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About the Book

The author of the beloved #1 New York Times bestseller READING LOLITA IN TEHRAN returns with the next chapter 

of her life in books --- a passionate and deeply moving hymn to America.

 

Ten years ago, Azar Nafisi electrified readers with her multimillion-copy bestseller READING LOLITA IN TEHRAN, 

which told the story of how, against the backdrop of morality squads and executions, she taught THE GREAT GATSBY 

and other classics of English and American literature to her eager students in Iran. In this electrifying follow-up, she 

argues that fiction is just as threatened --- and just as invaluable --- in America today.

Blending memoir and polemic with close readings of her favorite novels, she describes the unexpected journey that led 

her to become an American citizen after first dreaming of America as a young girl in Tehran and coming to know the 

country through its fiction. She urges us to rediscover the America of THE WONDERFUL WIZARD OF OZ and THE 

ADVENTURES OF HUCKLEBERRY FINN and challenges us to be truer to the words and spirit of the Founding 

Fathers, who understood that their democratic experiment would never thrive or survive unless they could foster a 

democratic imagination. Nafisi invites committed readers everywhere to join her as citizens of what she calls the 

?Republic of Imagination,? a country with no borders and few restrictions, where the only passport to entry is a free 

mind and a willingness to dream.

Discussion Guide

1. What does Azar Nafisi understand best about America? In your view, is there anything that she misunderstands? 

Discuss you answer.
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2. In the first paragraph of her introduction, Nafisi offers the assertion (through someone else?s voice) that Americans 

?don?t care about books and such things? (p. 1). Do you agree? If so, why do you think this is the case, and what can or 

should be done to change it?

3. What are Nafisi?s thoughts on the idea of ?home?? How does she express these ideas in her discussion of her three 

books?

4. Nafisi quotes Carson McCullers for the proposition that ?Americans are the loneliest [people] of all? (p. 29). Is she 

right? If so, what makes us so lonely? How might your answer to this question differ from one that Nafisi might give?

5. Nafisi fantasizes about organizing a march on Washington to proclaim her ?Republic of Imagination? (p. 27). What 

might this march look like? Would you consider joining it? Why or why not?

6. Echoing the judgment of Ernest Hemingway, Nafisi regards THE ADVENTURES OF HUCKLEBERRY FINN as the 

ancestor of all subsequent American fiction. What arguments does she offer to establish Twain?s novel as the 

quintessential, inescapable American story? Does she persuade you?

7. Nafisi writes, ?The United States is a country founded as much on broken dreams as it is on hope and promise? (p. 

115). She offers both THE ADVENTURES OF HUCKLEBERRY FINN and the life of her friend Farah in support of 

her assertion. Is America unique in its dual capacity for hope and tragedy? Discuss your answer.

8. In her section on THE ADVENTURES OF HUCKLEBERRY FINN, Nafisi also narrates her own story of becoming 

an American citizen (pp. 111-115). What reflections on the subjects of identity, both personal and national, does this 

decision lead her to? What, if anything, is Nafisi able to perceive about America that a lifelong citizen might not see as 

readily? In your view, does her becoming a citizen give her more of a right to criticize America than if she remained 

legally Iranian?

9. Nafisi regards Huck as an archetype of the ?successful failure? (p. 141). The financially secure but morally cornered 

George F. Babbitt might contrastingly be seen as a failed success. To succeed morally like Huck, must one fail by 

worldly measures, and vice versa? Why do at least some people, Nafisi included, seem to regard this as the great, 

inevitable American trade-off?

10. What is Nafisi?s concept of the ideal education? How is that ideal ignored and disserved by David Coleman?s 

Common Core?

11. Nafisi asks, ?Are we all becoming Babbitts now?? (p. 169) Well, are we? What does it mean to be a Babbitt? How 

does a person become one, and why does Nafisi see such a transformation as a fate worse than death?

12. Nafisi quotes from THE HEART IS A LONELY HUNTER, ?The most fatal thing a man can do is try to stand 

alone? (p. 262). But isn?t America somehow about standing on one?s own? And if so, is there a fatal quality woven into 

our national identity? (In answering this question, you may wish to consider the connection that Nafisi suggests between 

American loneliness and our endless epidemic of mass shootings (p. 278).)

13. Nafisi sees a parallel between the quiet desperation of McCullers?s characters and America?s current malaise. Yet 



McCullers?s book was set in the Great Depression, whereas, despite the crash of our economy of 2008, contemporary 

America still looks and feels, for the most part, like an affluent society. Has America changed more than Nafisi 

recognizes or are our current discontents part of the same narrative?

14. Nafisi?s epilogue is chiefly concerned with the life and writing of James Baldwin. What, according to Nafisi, does 

Baldwin have to teach us about the leap of faith that is known as being an American?

Author Bio

Azar Nafisi is the #1 New York Times bestselling author of READING LOLITA IN TEHRAN and THINGS I'VE BEEN 

SILENT ABOUT. A passionate advocate of books and reading, she appears regularly on major media and speaks to 

packed audiences around the world. She lives in Washington, D.C.

Critical Praise

?Do novels still matter in a world where real-life stories are so dramatic? Azar Nafisi?s captivating THE REPUBLIC OF 

IMAGINATION answers this question with a resounding yes. Animated by an electrifying intelligence and a generosity 

that is nothing short of uplifting, this blend of memoir, biography and a deep reading of three quintessentially American 

literary texts makes a successful case for the importance of fiction. Nafisi links the freedom of imagination that unites all 

readers to the founding ideals of our country and the personal values we claim as Americans.?
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