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Shaparak (Shappi) Khorsandi’s memoir, A Beginner's Guide to Acting English, serves as a seminal text for 

understanding the intersection of migration, linguistic acquisition, and the performative nature of cultural identity. 

Published by Ebury Press in 2009, the narrative chronicles the Khorsandi family’s relocation from Tehran to London 

following the 1979 Iranian Revolution. While the text is often marketed as a humorous memoir, a technical analysis 

reveals a complex layering of acculturation strategies, socio-pragmatic shifts, and the psychological evolution

of a child navigating two disparate symbolic universes. This article provides an in-depth exploration of the memoir

through the lenses of socio-linguistics, psychology, and narrative theory.

The Theoretical Framework of Acculturation

To understand the depth of Khorsandi’s experiences, one must apply the Berry Model of Acculturation. This

framework categorizes how individuals from one culture negotiate their entry into another based on two

dimensions: the desire to maintain heritage culture and the desire to participate in the host culture.

The Four Quadrants of Acculturation

In the context of the memoir, we observe Shappi and her family navigating these quadrants in real-time:

•  Integration: Shappi’s eventual mastery of English humor and her career as a British comedian represent a 

high level of integration, where heritage identity and host-country fluency coexist.

•  Assimilation: The title itself, "Acting English," suggests an initial stage of pure assimilation—the attempt to 

shed Iranian markers to avoid the "smell of milk" or the stigma of the "other."

•  Separation: The memoir touches upon the Iranian community in London, which sometimes served as a 

protective enclave, maintaining Farsi and traditional customs.

•  Marginalization: This is reflected in the moments of profound isolation when the family felt neither truly Iranian 

(due to the political exile) nor truly British (due to systemic xenophobia).

Linguistic Transition and Phonological Adaptation

The memoir meticulously documents the Second Language Acquisition (SLA) process. For a young Shappi, 

English was not merely a set of grammatical rules but a performative mask. The technical transition involves

several stages of linguistic development:

The Silent Period

Like many migrant children, Shappi initially experienced a "silent period." During this phase, the learner builds up

receptive language skills without producing much oral output. Khorsandi describes this as a time of observation,

where the sensory details of England—the specific smells, the tonality of voices, and the visual cues of social

etiquette—were internalized before they were vocalized.

Interlanguage and Code-Switching

As the narrative progresses, we see the development of an interlanguage—a linguistic system that blends Farsi 



structures with English vocabulary. This is often accompanied by code-switching, where the family shifts between

languages depending on the emotional weight of the topic or the presence of outsiders. The technical challenge

described is the "sadness of cultural transition," manifested as the gradual attrition of her native Farsi, which

Khorsandi identifies as a significant psychological loss.

Socio-Pragmatic Analysis of 'Acting English'

The concept of "acting" in the title refers to Erving Goffman’s Dramaturgical Theory . Goffman posits that social

interaction is a theatrical performance. For an immigrant child, this performance is heightened because the

"script" (cultural norms) is unfamiliar.

Table 1: Comparison of Cultural Norms and Social Etiquette



Social Dimension Iranian Context (Source 
Culture)

British Context (Host 
Culture)

Technological/Social 
Conflict

Communication Style High-context, poetic, use of 
Taarof (ritualized 
politeness).

Low-to-medium context, 
reliant on understatement 
and irony.

Misinterpretation of 
sincerity and social 
obligations.

Family Structure Extended family centric, 
hierarchical respect for 
elders.

Nuclear family centric, 
emphasis on individual 
autonomy.

Shift in the authority of the 
'Baba' figure within the UK.

Political Expression Overtly dangerous; survival 
depends on coded 
language.

Performative activism; 
perceived as a hobby or 
safe 'distraction'.

The 'Distracted Activist' 
trope vs. the reality of the 
Fatwa.

Sensory Identity Specific culinary scents 
(saffron, herbs).

"Smelling like milk" (a 
metaphor for blandness or 
different hygiene).

Olfactory dissonance and 
the desire for sensory 
assimilation.

Technical Analysis of Narrative Structure

The memoir utilizes a non-linear emotional arcdespite its chronological progression. Khorsandi employs specific

narrative mechanics to bridge the gap between her childhood self and her adult perspective as a professional

satirist.

Humor as a Defense Mechanism and Analytical Tool

In technical terms, humor in A Beginner's Guide to Acting English functions as a cognitive reframing tool. By

presenting traumatic events—such as the threat of assassination or the confusion of cultural displacement—

through a comedic lens, Khorsandi achieves two goals:

1.  Emotional Distancing: Allows the narrator to process trauma without alienating the reader.

2.  Sociopolitical Critique: Uses satire to highlight the absurdity of both the Iranian regime and British 

xenophobia.

The 'Baba' Archetype: A Case Study in Displacement

Shappi's father (Baba) is a central figure. Technically, he represents the intellectual in exile. His struggle is not just

linguistic but ontological. In Iran, he was a recognized poet and satirist; in England, he is a man under threat, a

"distracted activist." The memoir analyzes the degradation of social capital that occurs during migration, where a

highly skilled individual’s status is reset to zero in the host country.

Practical Implementation: A Field Guide to Cultural Navigation

Based on the experiences outlined in the JSON data and the memoir, we can derive a procedural guide for

navigating cross-cultural transitions. This is applicable to social workers, educators, and migrants themselves.

Step-by-Step Cultural Integration Workflow

•  Phase 1: Environmental Mapping. Observing the "micro-rituals" of the host culture (e.g., how people queue, 

how they use sarcasm).

•  Phase 2: Linguistic Mimicry. Moving beyond formal language to informal slang and prosody (the rhythm of 

speech).

•  Phase 3: Identity Negotiation. Deciding which elements of the heritage culture to preserve (e.g., Iranian 



hospitality) and which host elements to adopt (e.g., British directness in professional settings).

•  Phase 4: Emotional Synthesis. Accepting the state of "hybridity"—the realization that one will never be "fully" 

one or the other, but a unique synthesis of both.

Case Study: The 'Apology to Khomeini' Incident

One of the most poignant moments in the memoir involves the writing of apologies to Khomeini. This incident 

serves as a case study in political coercion and childhood cognitive dissonance. From a technical 

psychological perspective, this illustrates the Loyalty Conflictoften found in refugee children. The child is forced to

perform a public act of loyalty to a regime that their family is fleeing, creating a rupture in their sense of truth and

safety.

Mathematical Representation of Identity Shift

While identity is qualitative, we can model the shift in "Cultural Gravity" (Cg) using a conceptual formula:

Cg = (L * S) / (T + P)

•  L: Language Proficiency in host country.

•  S: Social Network density within the host country.

•  T: Time since departure from the home country.

•  P: Psychological trauma/attachment to the heritage culture.

As L and S increase, the Cultural Gravity toward the host country increases, though Pacts as a significant

dampening factor that prevents total assimilation.

Troubleshooting Common Challenges in Cultural Transition

Migrants often face specific "failure modes" during the transition described by Khorsandi. Below is a table of these

challenges and their proposed resolutions based on the memoir’s narrative logic.

Table 2: Operational Challenges and Solutions



Challenge Symptom Technical Solution/Resolution

Cultural Dissonance Feeling of being an 'imposter' in both 
cultures.

Embrace 'Third Culture' identity; 
recognize hybridity as a strength.

Linguistic Attrition Loss of vocabulary in the native 
tongue (Farsi).

Active engagement with heritage 
media and community 'anchor' groups.

Social Isolation Inability to decode host-country 
humor or social cues.

Immersive observation and the use of 
'Cultural Mentors' (e.g., Shappi's 
school friends).

Political Trauma Hyper-vigilance regarding safety and 
government.

Psychological reframing and 
community support systems.

Summary of Broader Implications

The enduring relevance of A Beginner's Guide to Acting English lies in its ability to quantify the invisible labor of the 

immigrant. It is not merely a story of moving from point A to point B; it is a technical manual on the restructuring of 

the human psyche. Khorsandi illustrates that "Acting English" is a sophisticated cognitive operation involving the

simultaneous suppression of trauma and the rapid acquisition of new socio-cultural software.

Ultimately, the memoir highlights that the immigrant experience is characterized by a permanent state of liminality.

By analyzing the text through these technical and theoretical frameworks, we gain a deeper appreciation for the

resilience required to navigate the "strange land" where everyone "smells like milk." The work remains a vital

resource for understanding the 21st-century globalized identity, providing a blueprint for how humor and narrative

can bridge the gap between disparate worlds.
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