s transcript.
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The Gendered Nature of Listening and its Media

In engaging these media histories and highlighting their role in
developing practices of control and resistance, Radiochehrazi also
foregrounds the significance of sex/gender in understanding media
histories and socio-cultural dimensions of listening. The connections
between sex/gender, practices of listening, and various media offer
valuable insights into how the everyday is organized and controlled in
the Islamic public space and how counterlistening practices are formed
in turn. Just as theological sounds amplify in the auditory sphere, most
structures of control are enforced according to sex/gender, giving public
platforms to the male voice while silencing all other voices. It is impossible
to study a project such as Radiochehrazi as an attempt to create a
generative space for subversive acts without considering the role of sex/
gender in the subversive politics of sound. Just like their sounds, I argue
that aural media are sexed/gendered. Minarets, for instance, assume a
male sex, not only through their figurative resemblance to an
erect phallus, but also by always explicitly projecting a male voice.
Historically built to provide a visual focal point as well as sonic cues,
the minaret controls the everyday orientation of the subject in public
space/time. This archetype of Islamic architecture is the perfect
example of what Harold Innis would phrase as a “time-biased medium.”**
Through longevity and speech, which Innis considered a time-biased
medium,> the minaret encourages the extension of an Islamic public
within a limited geographical zone but throughout centuries. Minarets
facilitate a communication that cannot be transported across longer
distances. However, as an architectural piece it communicates power
and control via enduring over long periods of time. In doing so, the
minaret assumes a male sex , and explicitly discharges masculine and
theological frequencies into the public sphere.

The minaret is one example amongst many other sonic platforms that
are concerned with the development of social hierarchies, in which

?Harold Innis, The Bias of Communication (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1995), 35.

3Innis, The Bias of Communication, 35.
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the female/feminine voice along other non-male/masculine voices
(an exception would be the feminine voices of young boys,
who occasionally work as muezzin) are always pushed into the
private realm. Excavating the female voice from the margins of the
history of listening media and their counterpolitics in Iran also brings
to the fore how Radiochehrazi stresses the role that sex/gender plays in
formations of diasporic media and their counterpractices. Cassette
tapes, for instance, were first used to expand Ayatollah Khomeini’s
message beyond exile and into the privacy of Iranian households in
the years preceding the revolution. Ayatollah Khomeini’s sermons were
addressed from the diaspora to an arguably male general public
inside the national borders of Tran. As the leader of his figh,** Ayatollah
Khomeini’s first confrontation with the Pahlavi regime was through
the oppositional stand he took against women’s suffrage in 1963. It
is only after the revolution that Ayatollah Khomeini recognized the
crucial impact that the Iranian women’s movement had on mobilizing the
revolution and saw the potential in women’s participation in the life
of the Islamic Republic. Nevertheless, his later views on women’s
issues remained problematic. He was rightfully criticized and mocked
for his motto when he finally arrived at a realization of his recognition for
women: “From the woman’s skirt, the man goes to the ascension,” which
was to endorse women solely for their reproductive and child-rearing
responsibilities which offered men and the Islamic state their means
for social and biological reproduction. Gender disparities in Ayatollah
Khomeini’s views—in the way he wrote women’s rights in the
constitution law of his newly formed state and his denial, dismissal, and
mistreatment of female as well as non-confirming bodies—were partly
to blame for the criticism that Foucault received for his fascination with
Ayatollah Khomeini and his support for his writings on the revolution
in Iran.*

Shortly after the 1978-79 revolution, however, the same cassette tapes
that facilitated the Islamic Revolution transformed into the main

*#Islamic jurisprudence.

3 Afary and Anderson, Foucault and the Iranian Revolution, 5-6.
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communication media for distribution of what was banned by the
Islamic State, and more specifically the female voice in Iran. The
newly formed government pushed waves of Iranian immigrants and
refugees to Europe and the US. As these diasporic communities formed
in different regions, Los Angeles situated itself as the main site for the
Iranian diasporic pop and rock music industry. A contested diasporic
counterpublic Tehrangeles* evoked fantasies of escape to the American
dream, while for some it represented “low culture” and the persistence
of anti-intellectual aspects of prerevolutionary entertainment industries.
The most efficient and democratic way to import and circulate diasporic
soundscapes of Tehrangeles’ pop music inside the country was through
cassette tapes. During the 1980s and the early 90s, cassette tapes played
an extremely potent role in defining public and private space via
projecting the female voice. To this day, cassette tapes are an iconic
communication medium in Iran of the 1970s, 80s, and 90s—marked by
the seduction of a forbidden female voice and associated fantasies of
escape, freedom, and diaspora. The female voice continues to redefine
the public space through either its absence or interventionist presence,
and most importantly through resisting embedded patriarchal structures
that control the everyday public soundscape in Iran.

Another example links the early use of cassette tapes in Iran to women’s
movements during the 1970s. In her recent book, Whisper Tapes: Kate
Millett in Iran, Negar Mottahedeh listens to more than ninety hours
of recorded tape along with papers written by feminist activist Kate
Millet, who traveled to Tehran less than a month after the revolution
to join Iranian women in a celebration of International Women’s Day
on March 7, 1979. Without any working knowledge of Persian, Millet
and their partner used a tape recorder during this visit.>” The recordings
are an important archival source for studying the continuation of the
women’s movement in pre- and post-revolutionary Iran. By listening to
women’s voices and other recorded sounds, Mottahedeh fills in some

Farzaneh Hemmasi, Tehrangeles Dreaming: Intimacy and Imagination in Southern California’s
Iranian Pop Music (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2020).

3"Denise Gomez, “Not Even Past,” December 9, 2019, https://notevenpast.org/whisper-tapes-2019/
(accessed July 25, 2020).
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of the gaps in Going to Iran, the manuscript that Millet published
after attending women’s demonstrations in Tehran. Whisper Tapes uses
these audio sources located at the Duke University archives to recover
the lost history of the women’s protests that followed quickly on the
heels of Ayatollah Khomeini’s ascent to power as the leader of the
Iranian Revolution.’® Cassette tapes as earlier sonic media thus
facilitate diasporic communication because they make possible sound
distribution across long distances. Thereby, they provide great examples
of sonic media that can expand our understanding of podcasts as new
sonic communication platforms in the Iranian diasporas.

Through these links to female voice, the women’s movement, feminist
and other counterdiscourse and practices they have facilitated, cassette
tapes also offer a stark contrast to the sexed/gendered nature of minarets.
To return to Innis’s notions pertaining to the bias of communication,
cassette tapes are “space-biased” media;* they are built to be easily
transported over long distances but as material they do not last for long.
This transportable quality explains cassette tapes’ diasporic usage as
earlier examples of sonic media. A similar transformation and
repurposing takes place with the rooftops as sound platforms. Once
offering performative venues for political dissent during the years
preceding the Islamic Revolution of 1978-9 and the Green Movement
of 2009,* urban rooftops, much like cassette tapes through their
counterpositionings, have transformed into the main platforms for mega
concerts as well as indie underground music, such as deep-house in
contemporary urban Iran. These histories of transformation also prove
that as much as media have always contributed to enforcing structures
of control and dominance, they have facilitated tools and techniques
of resistance. They render visible the impossible task of identifying
resisting and subversive media without considering sex/gender. 1
contend that if the Islamic public dominates the soundscape through

3Negar Mottahedeh, Whisper Tapes: Kate Millett in Iran (Stanford: Stanford University Press,
2019).

*Innis, The Bias of Communication.

“Roshanak Kheshti, “On the Threshold of the Political: The Sonic Performativity of Rooftop
Chanting in Iran,” Radical History Review 121 (2015): 51-70.
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the male voice, then its counterpublics and practices are always already
sexed/gendered. Thinking about media such as minarets, rooftops,
radio, and cassette tapes as sexed/gendered helps to assert the important
role that listening media play in negotiating agency in everyday life and
provides a historical context for the practice of listening and its sexed/
gendered relevance in Islamic cultures. The history of this relationship
helps to identify a media technological dynamic for analyzing new
listening media like podcasts as media that facilitate counterpublics.
Podcasts as free online platforms perfectly replace subversive media
such as cassette tapes, through which the female/feminine voice can
counter the main public soundscapes.

Radiochehrazi’s choice of podcasts recognizes the relevance of sex/
gender in regard to media, as it grapples with the dynamics between
counterpublics and the affective politics of listening. The project’s
concern with sex/gender vis-a-vis medium is evident not only in their
choice of medium, but also in the content they remix. Listening closely
to episode “1,” which they title “Zan (Woman),” reveals that the artists
are well aware that podcasts can create a subversive space to tackle
gender disparities enforced by the structures of control and (trans)
national institutions. On March 11, 2013, Radiochehrazi published
this short track. The full three minutes and twenty-seven seconds are
dedicated to mocking the treatment of women’s rights issues including
Ayatollah Khomeini’s motto and the (re)presentation of Iranian Islamic
and secular feminisms in national and transnational broadcasting and
social media. The episode is a movement through forced passages. It all
begins with a speaker who takes centre stage. He recites poetry thyming
with “Zan,” and playing with the nominal similarity between the noun
and the verb “Zan” that can mean: to strike, to hit, to play a musical
instrument, to do, or to perform. The poetry slam soon jump cuts to
listing names of female public figures. The speaker jokingly announces
“the best women of our time include: Shadi Sadr, Shirin Neshat, Shirin
Ebadi, Anoosheh Ansari [...] and Obama’s wife.”*! Listening to how
the list continues foregrounds the etymology of feminine names

“'Radiochehrazi, 2013.

156
_@J‘ Iran Namag, Volume 7, Number 1 (Spring 2024)


https://soundcloud.com/radiochehrazi-1/1-1

in Persian: sweet, happy, and grandiose. These soft feminine qualities
prepare us for the surprise juxtaposition at the end of the line. Listing
Michelle Obama not only stresses Obama’s hyped-up popularity in the
diaspora and more generally amongst Iranians, but more importantly
ending the list of the Iranian female public figures with “Obama’s wife”
comments on the culture of sexism that often names a woman through
her affiliations to a male figure such as a husband, father, brother, or
son.*

The transition between the two passages at the beginning of episode “1”
exemplifies the sudden interruptions and jump cuts that echo a sense
of confusion. This confusion further materializes halfway through the
episode, when one of the speakers takes the spotlight and breaks into a
deliberately poor performance of Ziba Shirazi’s song, “I’'m a woman.”
He sings in drag, screaming “I am a woman, [ am a strong woman, [ am
like a flower petal, I am softer than a flower, | am a woman. Yes [ am
a woman!” The poor performance of the song along with the stereotype
of the female pop singer scrutinizes the limitations that pop music
industries, of Los Angeles and London especially, impose on female
singers. The track is a sonic confrontation, moving quickly through too
many voices that bring places, temporalities, histories, and memories
into the sonic foreground.

Returning to episode “3,” the track adds a dramatic narrative into the
remix and introduces the metaphor of madness to the listeners. The
dialogues also offer additional insights into Radiochehrazi’s engagement
with sex/gender in the content they remix. The main dramatic passage
is performed through two male vocal actors. The main event is the
encounter between two friends Jamshid and the protagonist, Habib, in
the Chehrazi hospital’s hallway. We hear about Habib’s feelings as he
is falling for a female patient, Delbar. The listener gets to listen in to the
conversation between the protagonist and Delbar. Delbar’s character
represents gender and the treatment of her sex/gender in the world of
the Iranian liberals. She repeatedly and powerfully breaks stereotypes

“See Appendix E for more samples.
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projected onto a contemporary young Iranian woman. On the one hand
she embodies a beautiful conforming woman who wears “makeup
and skirts,” and on the other hand she is opinionated, with a complex
personality that negotiates her place between tradition and modernity
in a patriarchal society.* The modern Iranian liberal man is portrayed
amongst a generation that has not yet come to terms with his
relationships with women. Delbar, just like the female pop singer, is
performed in drag by a male speaker. Performance in cross-gender
emphasizes the absence of a female voice, and further brings to the
fore the confusion of the Iranian liberal man in regard to sexual/gender
politics (see Appendix E for more examples).

Conclusion

Listening closely to these selections from Radiocherazi brings to the
fore the artists’ thematic engagement with diasporic and displaced
identities. But this essays also listens closely to identify how the medium
of the podcast breaks open histories of listening in relation to sex/gender
highlighting media’s role in facilitating counterpractices and tools and
techniques of subversion. I argue that Radiochehrazi uses sonic remix
to also activate the shared affective register between displacement and
madness. As one of the burdens of controlling structures and making
possible diasporic communications that are political, not based on
shared ideologies, but based on the affective exchanges they offer. By
using podcasts, the artists form developments in new online platforms
such as Clubhouse as well as a range of live streaming media,
engendering an urgent need for scholarship on Iran and its
global diaspora to consider how media facilitate counterpublics and
offer crucial sites of everyday performance of Iranian transnational and
diasporic identities. Sonic media particularly make possible
counterlistening environments that have the potential to transcend the
limited possibilities of mainstream, quotidian, and public soundscapes
in Iran and its global diaspora. The prominent role media and technologies
hold in connecting the global Iranian diasporas in our contemporary

“See Appendix F for examples.
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moment calls for a media history approach to further examining media
and their critical role in the construction of national publics
and counterpublics throughout modern Iranian history. This essay only
begins to inquire into media history scholarship, and, by adding to the
emerging field of Iranian diaspora studies, in considering new media as
historical subjects.

Appendices

The Persian transcriptions of Radiochehrazi episodes and their close
translations in English have been provided by the author in this
appendix only to assist the reader by making the sonic archive of
the essay more accessible in the context of the discussion. The literary
quality of English translations has not been the focus and regardless the
text in translation fails to capture the intertextuality, humor, and sonic
qualities within the original transcriptions.

A. Epilogue, or Episode 20, February 10, 2014
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The co-host: | wanted to write to you, I have thousands of excuses
There are qualities that I lack but I wanted to have
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There’s no way though

Or perhaps I don’t really want to

For one, I always forget to remind people how much I'm grateful
for their kindness

My debt has become so heavy that he had to give it up

I’d be too preoccupied

Only if it were up to words

It’s late but nothing is lost

That’s the main thing I guess

I had to write to you that I remember all the days and nights

Your endless worries

Lest loneliness comes

Lest clouds of sorrow rain

Lest my oil jar goes empty

Lest liver, lungs, and organs fail

Homelessness, confusion, crankiness, park, and meetings

I remember them all

Most of all I remember the never-ending madness and restlessness
Like two strange passersby crossing each other on a sidewalk on
a rainy evening

And they arbitrary say “Horse play”

How mad we were

Alas! like the same rain

[ wish you kept the useless golden microphone

Radiochehrazi was found in the midst of these days and nights
Like the thousands other things that came about and no one knows
about

Now it’s gone

But I remember how you tolerated my whiny complaints

Despite how much you loved it

I’m talking about the radio

You waited

Because I was a mess

Why? Whatever!

But you waited
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Any show I’d put up, you went along

The worst thing

What you said

When I think about it I see

Really what did the other person did wrong to deserve to be in the
middle of my clown show?

But that other person waited

Because friends wait and don’t give up enduring easily
Friends go high with their friends going up

Their eyes smile

Just like the way you were

This was how Radiochehrazi lived

Otherwise

It would have fallen into the wrong hands time after time

I remember that I wanted no one to know

And you said ok

All the love, kisses, and recognition came my way

No one noticed that this was all your work

Never mind though I do remember

And it seems that’s what matters

Now despite these people that disappeared amidst the digital files
Their voices live and they will be missed

I had to write to you

That radio and other things are the outcomes of a much bigger
thing

And day and night | remember that other big thing
Friendship is at times insane

At times frustrating, quite, with sunsets and train of glasses
Sometimes things like this end up happening

And sometimes it crawls its head inside its shell
Friendship is like nothing else though

No doubt I miss the asylum

But we had to let them go good places

Friendship, like a mountain, stays firm on its base

And constantly boils new things in its pot
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There is madness so is anguish

It seems as though we were born to anguish

We miss every single little thing so much

I had to write to you that I cherish your madness and anguish
Human dies an individual

It is only in group that she lives and means something

And I remember the group and I am grateful for it

Despite not opening my mouth to say it

This way it seems that one knows the secret to existence

She is carefree at least

All things aside, who knows friendship gives birth to new things
every day!

From me and you
Hello to new times

Goodbye Radiochehrazi
February 8, 2014

B. Episode 7, April 20, 2013
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The co-host: The American police know what they are doing; they
are on top of everything. I promised myself that if one day I see an
American police I would kiss them. Tall and nice build, sharp eyes.
Some of them are women or they have girlfriends. Anyways, after
the pombing of Poston, the authorities of Poston came and assured
us not to worry because they got the suspects. Of course, American
people are very relaxed, they don’t get anxious, but this case was
knife to the bone. Until yesterday morning, when they showed the
footage of two guys with hats and backpacks from Chechen and
Police said, ‘Pull over! Back! Back!” Here we realized that they are
from Chechen, not Iran. We were relieved and went outside with
the kids to smoke a few.
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hawge ol pol By s lawgie Jawgie il atws SO )l 1 e
S g5l (S i o0 leFalS L o 508 o0 laplidann ol oo
Sad,> alawgie oy L pol lrgnl o ol ilme 5 (sloizl dangte
S5 Sl souSed (Dbl | s (s0)ly0 (5 S 5 80 D le
o S g g pollae s Laogie il oo L] (S« Svadl (G09S0
Slacnl pan bl o ls Ehand § WS (0 O 18 93 (LB )5 0 s
Lnsgin lapol 5t soi glaJlo 43y cr B Lyl 5 043 a0 8 Lt
&S5l ol bawgie glaoily 0dS i g5 9> Clloay ex wiiun
et § i adlS 51 le Lagie lale o los g 5 Ko 5 llas
5 Caad g oliie (i g olian s 5 oliie § doluie «an g slie ails
5 S O le basgie slacdlad ol ails) sloJS 5 (L3S Sogied
Sl be bawgio L8 ,5 el cold 0 5 (655 55 g Jawgie olaws gla Slegeo
iz oendd (658 02,8 L8 S5t (it - Somsh S (5 g T Sleg e
Sarog ol (il lavgin (63 e Sl 03) o0 g5 Lamg divan oS
Sleas 4550 hugle oSG 4l85 15 0040 4o 3l 105 a5 ) lawg ilawgle
il S w5y Sgppmd b 5 osloir] (sl 5l 5 ool L 39y o35 g o
ool imsge (ot b ooy 5 anogio 50 W5z (et 3l (S i
sl 42a5 e (Bl el Sty St (o) ) et e (e amagie (S
IS os 9 e (e oo Lagio 5 005 o0 o585 4 (97 9 s 0 S
253 kke obian (Y1 aiS a8 iy 457 09 0 (e ) b ool Jie L
5 sl Hgen L) bawgio Sl Lyl 5l g s il 9 )5 50 5 ]
S0 5 )93 slvol, 5lenS o0 oz (i) Sz 9 Sl

The co-host: Iran is one category. Middle. Middle means when the
person wears music clothes and criticizes all the films and smokes
cigarettes, or is vegetarian. One of the features of the middle is
being social and virtual. In this place, the person talks with other
middles about smart things and most of their thoughts are about the age
of communication, the global village, click, Olympic village and Bic.
The middle is nice and attractive. Because they get involved in things
with positive causes and they are highly educated. But some people put
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pressure on the middle and so the middle is annoyed. In recent years,
most people are middles; because it’s cool. .. the key words middle uses
are: ‘minimum expectations,” ‘kiosk,” and ‘passivity.” The places for
the middle are Café Seventy-Eight, Eighty-Seven, Eight Hundred and
Eighty-Seven, Eighty-Seven and herbal tea. The middle’s activities are
fatigue and small parties for film criticism. . . . The middle’s problems
are free press, and the season of Lost... The middle’s favorite soccer
player is Karim Bagheri because he always passes the ball in the middle
and the best middle soccer player is Estili. The middle’s advice: take the
middle, it is the best. In the past, the middle got mad and it started with
social tools like Facebook to teach the regime a lesson... one of the
most important things for the middle is underground or music. By the
way, the middle is very cosmopolitan... the underground is for protest
against the others because they frown and the middle is intelligent and
skillful, so he goes underground to hank the enemy... Right now seven
milliard intellectuals are abroad and in London and they run the middle
movement with that social, virtual, and underground thing. From far
and near...

D. Episode 3, March 23, 2013
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The co-host: Besme Allah e Rahmane Rahim (in the name of God,
the Most Gracious, the Most Merciful). Our program now takes
the spirit of Nouruz. This episode: Spring, Jamshid, Delbar.

Habib: Early in the morning, I got up to feel tired. Jamshid jumped
in the middle and said

Jamshid: Look how much Samanu (a sweet paste made with
germinated wheat (young wheatgrass), which is prepared
especially for Nouruz: Samanou) we have! Look at life! It still has
its beauties!

Protagonist: I said, Jamshid! indeed you’re insane. Come sit down
for a moment and be tired, instead of all these shenanigans, this
early in the morning. He pushed his fist into the bowl (of Samanu)
and said:

Jamshid: I mean to say that the world of the insane is the most
beautiful. Put Samanu in your mouth. It might be lacking everything
but it is jolly.

Protagonist: I got up. So before exhaustion destroys me went outside
to smoke a morning cigarette to feel better. | was about to strike the
match when Jamshid jumped in again and said:

Jamshid: Look this year we grew lentils instead of wheat. Last year
it snowed a lot on top of the trees. They all went under the coldness.

Protagonist: I said, Jamshid! When would you get tired at last, dog?
We hear laughter. Someone whispers the word ‘insane.’

Protagonist: He said
Jamshid: What’s wrong with you?

Protagonist: I said dude, my foot has hit the door on its own and it
hurts, is it fair? My eyes dried up looking at the door, waiting for
visitors, no one showed.

A classical music score plays. This is mixed in with an Iranian
Avaz, Bahare Delkash
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(Orphic Spring).

Protagonist: The orphic spring (Bahareh Delkash, the title of
Shajarian’s Avaz) is here, but we’re not in the mood for it. Is it
fair? Delbar is not thinking of us, our neck has shorten. Is it fair?
Still, aren’t you tired lentil lentil? Jamshid said

Jamshid: I mean to tell you that life still got its beauties. Get up and
take a shower. Pour everything down the little sinkhole. Let it go.
Bring some smoked fish to make sandwiches for the new year’s eve!

Protagonist: I said, Jamshid indeed you are insane! As soon as |
stepped into the shower, I saw Delbar jumped in the conversation
and said

Delbar: Are you blind crazy?
We hear laughter. Someone whispers the word ‘insane.’

Protagonist: I said you got some respect. I have feelings for you,
alright! But the ladies room is on the other side. She asked.

Delbar: Why is there Samanu all around your mouth and face?

Protagonist: I said if it’s around my face, why is my neck so short
then? Why did you go and come back? you are not here yet?
Especially in the spring? She said.

Delbar: Because you’re blind. If you weren’t blind, you wouldn’t
keep asking questions. Look away, I don’t have a scarf they’re
washing clothes in my heart.

Protagonist: I came to go pass the door, again my foot hit the door.
There was nothing too see. Man is the mountain of pain. I was
about to swear filthy word to his ancestors, when I heard the
management announcing in the speakers you have visitors, visitors
(echoes) you got visitors.

We hear footsteps.
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Protagonist: Half-dressed, I started to walk when Delbar jumped
in again.

Delbar: I mean to tell you, you are a crazy blind.
Protagonist: Jamshid told her,

Jamshid: Don’t hurt him. He’s gonna get well. He’s gonna get
released. Look at his neck it is a metre long.

Protagonist: I was on my way to the yard when one of the
newcomers with a smoke in his hand came to me and said, man
I wanted to ask since your neck is long which way is Spring?
Jamshid said from the back.

Jamshid: I mean to tell you, it’s still got its beauties.
Protagonist: I said to myself, Jamshid you crazy bastard!
The melancholic song returns for a few seconds.

The co-host closes the episode: “spring gave us so many gifts,
happy spring and happy new year!” The episode ends with the
same closing track.

',’

E. Episode 1, March 11, 2013
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The co-host: The second episode in the series opens with the same
formal music track and reciting the phrase Besme Allah, the hosts
announce the official lunch of the program proceeding the
listeners’ overwhelming reception of the first podcast. They soon
introduce the topic of discussion: “This show is about Woman.”
A few sentences of a speech cut from an interview with
a feminist public figure on Iranian national TV is mixed in, she
explains “Woman throughout different historical eras,” soon one
of the hosts interrupts the speakers’ female voice. His male voice
takes over: “woman has a significant role in all of our lives for
instance in Vigen’s life.” A song by Vigen, the Los Angeles Based
Iranian pop singer, plays. Vigen’s music is typical of the Iranian
diasporic pop songs of the 1980s and 90s produced in LA, most of
which pursue a balance between objectifying and praising woman,
and more importantly Iranian women. The emerging music scene
of the Iranian diasporic in Los Angeles reflects gender politics and
negotiations of what it means to be an Iranian woman. This
reflection is in direct response to the newly formed Islamic
government who takes the female body as an instrument
to enforce the states’ religious and political control and
domination over public life. The episode plays with the nominal
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similarity between the word “Zan,” which is the noun referring to
“female gender or woman” in Farsi and have multiple meanings a
verb. Depending on the sentence, the verb can mean “to strike, to
play a music instrument, to do or to perform.” The co-hosts recite
poetry rhyming and versioning with the verb zan. The poetry
slam is jumped cut into speaking a list of well-known Iranian
female public figures, “the best women of our time include: Shadi
Sadr, Shirin Neshat, Shirin Ebadi, Anoosheh Ansari, and Obama’s
wife.” The list of the names plays with the words meanings in
Farsi, most of which have positive feminine connotations such
as Shirin: sweet, or Neshat and Shadi meaning happiness. Sadr
meaning grandiose. The list is interrupted by jumping back the
same female voice cut from the Iranian TV program. Her voice is
again cut by a crashing sound. This is flashed back to the formal
opening, followed by one of the hosts breaking into an intentionally
poor performance in a gender-cross role about the experience of
being a woman “I am a woman, I am a strong woman, I am like
a flower petal, I am softer than a flower, I am a woman. Yes I am

12

a woman!” The song evolves into an interview with the other
co-hosts. He asks the character of the female singer “in
one sentence describe woman for us.” The female singer says “Of
course, but you should know I am in fact not a woman, [ am a
virgin girl, I am a girl, | am a little girl, [ am a virgin girl who
sheds tulips flowers.” The interview ends with the female singer
screaming “I am a woman.” The interviewer mansplains “woman
is worthwhile from two aspects,” point out to an inappropriate joke
made by a celebrity TV host, Mahmood Shahriari, on the
Iranian National Television made “ why don’t they give women
their rights?” This conversation continues to explaining the
second aspect, “the role of women in Islam and prophet’s
teachings,” hinting to the negative representation of women in
the religious narrative, when the eleventh imam was poisoned and
killed by his wife. The episode returns to the word-play with the
nominal similarity of the noun Zan and the verbs. The co-host
continues his mansplaining by defining woman:
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‘Woman’ is someone who has a more beautiful face and body.
She wears a skirt and craft jewelry. Before thirty years, women
are referred to as sister, girlfriend, student, photographer, and
etc. But after thirty, they’re called woman and because they wear
skirts, from the skirt the men ascend. Ascension is the name of a
street in Aria City. Women sometimes irritate too much, which
has side effects such as stomach ache, diarrhea, whiskey, cigar,
and too much chatter and flirt. In general, women are very good,
and we love to constantly talk about them. As Abdollah the
underground singer said ‘Woman! My woman! My
companion! My friend my! Woman!” Tomorrow the weather
in Tehran is fourteen degrees and weather in Shiraz will be
twenty-seven degrees. Here too, the weather’s been nice. Since
this morning the trees are fruiting bananas and the birds have
munchies. [ wish you were here and could’ve seen!

The episode fades out playing the same ending track to each
episode.

F. Episode 5, April 7,2013
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Delbar: He came close and asked: nail polish?
I said, fuck off.
He said is it red?

I said fuck off.
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He said, Delbar! A fake woman is worse than a man.
I got pissed off. I slapped him under his ear.

The Curly Haired Groom smelled like dust, he smelled like river.
He opened his hand: there was a pair of earrings. They shone. They
were blue. They were the colour of the river.

175
Soundscaping Diaspora and the Affective Politics of Listening _@’J‘



