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Chapterr  One 

Researchh Methodology 

Methodology: : 

Theree are many reasons for choosing the use of the life history approach to collect material and 
informationn about the life experiences of Iraqi Shi'ite refugee women now resettled in The Netherlands. 
First,, the life history approach gives the Iraqi Shi'ite women a voice and a platform from which to tell 
theirr own stories. In recounting their own life histories, they present historical events within actual lived 
experience.. This gives a wider audience of readers a specific, authentic insight from a "native point of 
view",, i.e. from the Iraqi Shi'ite women's history, culture and contemporary traumatic experiences. 
Second,, it reflects the historic, cultural identities and changes that occurred in their lives during Saddam 
Hussein'ss regime, the Gulf wars, flight, life in the refugee camp and life in The Netherlands and how the 
womenn have reacted and adjusted to those changes. Third, the life history approach1 is the only means of 
uncoveringg material as sensitive as mat of this particular culture, the Shi'ite, which is only available from 
thee personal narratives of these women. Fourth, the life history approach is the best approach for 
presentingg the inner dimensions of women as a social group through studying their individual experiences 
ass a part of a larger society in their homeland and exile. 

Thesee reasons defined what kind of a life history I would collect: "complete life history"2 because it 
includess from early childhood until the moment of the interview. This kind of interview provides us with a 
clearr picture of the interviewees' life history experiences as "women"  as "Shi'ites"  and as "refugees". As 
womenn and as Shi'ites, this approach allows us to listen to the Shi'ite women's stories and discover what it 
meantt to be a "woman"an d a ''Shi'ite "  under Saddam's government. How did these women live through 
andd survive two wars that occurred in less than ten years? What were their roles during those conflicts? 
Howw did they maintain their identities and survive the persecution they faced under Saddam as Shi'ite? As 
'*refugees""  the complete life histories of these women provides us with a comprehensive view of the life 
historyy of a "refugee woman", including her life experience in her homeland, in the refugee camp, and in 
thee country of resettiement 

Selectingg interviewees: 

Whenn I started looking for interviewees, I found no difficulty in making contact with the 50 Shi'ite women 
andd their families in The Netherlands I have chosen to interview for this research project. I had the 
addressess and telephone numbers of five women whom I had originally met in Rafha Refugee Camp in 
Saudii  Arabia. When I arrived in The Netherlands, I got in touch with them, and through them I was 
introducedd to others. Through these women's networks I was introduced to more than twenty women in 
differentt town and villages in The Netherlands. 

II  was able to meet ten more women interviewees in two different occasions. First, I met six women in a 
religiouss ceremony that was held in Zwolle on May 5, 1998 in the house of one of the interviewees who 
happenedd to be a mullaya (a woman leader of Shi'ite religious ceremonies for remembrance and mourning 
thee family members of the Prophet Mohammed). Then, I met four more interviewees when I was invited 
too an azuumat nisa (an all-female gathering) in one of the key informant's house. Thus the Shi'ite women's 

11 I used the term "lif e history"  approach instead of "lif e story"  because as Daniel Bertaux said "lif e history"  includes "lif e story"  and as 
Langness definied it as lif e story supplemented with other  biographical information drawn from conversation with other  people. The lif e 
historiess I collected included the accounts of women's lives as delivered orally by the women themselves and the biographical and other 
informationn drawn from my observations and conversations between the women and myself during the interview and the use of written 
materials.. (Daniel Bertaux, 1981:7; Langness, 1965:4-5) 

22 This term "a complete lif e history"  is First used in the fifties by W.I. Thomas and F. Znaniecki, 1966. Also see Donald and Lora Miller , 
1993;;  Mosa, 1993; Leydesdorff, 1994; Roberts, 1995; Chamberlain, 1997; Kaplan, 1998 
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network,, not only brought me into contact with individual interviewees, but also generously aided my 
introductionn into the Shi'ite community. 

Thee rest of the fifteen interviewees came from a wide variety of other  sources. First, the local refugee 
councilss in different villages and towns in The Netherlands provided me with names of refugees, who, 
whenn I contacted them, introduced me to still others. Second, I contacted The Kwi Foundation3 in London 
inn May 1997 and visited them in August 1997 in order  to obtain their  support The head of the Foundation 
providedd me with the names and addresses of additional Shi'ite refugee women in The Netherlands whom 
II  would later  interview. 

Thee selection procedure for  these 50 interviewees was based on three conditions: the subject should be 
articulate;;  she should have lived in the Netherlands for  at least five years; and the age of the selected 
subjectt  should be at least twenty years of age. Being articulate was particularl y important since it would 
facilitatee the flow of the interviews. I sought persons who were talkative and enjoyed telling stories about 
theirr  lives. As for  the condition of living in The Netherlands for  five years, that time frame provided the 
intervieweess with enough experience to make informed comparisons between their  life style in the home 
countryy and in the resettlement country. 

Thee age-span of the interviewees ranges from 20 to 77 years old, thus they were born between 1929 and 
1979.. They were between 11 and 68 when they left Iraq in 1991. This age grouping allows a wide range 
off  histories, memories and experiences to be explored. In addition, in most societies in general and in Iraq 
inn particular , a person's age helps to determine her/his status and influence and therefore her/his 
perceptionn of her  /his society, past and present The age differences also allow comparisons between the 
differin gg perceptions of older  and younger  generations. It also allows us to examine how the age factor  has 
affectedd people's ability to adapt and adjust with the changes that have happened in their  lives since they 
leftt  Iraq. Along these lines, the age differences also allow comparisons between the differin g age groups 
inn their  approach and reaction to traumatic events. 

Thee representative-ness of the group I have selected and interviewed does not lie in the actual numbers of 
interviewees.. Clearly only fift y lives cannot define the entirety of the refugee experience. However, the 
samplee presented in this study does in fact shed considerable light on what it means to be an Iraqi Shi'ite 
femalee refugee. The thoroughness of these women's stories as they shared them with me and the diversity 
withinn the sample fifty  interviewees allows for  an effective representation of the refugee experience of the 
Iraq ii  Shi'ite women. To ensure diversity and thus a wide representative-ness within this study, I have 
dividedd the interviewees into three groups. 

Thee first  group consists of four  elderly women whose age falls between 65 and 77. Their  life story 
experiencess provide important information about the social, economic, political and religious life in south 
Iraqq before the Ba'ath regime took power  in 1968. It also provides important points of comparison 
betweenn women's lives before and after  the Ba'ath and what changes happened in their  lives since 1968. 
Moreover,, their  lif e stories are also reflections of family lif e in Iraq which, as we shall explore later, is 
centrall  to the concerns of all of the interviewees. 

Thee second group consists of 30 women whose ages fall between 32 and 65. Their  life experiences also 
reflectt  the changes that have occurred in their  lives since the Ba'ath regime took power. In addition, their 
lif ee stories are reflections of women's experiences as the head of a family under  the Ba'ath regime. All of 
thesee women were married in Iraq, but ten are now widows who lost their  husbands either  during the first 
Gulff  war, the Iraq-Ira n war  of 1980-1988, or  the second Gulf War  of 1990- 1991 that began with the Iraqi 
invasionn of Kuwait These women experienced the trauma of losing their  spouses while still under  the 
considerablee pressure of heading and protecting the household. Their  stories tell of the hardship of 

33 al-Khwi Foundation is the biggest center  for  the Shi'ite Islam in the West. It was established in London in the 1980s by the son of Imam 
Abuu al-Qassim al-Khwi the Imam of the Shi'ite in the whole world. The Foundation is considered the center  for  information about the 
Shi'ite.. I contacted Seyyid Yousif al-Khoi for  support and to take his permision to use their  library . The Foundation has also a 
comprehensivee librar y that contains many sources on Shi'iism and schools that provide formal educational teaching from primary til l high 
school.. The Foundation is also a center  for  helding throughout the year  celebrations of Shi'ite events and ceremonies. 
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defendingg themselves, their children, and their way of life in Iraq, in Saudi Arabia, and in The Netherlands 
withoutt their husbands. 

Thee third group includes 16 women whose ages fall between 20 and 30. Their life stories reflect the 
experiencee of being schoolgirls during the Ba'ath regime and the particular trauma of growing up under 
totalitariann rule and warfare. Ten women of these interviewees were married after fleeing Iraq; their ages 
att the time of thee interview were between 23 and 30. Five were married in Saudi Arabia and the other five 
weree married in The Netherlands. The remaining six interviewees in this group are young, unmarried 
womenn whose ages fall between 20 and 25 years old. 

Thee Women's Profil e 

Regionss of origin: Al l of the women whom I interviewed for this study were born, and had lived all their 
lives,, in the south of Iraq in the area adjacent to the Arab Marshes. They came from various towns and 
villages,, such as ad Dawaniyah, Suq ash Shuyukh, as Samawa, al-Kufa, al-Nasiriya, which are all located 
nextt to the Euphrates River. Some of them came from cities, towns, and villages located closer to Tigris 
Riverr such as Qalat Salm, al- Kut and al-Amara. Other women came from cities along the borders of Iran, 
Kuwaitt and Saudi Arabia such as al-Basra and Shatt al Arab. And a few of the women came from an-
Najaff  and Karbala, cities in Southern Iraq that house the most important Shi'ite Shrines of the world. The 
inhabitantss of the southern region of Iraq are mainly Shi'ite, and as Nakash and Batatu among other 
scholarss have observed, for most of these townships, the Shi'ites religion is the dominant social-cultural 
motiff  in their lives. (Nakash, Yizhal, 1994) 

Thiss area is considered the most undeveloped and least privileged area in Iraq mainly because the ruling 
Sunnii  governments in Baghdad have, throughout the history of modern Iraq, not been on good terms with 
thee Shi'ite that constitute this southern region. This has had a direct effect on the development of services 
andd infrastructure in the area, which in turn has effected development investment In addition, most of the 
Shi'itess have been excluded from government positions, working mainly as farmers, fishers, traders or in 
small,, private businesses. 

Education::  Twelve of the women I interviewed were illiterate and had never obtained formal education. 
Sevenn of these, however, were able to obtain the esteemed title of mullaya due for their natural ability in 
reciting,, composing, and memorizing poetry and in narrating historical events and life stories of the Shi'ite 
religiouss luminaries. Five women completed special home training and teaching to be a mullaya. Ten 
womenn had completed the level of primary school; two women had undergone two years of intermediate 
school;; one woman had fulfilled one year of intermediate school; and three women had finished 
intermediatee school. Building upon intermediate school, four women had completed one year of high 
school;; another four women finished two years of high school; and seven women had graduated from high 
school.. Four women had achieved three years of university, while three had graduated from university 
studies. . 

Class:: In addition to differences in education levels, I also tried to gather interviews from women of 
differentt socio-economic classes. Of the fifty interviewees I worked with, fifteen women come from 
workingg class backgrounds, twenty women are from the peasantry, and four are from the lower middle 
class.. Five women belonged to the upper middle class of Iraqi society. Six women are alawiyat, or 
memberss of the religious aristocracy. This means that they are direct descendants of Imam Ali , the son-in-
laww of the Prophet Mohammed; alawiyat defines a caste rather than a class since they can be either rich or 
poor. . 

Occupation::  Twelve of the women I interviewed are mullahyat, by profession. The majority of the rest, 
however,, were involved in either education or small, craft businesses. Six women had been teachers in 
intermediatee schools in Iraq (three of them worked as teachers in Saudi Arabia as well). Seven women had 
beenn teachers in primarily schools in Iraq. Exactly half of the women I interviewed had worked in small 
businessess in Iraq; eight others had sewing machines at home and worked as tailors for women. Five had 
bakeryy businesses; seven operated food-stands; and five produced handicrafts. Five women worked as 
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door-to-doorr peddlers selling women's clothes. Thirty women out of the fifty  used to be the head of their 
householdss in Iraq in the absence of their husbands. 

Marita ll  status: Ten of the women are widows. Twenty women are married. Eight women are separated 
fromm their husbands in Holland. Six are divorced and six are single. 

Children::  Out of the 50 subjects, 39 have children. 

Thee settings of the interviews: 

Thee time of the interview was decided at the convenience of the interviewees. I contacted each woman 
eitherr by telephone or through a third party and asked her to set a time for the interview according to her 
ownn schedules. Almost all the interviews were conducted during the day. Since 47 out of 50 of the 
subjectss stay at home during the day I was able to take their accounts at any time between 10 am and 
5:000 p.m.. Many times the interview exceeded these hours and I would stay overnight at their request 
insteadd of returning to my own accommodations late at night. Three of the women attended classes during 
thee day, in which case I interviewed them at night during the week, so that they could keep their weekends 
free.. In these cases, I also had to stay overnight. 

Al ll  interviews were conduced in Arabic in the private homes of the interviewees. The interviewees lived 
inn ten different cities and towns in The Netherlands. The houses of the interviewees were dispersed across 
differentt neighborhoods even within the same town or city; thus their neighbors were all Dutch. None of 
thee women I interviewed had an Iraqi neighbor. It was easy for me to recognize the houses of the refugee 
womenn because the curtains were always drawn, unlike their Dutch neighbors, whose houses had 
numerouss large, un-curtained windows. In Dutch culture, the interior of the house is not nearly as private 
ass it is in Iraqi culture. We will explore this marked cultural difference and its origins and repercussions 
laterr in the study. For the time being, it is important to note that the houses of the Iraqi Shi'ite women 
differedd obviously from those of their Dutch neighbors in this regard. The physical structure of the Iraqis' 
housess matched the neighboring Dutch residences, but the interiors were vastly different All of the houses 
off  the women I interviewed looked similar to each other from the inside: in short, they looked distinctly 
Iraqi.. The difference between the interiors of the interviewee houses and the interiors of typical Dutch 
dwellingss strongly reflected contemporary Iraqi Shi'ite cultural values. 

Eachh house had a small place in the entrance of the house next to the door for removing and placing one's 
shoes.. As in traditional Muslim households, out of respect for the interior space, people walk bare-footed 
inn the house or wear special slippers that are never worn outside. In the salon where people receive their 
guestss the organization of space and the objects displayed were nearly identical in every Iraqi Shi'ite home 
II  visited. The most outstanding object that attracted my attention when I entered each of the interviewees' 
housess was the ubiquitous wall-size poster decorated with green palm trees. It was always hung on the 
centrall  wall in the salon. On the opposite central wall were drawings or paintings of the Shi'ite Holy 
Family,, mainly of al-Husayn, the Prophet's martyred grandson who typifies more than any other Shi'ite 
luminary,, the Shi'ite as victim of betrayal and injustice. Later in their narratives, the interviewees gave 
manyy meanings for having the palm tree posters, and such pictures displayed on the walls. 

Onn the third wall of the salon would be found pictures of the family's relatives in Iraq. On the fourth wall 
invariablyy would be found a large clock and a bouquet of various colorful flowers. Almost every house 
hadd a large glass aquarium of goldfish. In the corners would be a pot containing a real palm tree and many 
differentt kinds of flowers and plants. In this room the floor would be covered with a single Iranian or 
Turkishh carpet Large, comfortable sofas and armed chairs were also to be found in every salon. The 
televisionn had a central position in this room and was always on. With the aid of Arabic satellite channels, 
thee television would always be tuned only to Arabic programs. The above descriptions are the general 
characteristicss of each house. There are, however, also some specific characteristics to particular houses 
thatt will be described below when necessary. 
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Thee formal setting of the interview is the salon. In the family interview, the interviewees would sit on the 
carpett around a pot of tea and I would sit among them. Although most of the individual interviews took 
placee in the salon (sitting on the carpet face-to-face), some were conducted in the kitchen while the 
intervieweee was cooking or cutting vegetables. I did not restrict the, women to any particular place and let 
themm feel free to choose the place they felt was most convenient My main concern was that the women 
weree comfortable when they presented their narratives to me. 

Interviewingg these women in their homes was a crucial aspect to the process of collecting their stories. It 
gavee me a chance to feel connected to their daily lives, and it provided a sense of context for me as they 
piecedd together their life histories and present situations. Invited into their homes, I was able to see how 
theyy lived, how they interacted with each other, how they were struggling to deal with the past Over each 
meall  and pot of tea, I became closer to the subjects, learning how they were trying to organize their lives 
inn the resettlement country and how they organized their lives in terms of gender, family, and community 
relations. . 

Thee Effect of the Interviewees' Cultur e as Shi'ites and their  Position as Refugees on the Methods 
usedd for  Conducting Interviews 

(1)) The Shi'ite culture: The social, religious and cultural context in which the interview takes place has a 
directt effect on the methods I chose for conducting Oral History interviews. The narrative of an Iraqi 
Shi'itee refugee's life history invariably follows along the lines of a ritualistic formula derived from Shi'ite 
religiouss culture. The religious culture of the Shi'ites depends mainly on commemoration and the Rituals 
off  Remembrance4 of the life stories of the Holy Family5. We shall be discussing these Rituals and the holy 
storiess they pertain to in greater detail throughout the dissertation. As a general overview, the Holy Family 
includess sixteen members of the family of me Prophet Mohammed began after the Prophet with his son-
in-laww Imam Ali and his daughter Fatima Zahra, and is particularly focused upon the Prophet's grandson 
alHusayn. . 

Thesee commemorations and rituals are communal celebrations held at different times throughout the year. 
Theyy are mainly held on the birthday or day of death of a member of the Holy Family, thus there are forty-
eightt specific Shi'ite occasions to celebrate annually. The biggest and most important ritual in the Shi'ite 
traditionn is the Rituals of Remembrance of Al-Husayn which take place on Ashura (the 10th day) of the 
monthh of Muharram in the Islamic calendar. It is formally celebrated for forty days and nights. This is the 
bestt time of the year to conduct interviews because the Shi'ites are highly motivated during this time to 
talkk about their history, their experiences, and their own life stories which they perceive metaphysically as 
logicall  extensions of the life stories of the Holy Family. 

Inn these rituals, the oral history of the Shi'ite community is recounted from the time of the death of the 
Prophett Mohammed up to the history of the Shi'ite community of modern-day Iraq. The telling of such a 
historyy requires a kind of specialized performance that takes place in a communal setting. A certain level 
off  knowledge and training is required for the telling of such a history. In this ceremony a hierarchical 
systemm is followed in which only qualified individuals, the presiding muttaya, the storyteller, and the 
poetryy reciters participate in presenting the story. Despite the fact that most of the audience has long-since 
memorizedd the story and the poetry, this hierarchy attests to the complexity of such a performance. 

'Commemorationn and the ritual s of remembrance are important events in Shi'ite faith where the Shi'ite gather  to remember the members 
off  the Prophet Mohammed family as a sign of showing faith and respect. (Shems al-Din, Mahdi, 1989; al- Mugram Abdelraziq, 1992; 
Schubell  Vernon, 1993; FaDlallah Muhammad, 1997; Gennep, 1997) 

55 To know more about the Holy Family of the Prophet Mohammed, the family tree and about their  lif e stories for  example you can see 
Madani.. S. M., 1980; al-Quzwini, 1995; Pinauls David, 1998 

9 9 



Thee narration of these life stories follows special procedures for commencing and concluding. The 
languagee used in describing the events in these life stories must contain a particular rhythmic and a poetic 
quality.66 Interviewing people from such a rich and ritualistic oral culture required special methods for 
collectingg their life stories. Before I could even begin to comprehend their own histories, I had to 
familiarizee myself the Shi'ite history, developing a relatively deep understanding of the religious culture 
thatt they draw upon in their self-expression. Although this Shi'ite legacy is rarely explicit in personal 
terms,, it defined the framework of the women's narratives and was thus crucial to any interpretation or 
analysiss of the content of their life stories. 

(2)) The refugees position and culture: When interviewing a refugee population, one must first take into 
accountt the following basic factors of their situation. Most of the refugees flee their countries because of a 
well-foundedd fear of persecution and human rights violations. Past experiences of torture and human 
rightsrights abuses prevent them from telling their stories. The refugees come from non-democratic countries 
andd the idea of expressing themselves or speaking up about their lives and past experiences on record is 
nott natural to them7. Most of them are not familiar with the interview process and have never been 
interviewedd by a social researcher or an oral historian before. Thus, anyone who asks them questions 
aboutt their lives might be seen as a government agent. Thompson acknowledges in his book Voices of the 
PastPast that minorities who have experienced persecution, fear the interviewer's tape recorder; and that any 
informationn on tape may end up in the hands of the police or other authorities and be used against them. 
(Thompson,, 1990: 243-245) 

Inn authoritarian countries in general, and certainly in Iraqi political culture, nearly every citizen is in a 
sensee part of "a persecuted minority." Any stranger asking personal questions might reasonably be seen as 
aa government agent Due to the high level of betrayal they have faced, Iraqis are understandably 
suspiciouss and fearful of authorities and the mukhabarat, or secret police. (al-Khayat, 1992:16) Indeed, 
thee incompatibility of Oral History interviews (or for that matter, any other social science interviews) with 
non-democraticc societies is epitomized by the use of the tape recorder. Some families I interviewed could 
nott overcome their fear of the tape recorder. One woman told me frankly that "this tape recorder reminds 
mee of the time I was tortured in Iraq". Many families were afraid that information might be published 
whichh would lead to problems for themselves or for their relatives. I constantly assured them that they 
wouldd be given pseudonyms and that all identifying features would be omitted. After this assurance most 
off  them willingl y agreed to be interviewed. During the interviews, I varied my approach to suit each 
family,, working constantly to ensure the women of their safety during this project. It was of utmost 
importancee for the interviewees to feel relaxed and comfortable throughout the process, for the sake of the 
interviewss but also to aid then in overcoming their own inhibitions. 

Ass Bennett observed in her  book Arms to Fight Arms to Protect Women Speak out about Conflict, 
interviewss are easier in some cultures than others. (Bennett, 1995:76) I would suggest that "interview 
culture""  is in itself a significant differential in our understanding of democratic and non-democratic 
countries.. In democratic countries, particularly in the West, the interview is all-pervasive. It is ubiquitous 
nott only in its academic form, which in the social sciences constitute a veritable industry, but also within 
inn the vast network of consumer research, census and other population studies, and constant public polls 
byy political parties. Moreover, the interview now has begun to dominate the less formal and increasingly 
no-limitss realm of the popular talk shows of radio and TV. As Briggs observes "interviewing has become 
aa powerful force in modern society". (Briggs, 1986: 31) In many non-democratic countries, Iraq in 
particular,, people are not familiar with social statistical data gathering, interviews, and questionnaires, and 
thuss they have no appreciation of the value of sociological research. (al-Khayat, 1992: 12) Based on 
Thompson'ss original insight cited above and similar subsequent observations, I began to question the 
applicabilityy of the Oral History methodology in non-democratic and non-Western cultures. 

'TTiee Shi'ite are aware of the effect of language, the rhythmic and poetic quality in narrating lif e stories. (Tawalba, 1988; a-Hilli, 1995; al-
Mugramm Abdelraziq, 1992; FaDlallah Muhammad, 1997; al-Azza al-Husayni in aN-nuur Magazine issues from 70 to 84; al-Wa'li, 1961 
andd 1968; al-Wardi, 1965,1994, and 1979) 

77 To know more about how refugees fear interviewing with a tape recorder, see the work of Krulfeld, 1994. About Methods in Refugee 
Researchh and the work of Omidian, 1994 about recording Afghan Refugees' Stories. Both of them spoke about the difficulties they faced 
whenn tried to use the rape reorder during interviews. 
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Thiss incompatibility between the methodology and the interviewees can create problems for people who, 
ass interviewees, are forced to express themselves in an unfamiliar speech setting. In particular, the 
intervieww form has a tendency to put unnatural pressure on people to find ready answers, to be concise, 
andd summarize a variety of complex experiences and intricate knowledge in a short space of time. The 
Shi'itee refugees are particularly nervous about the use of the tape recorder when they talk about their 
activitiess and histories in Iraq against their oppressive government, and about where and how they evaded 
punishmentt by the regime for practicing their Shi'ite religious tradition. Understandably, such issues still 
appearedd risky for some the interviewees, particularly in the initial stages of our conversations. Questions 
alongg the lines of how they escaped the country and how had they participated in the Uprising were often 
receivedd with hesitation. One woman told me: "I can tell you my life experience in Holland, for here we 
aree free to talk and not be punished. But my life story in Iraq? I am afraid to talk about it " 

Somee interviewees needed proof of the value of having their reminiscences recorded. Until I was able to 
convincee them of the merit of my own study, some women would protest my inquiries, fearing that their 
accountt might endanger the lives of their siblings in Iraq if their names were mentioned. As one woman 
expressedd it: 'The Iraqi regime is capable of killing anybody who dares to talk about the government's 
misconductt even if this person is on the moon." It is important to note that even admitting one is a Shi'ite 
inn Iraq is a disability, and fleeing the country is a crime. So clearly, describing their role in the Shi'ite 
Uprisingg necessitated their overcoming of this fear. It was for these reasons that some of the women were 
apprehensivee about being tape-recorded. Due to this apprehension, I decided to deviate from the 
traditionall  Oral History methodology and develop an interview technique that would assure the 
intervieweess their comfort and security while servicing the purpose of the research. I concluded, that what 
wass needed then for this research were interview techniques in which the interviewees trusted the research 
methodss and their personal relationship with the interviewer. 

Thus,, the interview technique used in this research is based upon the nature and background of the 
narratorss being investigated. The narrators of this study are after all Iraqi Shi'ite refugee women forced to 
leavee their countries because of long-term persecution or war. They seek comfort and protection in the 
closenesss of family ties and this is particularly true in the absence of justice, human rights institutions or 
anyy other forms of protection in their first years of exile in Saudi Arabia. Their need for family solidarity 
wass reinforced by the position of their Shi'ite community in Iraq as a persecuted minority and by their 
experiencess as refugees and now, in exile. 

Methodss of Collection and Interview Techniques: 

Choosingg methodology: For this study, I needed a methodology that would not just narrate facts and 
events,, but one that would allow the interviewee to place the facts and events of her own life within a 
narration.. This narrative would be rooted in her own voice and based upon her understanding of her own 
experiencee as inseparable from that of her family and the society in which she lives. As I shall discuss 
later,, the women I interviewed often utilized the plural first person in relating personal events. This sense 
off  collectivity included her family, her community, and her culture in every aspect of her life. Thus, the 
personall  narrative was composed of experiences embedded within a framework of cultural, religious, and 
sociall  contexts. 

Thee methodology I found myself seeking had to take into consideration the fact that the construction of 
narratives,, the history-telling patterns, the ways of using language would all be vastly different in a 
relativelyy traditional non-Western culture. Thus modern, Western standards of performance and history 
wouldd not be sufficient in the effective comprehension of the Iraqi Shi'ite narratives. More specifically, 
thee very means of relating would differ greatly from modern western cultural understanding. From the 
wayss of interacting during the interviews, to the natural context for interviewing, to the delivering of 
testimonies,, each element of the narrative presentations needed standards foreign8 to most of the Western 

Theree is Hole literatur e about the methodolgy of interviewing in non-Western culture. However, few sociologists and oral historians 
havee noticed the importance of finding new ways of interviewing in non-Western culture such as Briggs, Charles L, 1986; Kopij n Yvette 
J.. in Chamberlain and Thompson (eds), 1998: 142-162; Slim and Thompson , 1993 
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literaturee of the discipline. These cultural differences motivated me to employ an alternative Oral History 
methodologyy to the one usually employed by Western scholars. The methodology I created and adopted in 
thiss project was developed through four phases. 

Phasee One: After I selected the narrators in June 1997 and before starting the interview, I explained 
clearlyy to the interviewees my intentions and my project, including what my goals were for the research 
andd what I intended to do with the material. During the first visit, my hosts greeted me with great 
hospitality,, asking me a series of direct, personal questions. In the West, such questions would be 
construedd as rather personal. I expected this, however, because that is the norm in Arab culture. Upon 
invitingg a guest to their home, a host usually asks their guests personal questions at the first meeting as a 
formm of welcoming and acceptance. These questions were usually about family affairs. They asked 
whetherr I was married; how long had I been married; who my husband was; where was he from and what 
didd he do. Did I have children or brothers and sisters? These sorts of questions begin immediately after the 
greetingss in the first ten minutes of the visit while the hosts are serving tea, coffee, dates, and homemade 
Iraqii  cookies and sweets. Since it is the norm in this kind of hospitality ceremony for people to talk about 
familyy affairs, I, in turn, also asked numerous questions concerning their family members, their children, 
familyy events and accomplishments. In this kind of setting I sought out an "individual interview", 
interviewingg five women individually out of the total of fifty.  On some occasions I was able to interview 
thee women alone in a room with a closed door. On other occasions it was clear that this would be 
impossible,, and so, I interviewed the woman, while the rest of the family sat in the same room and 
listened. . 
Thuss began phase two of my interviews. 

Phasee two: I sensed from the experiences of interviewing these women alone and of interviewing them 
withh their families that the women were more comfortable and spoke in a more open manner in the latter 
situation.. When accompanied by her family, the interviewee was always considerably more at ease than 
whenn she was alone with my tape recorder and me. At times when we were alone, the woman I was 
interviewingg would invariably suggest I also interview her family. When I pressed the women to focus on 
themselvess they always responded: "We are one family. My family's story is my story." After a while, 
duringg phase two, the interviewee would invite other members of the family to participate in the 
interview. . 

Att this point in the project, I recalled Hugo Slim and Paul Thompson's descriptions of equivalent 
circumstancess in other non-Western social settings and the need to "be sensitive to customary modes of 
speechh and communication and aüow people to speak on their own terms". (Slim and Thompson, 1993: 
51)) I decided to depart from the standard canon of individual interviews and to conduct two different 
typess of interviews for this research. The first would be the family interview where I would bring the 
entiree family together to familiarize them with the nature of the interview. This would give them a chance 
too support each other in talking about unhappy events and disturbing experiences, which often included 
manyy traumatic details they had never thought to discuss with each other before. 

Phasee three: In the family interview, I brought the entire family into the process in order to gain their 
cooperationn and enthusiasm. Since this session set the tone for future meetings, family support and 
reassurancee became essential. I continued to interview one person at a time, but in a family group setting, 
II  would pose questions from person to person, giving each inquiry approximately equal time. This mode 
off  interviewing resulted in the most free flowing, richly detailed, and expressive conversation and 
narrative.. Many levels of interaction emerged and thus one story would include various narratives; in 
short,, this setting allowed for a meta-communicative interview. I was convinced by my own observations 
andd their comments that they preferred to be interviewed together in order to give each other support, 
assurancee and security when discussing life history experiences that were invariably experienced as 
memberss of a family. 

II  feel mat the closeness of the families complemented the productivity of the interviews conducted in this 
setting.. Although only one person spoke at a time during these interviews, they all demonstratively shared 
inn the very emotional and painful moments that arose. Interviewing them together not only encouraged 
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whoeverr was talking at the time, but also served to remind the interviewee of details or events relevant to 
thee emerging "collective narrative". 

Thee family interview setting was also used to examine women* s representations of self and family as 
presentedd within the experience of being exiled. The family interview, born of necessity, provided the 
additionall  opportunity to explore the collective identity of the women in order to identify their shared 
experiencess within the family as mothers, daughters, sisters and wives. These women, within this setting 
thatt could be characterized as instantaneous familial networking, communicated their life stories and 
expressedd the sense of self. The sense of "self', however, was inherently based on the "collective". It was 
cruciall  for them as individuals to communicate and share this sense of self in the presence of and for the 
benefitt of the others. 

Thee family interviews served as "preliminary interviews" as I mentioned earlier to reduce the women's 
anxiety,, to give them an orientation about the research, and to prepare them for the individual interview. 
Whenn I came back again to the women to ask them to be interviewed by themselves, the women now 
readilyy accepted and were ready to talk for a long time, revealing much information that otherwise that 
mightt not have come to light. So the methodology of the family sessions was very helpful in giving 
womenn confidence to speak. It also gave me, as the researcher, an idea about how the families experienced 
difficultiess and hardship together. In addition, the family session helped the researcher to understand each 
woman'ss position within her family and her society. 

Forr most of the Iraqi Shi'ite women, recounting their life story is a positive, albeit emotional experience. 
Inn a project such as this, I found it important to remember that a life history interview can often have a 
profoundd effect on the interviewee, who perhaps has never mentioned these accounts before, due to their 
traumaticc experiences9. An interviewee may never have shared these details or even attempted to recall 
theirr whole life in the course of few hours. Family support made all of this revealing possible, and helped 
thesee women renew their sense of perspective and security. 

Phasee four: Phase four consisted of the individual interview or the life story interview. In the first 
meetingg with the individual interviewee after the family interview, which served as a "preliminary 
interview",, I intended to relax the interviewee with the most basic biographical information questions. I 
begann the session by asking the woman her full name, place and date birth, information about her parents, 
andd her social and occupational background, all of which can be covered in a matter of minutes. Then, I 
wouldd focus on her life in The Netherlands. I would ask her how long she had lived in the house where we 
weree doing the interview. When had she come to Holland and why? What were her first impressions of 
Holland?? The answers to these questions always result in amusing stories. I start with these questions 
becausee the interviewee's experience in The Netherlands is far less painful than their traumatic 
experiencess of war and flight in her past life in Iraq. I always avoid going directly to the traumatic 
experiences. . 

Thiss technique of not going directly to the traumatic experiences was developed after I had conducted the 
firstfirst "individual interview" of this project, in which I immediately asked the interviewee about her life 
experiencess in Iraq. The interviewee started to talk, but then broke down into tears; only after a long and 
difficultt comforting was she able to reassume the story. Eventually I ended the session and returned for a 
followw up interview to complete her life story few weeks later. After this experience, in order to make the 
intervieweee feel relaxed at the beginning of the interview and to save time and energy, no questions about 
pastt experiences in Iraq are initially asked. Only after the interviewee is at ease and speaking freely would 
II  then ask general questions relating to life in Iraq or experiences during the Gulf War but even then, I do 
nott begin to bring up directly personal issues. After general questions concerning the Iraqi government, I 
alsoo asked what the Shi'ite Uprising of 1991 meant to them and how it felt to be a refugee. At this point, 
thee women usually voluntarily begin to discuss their own reactions to their experiences as refugees. 

99 See BenEzer, G., 1987; Linda M. Williams, Victori a L. Banyard, (eds), 1999 wrote about trauma and memory. Charles B. Strozier  and 
Michaell  Flynn Lanham, Md. (eds), 1996 wrote about trauma and the self. Dena Rosenbloom, Mary Beth Williams, with Barbara E. 
Watkinss (ed), 1999 talked about life after  trauma. 
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II  have chosen the unstructured narrative type of interviews described by Paul Thompson (1990) and Derek 
Reimerr (1997). In this unstructured narrative I allow the interviewees to talk about those things which 
interestt them, usually episodes of their own lives or events and people they know. I do not ask the 
intervieweess to speak in a chronological order. They are free and encouraged to follow thoughts as they 
occurr to them. Although the unstructured narrative interview produces a large amount of information and 
givess the interviewees no restriction to their thoughts, not all interviewees will take to this form of 
interview.. Only a fine speaker or natural raconteur will provide a fascinating narrative. This is why in this 
kindd of the interview we have to choose interviewees who are articulate and enjoy telling stories about 
theirr lives. In this type of interview questioning is often minimal. However sometimes it is necessary to 
gentlyy direct the speaker back to a subject from time to time or ask more detailed questions. 

Intervieweess are free to tell stories that they consider important without any interruption on the part of the 
researcher.. On the other hand, if I felt I did not understand what the interviewee meant by a certain phrase, 
orr if I felt there was a gap in the story, I would take notes to ask the interviewee, at the end of the 
interview,, for clarification. Before I turned the tape recorder off, I would ask if the interviewee had 
anythingg to add to her account, giving them a few moments to reflect and answer. I told her at this point 
thatt I would listen to the tape, and if I needed more information I would call her for another appointment. 
Byy doing this I left the door open for further contacts and interviews. 

Controversiall  subjects: 

Potentiallyy sensitive topics such as rape, religion and the exercise of power should be explored with 
caution.. A related problem occurs when the interviewee freely provides highly sensitive or even 
potentiallyy slanderous information or asks that the recorder be turned off while a confidence is shared 
betweenn the interviewee and myself. In this case, I would turn the tape recorder off, but I would 
emphasizee to the informant the value of such information in giving a clearer picture of her life story to her 
ownn community and to the whole world. Sometimes the woman appreciated this and changed her attitude 
towardss the tape recorder, becoming less inhibited by it and seeing it as a tool for the expression of a 
sociallyy valuable personal history. 

Onee critical subject, rape, was and is considered taboo in conservative Iraqi society. Yet, some of the 
womenn had been raped10, either when detained by Saddam's security apparatus, or when the Shi'ite 
uprisingg against Saddam Hussein was crushed, or later during the flight from Iraq. This question had to be 
introducedd gradually and treated very carefully in order to be acceptable and respectful. To deal with this 
topicc I had to deviate from my own newly found technique of the family interview, and I would ask a 
womann for a private appointment When I returned later to meet privately, I already had her confidence 
throughh our interaction in the family setting. Most of the women who have been raped tell their stories as 
iff  it happened to somebody else. It is easier for them to tell their own story by disguising it as the story of 
someonee else. They are not "talking" about themselves or acknowledging what is a source of great shame. 
However,, I realized from the way in which they told the story, the speed and rhythm of their speech, as 
welll  as the tone of their voice, that they were talking about themselves. I listened silently without 
confrontation. . 

Talkingg about Shi'ite religious practices11 is another sensitive area. The Shi'ite women I have interviewed 
usuallyy define their problems with the Sunni government in Baghdad as political problems. However 
whenn they tell their stories it becomes evident that most of them were persecuted because of their Shi'ite 

100 Rape in Islamic culture is considered an act against the whole family and trib e not only against the individual woman. See Fawzi, 2000; 
Muhammad,, 1999; Sa'ddan, 2000 

111 Shi'ite religious practices such as the commemoration ceremonies and ruital s of remeberance of the members of the Prophet 
Mohammedd is seen as act against the Islamic teachings. Often the Shi'ite have been accused by the Sunni as people who worship 
creaturess of God instead of devoting themselves totally to God. This is why the Sunni governments forbid and banned the Shi'ite religious 
ritualsrituals  and practicies. The Shi'ite usually practice their  ritual s secretly at their  homes, however, they take the risk and perform the annual 
100 days celebration of the death of the grand son of the Prophet Mohammed al-Husayn. See Mahfouz, 1950; Abdelraziq, 1963; al-
Quzwini,, 1986; Tawalba, 1988; Motahri , 1990; al-Khwi, Yusif, 1994; FaDlallah, 1994 and al-Haydry, 1999 
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religiouss practices. I interviewed a woman for  four  hours and she never  mentioned that she is mullaya. 
Whenn I returned to complete her  interview, she subtly referred to her  position as the mullaya. This, of 
course,, changed completely the flow of the subsequent questioning and the resulting interview lasted for 
sixx hours, the longest interview I have ever  conducted. I understood her  position completely. She needed 
moree time to build trust in someone who is not a Shi'ite in order  to divulge precious information about a 
sacredd and important issue for  her. In these two sensitive areas, interviewees needed adequate time to 
buildd confidence in me as the researcher. This compelled me to return many times to follow up on the first 
individuall  interview where often I felt there was much more that had not been said. 

Inn addition to the family interviews and the individual interviews I have collected information and more 
storiess for  this project by observation and participation in two different types of occasions that bring 
Shi'itee women together. The first is attending the ceremonies of the Rituals of Remembrance of the Holy 
Family,, al majalis al Husaynia or  majalis al- qiraya.12 (see chapter  six) 
II  have attended four  such ceremonies held in The Netherlands. Two were held in the houses of the 
intervieweess and attended only by women. The other  two were held in public in a "rented hall" . Both 
womenn and men attended these public ceremonies, but the hall was divided in such a way that the women 
hadd a separate place from the men. During these ceremonies the mullaya allowed me to record the whole 
performance.. The presence of the tape recorder  in these occasions was a very important and helpful step in 
myy research. The women perceived the mullaya 's permission as legitimizing my use of the tape recorder 
inn my interviews with them. From that time forward, women were less suspicious about the use of the tape 
recorderr  in general. 
Thee second type of occasion, where I have collected and made participator y observations, is known as 
"Azuumat"Azuumat Nisa'\ which means "women's gathering"13 in Iraqi Arabic. 
Onn these occasions only women were invited by the hostess to join in a meal which could be lunch or 
dinner.. After  the meal, women would talk only about the happy occasions in their  lives. If any of the 
womenn talked about a sad story, she would be urged, good-naturedly to change the subject. This mode is 
inn sharp contrast to the Rituals of Remembrance where only the misery, suffering and martyrdom of the 
Shi'itee Holy Family, and thus of the women themselves, would be recalled. Although in Azuumat Nisa 
gatheringss I did not conduct interviews, the stories and observations I heard were used in this research. 
Thesee anecdotes and recollections added a pleasant and joyous accompaniment to the sad and often 
horrifi cc stories collected during the interviews. They provided balance to the research that otherwise 
wouldd have reflected only one aspect of their  persona and thus their  histories. These gatherings were 
conductedd in the absence of all men. In fact, in the two occasions I attended, the husbands were travelling 
outt  of country. In such circumstances, the women guests can easily and comfortably stay overnight, and 
thee conversations can freely move from subject to subject, from discussing the sexual joys of marital life 
too impromptu singing and dancing. 

Inn addition, the interview context itself has provided me with information stemming from my own 
impressionss during the interviews, as well as the feelings and reactions expressed by the interviewees. 
Eventss that happened during the interview, such as the arrival of guests, affect the tone, the flow, and the 
naturee of the women's narratives. This, in fact, happened frequently. Some interviewees received 
telephonee calls, during the interview, asking about how the interview went. I would take note of the 
interviewee'ss comments at that moment, since such information often added a level of richness to the 
research,, as did the conversations I partook of during a meal or  tea time that coincided with the interview. 
Inn this way, information gathered from the interview material, whether  obtained directly or  indirectly, 
wouldd be transformed into the "text"  of the resulting analysis. Thus, information that arose from the 
"context""  of the interview, rather  than the interview itself, was incorporated in this research. 

122 See Tawalba, 1988; al-Hilli , 1995; al-Mugram, 1963; Abdelraziq, 1992; FaDlallah Muhammad, 1997; al-Azza al-Husayni in aN-nuur 
Magazinee issues from 70 to 84; al-Wa'li , 1961 and 1968; al-Wardi, 1965,1994, and 1979 

133 Women in the Arab world they have their  own space separated from male space for  gathering, meeting, and parties. Even their  houses 
theyy have their  own space which is called the Harem place or  women section in which only women are allowed to enter. See Tazi, 1980; 
Malek,, 1986; Peirce, 1993; Abu Lugud, 1985 and 1993; al-Sayyid, 1995 
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Thee sensitive position of the interviewees as Shi'ites and as refugees, their concern to be anonymous, and 
theirr trust in me which I must honor, have made my task very difficult in choosing how to present this 
material.. To secure their anonymity, I have chosen not to mention their real names. Their life stories are 
presentedd by themes in a group form of stories rather than in complete individual stories. 

Thee structure of the family and individual interviews: 

Almostt all of the narratives I listened to have the same structure, which is based upon ten major themes. 
(1)) Firstly, the foundation of the narrative structure is the history of the persecution of the Holy Family of 
thee Prophet Mohammed; the Iraqi Shi'ite see their persecution as but a continuation of the persecution of 
thesee earliest Shi'ite luminaries. (2) Secondly, the women discuss their life in Iraq and (3) the Iraq-Iran 
Warr and it's effect on the Shi'ite community. (4) Then, they talk about enrollment in the Iraqi army, which 
iss followed by (5) issue surrounding the invasion of Kuwait and the subsequent Gulf War. (6) This leads 
too their stories of the March 1991 Shi'ite Uprising, (7) their flight into exile, (8) life in Rafha Refugee 
Campp in Saudi Arabia, and (9) their relationship with and the effect of the United Nations High 
Commissionerr for Refugees (UNHCR) on their lives in Saudi Arabia. (10) Finally the women also talk 
aboutt their life as exiled refugees in The Netherlands. The chronological order of these topics is different 
inn each interview, because they were free to choose how to construct their life stories. The different 
perceptionss and responses provided a certain personality to each interview and made each story a unique 
history. . 

Althoughh the narrative structure of the individual interviews was similar to the structure of the family 
interviews,, this did not negate the individual uniqueness of each personal account. Despite the fact they 
stilll  contained the collectivity discussed earlier and still fit  into the larger social picture, the chronological 
patternn of the individual interviews were each markedly distinct. Numerous factors such as the memories 
off  suffering, persecution, imprisonment and torture, the execution of a family member, and the public and 
privatee roles played by the Shi'ite women in protecting their families all contributed to the extremely 
privatee and personal structure of each interview. Each woman's account contained its own way of relating 
lif ee history stories with history of the Iraqi state and the history of the Holy Family, making each story 
unique,, individual and personal. 

Thee Length of the Interviews: 

Eachh interview format resulted in different lengths of interviews. Family interviews lasted between two to 
threee hours. Individual interviews lasted between eight to nine hours divided in two or three visits. One 
intervieww lasted for ten hours and was conducted in two visits; both sections of this interview included tea 
andd meal ceremonies that extended the length of the session. 

Thee interviewer/ interviewee relationship: 

II  have known the subjects of this study for over six years .1 first met them in Saudi Arabia when I worked 
forr the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugee (UNHCR) in Rafha Refugee Camp where the 
Iraqii  Shi'ite were hosted During my stay in Saudi Arabia from 1991-1994,1 developed a relationship of 
trustt and respect with all the refugees in the camp in general and the Iraqi Shi'ite refugee women in 
particular.. These women used to communicate some of their problems to me. Since then I have developed 
aa great interest in their life histories. I started to listen very carefully to them in the counseling session 
and/orr in the (UNHCR) interview. 

Inn 1993 Western delegations from six countries (The United States of America, Australia, The 
Netherlands,, Finland, Sweden, Norway) started to come to Saudi Arabia to select the refugees for 
resettlementt in their countries14 An interesting problem accompanied the presence of these delegations in 
thee camp—that is, the "definition of the family". For the Western delegations the family meant "the 
parentss and their children", in other words the "nuclear family unit". For the refugees, however, the 
"family""  meant the nuclear family, the married sons and daughters, their children if any, and the relatives 

144 United Nations High Commission for Refugees, Saudi Arabia Office, Annual Reports of 1993-1999. 
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whoo had lost their immediate families during the war and the Uprising and were living with them in one 
housee in the Camp. In other words, their notion of family was a traditional extended family. 

Ourr role as UNHCR staff at the Rafha Camp was to explain to the refugees that if they would like to be 
resettledd in the West they would have to accept the Western definition of the family and agree to separate 
fromm their extended families. They were told that if they did not want to separate, they would have to stay 
inn the detention refugee camp in the Saudi desert for the rest of their lives or even risk their lives and 
returnn to Iraq. Since the second and third options were very difficult choices, the refugees were forced to 
acceptt the family separation—but in their own way. For instance, many marriages and divorces took place 
too keep at least some of the family members together since they could not manage to have them all in one 
particularr host country. 

Beingg familiar with the refugees' stories in Saudi Arabia and sharing with them the experience of living in 
thee Rafha Refugee Camp allowed the women to trust me as a familiar, secure confidante. Throughout our 
numerouss conversations, so often the women and I have talked about stories and events that happened in 
thee Camp during the time I was there. These shared stories strengthened the relationship between the 
intervieweess and myself and helped in building and increasing the level of trust needed for conducting this 
research. . 

Thee development of my relationship with the Shi'ite Refugee Women: 

Att that time many sociological and psychological problems had occurred in the refugee camp especially 
amongg the women since they were the most affected by the marriages, divorces and family separations. 
Manyy women came to the UNHCR staff seeking help and advice. At that time I became very interested in 
theirr attachment to their extended families and their struggle to keep their family members together. I used 
thee anthropological method of "participant observation" to learn more about the women's ways of 
protectingg their families. 

Myy relationship with the refugee women had developed into a very close one at this stage. I subsequently 
keptt in touch with many of those who went to the six western countries and especially with those who had 
beenn resettled in The Netherlands. We kept in touch through letters they sent to me in Saudi Arabia 
immediatelyy after their resettlement, and often they continued writing to me when I moved to Cairo. In 
theirr letters they told me a great deal about their experiences in The Netherlands. Most of the letters 
describedd how they missed their families and how life is very different in The Netherlands from their life 
inn Iraq and in the refugee camp in Saudi Arabia. This is the main reason I became involved in this 
particularr research project: I wanted to study their life stories in order to understand how the kinship 
networkk functions in the Shi'ite communities. I became very interested in such questions as: What role did 
thee women play in this network? How did these networks work in their life in Iraq, before during and after 
thee Uprising? What does it mean for them to be refugees? For me, these questions are essential in 
understandingg their refugee experiences as well as the experience of being a refugee in general. 

Insiderr  and outsider  issue: 

Afterr six years of deepening my familiarity with the Shi'ite traditions (particularly with regards to the all-
absorbingg Shi'ite love and devotion to the family of the Prophet), I found that the psycho-theological 
divide,, at times profound, between Shi'ism and Sunnism15 did not create the sort of cross-cultural lack of 
understandingg that one might expect My sympathy for the Shi'ite is probably due to my own communal 
identity;; my family legacy is at the center of the Ansar- Mahdiya tradition in Sudan, a tradition that 
identifiess far more intensely with the fate of the Holy Family than is typical of Sunni Islam. The Sunni 
Islamm of Sudan includes the expectation of a Great Deliverer, The Mahdi, who will briefly re-establish a 

155 The theological division between the Sunni and Shi'ite started after  the death of the Prophet Mohammed and it became a politcal as 
welll  as theological division after  the death of the grand son of the Prophet Muhammad, al-Husayn. Look at the writing s of the early 
Islamicc historians from the second to the nineth cencury of Islamic clender  such as Ibn al-Zwdi, 1939; Ibn Khlkan, 1948; Ibn Qutaiba, 
1949;;  al-Tabari, 1962; Ibn al-Asiir , 1965. In modern time, there is a lot of literatur e about the conflict beween the Sunni and Shi'ite. 
(Amin,, 1945; Amin, 1946; al-Amin, 1953; al-Shibi, 1966; Subhi, 1969; al-Sadr, 1973; Farhad, 1996) 
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justt  order  towards the end of time. This parallels the Shi'ite expectations of the Hidden Imam who will 
vindicatee the martyrdom of al-Husayn and the martyrdom of his faithful partisans (literally , the Shi'ite). 
So,, in short, I feel as if I  am Sunni but with the heart of a Shi'ite. This sense of identity is reflected in my 
responsee to their  stories in which they use quotations and sayings of the members of the Prophet's Family 
ass responses or  "answers"  to personal questions. This factor  of my own personal identity sharply reduced 
thee dangers of what Briggs called "communicative blunders". This particular  religious connection made 
themm perceive me as an acceptable "outsider" , a "Sunni who loves the Holy Family"  even though I was 
nott  a veritable "insider" , or  "Shi'it e lover  of the Holy Family." 

Throughoutt  my relationship with these women, they have always known me as a woman who has never 
lostt  contact with her  rural origins and relations. Thus I could relate easily with the Shi'ite women who 
weree predominantly from a rural background. Despite this, however, and despite my dress, which is close 
too the Iraqi Shi'ite women's dress, I still feel I am an "outsider"  to their  situation. The Shi'ite refugees 
alwayss perceived me as a former  UNHCR staff who has a great sympathy for  the Shi'ites. This image of a 
Unitedd Nations employee, as a trusted, helpful worker  for  humanitarian causes who could be relied on to 
maintainn confidentiality, helped me considerably in gaining trust of the interviewees. 

Ass a researcher, the interviewees viewed me as someone who has the empathy and who will make their 
voicess heard. Nevertheless, both as a humanitarian and as a researcher, I was seen as an "outsider"  from 
whomm they could benefit For  this reason, when I first  met with the interviewees in The Netherlands, I 
explainedd clearly the aims of the interviews and the uses of the material produced by these interviews. I 
explainedd that there would be no personal benefit for  providing information except the moral benefit that 
hopefullyy come from the published material of this research. These differences in perception, class, race 
andd religion played an interesting role in the interaction during the interview and in the research 
"outcome""  after  the interview. 

II  myself have experienced the feeling of living outside my own country for  eleven years now. I personally 
knoww what it means to be away from my homeland and from my family members. Some of them have 
sincee returned to live in the Sudan while others have moved to the United States. I have recently 
experiencedd the death my beloved mother  (May God have mercy upon her), and I know now what it 
meanss to lose a mother. That has made me even closer  to the Iraqi women's feelings of grief and sorrow. 
Throughoutt  the process, I was very sensitive to their  culture; I used to wear  black during al-majalis al-
HusayniaHusaynia and wear  celebratory fancy dresses for  the women's gatherings and for  the occasions of 
celebratingg the birthdays of the Imamates. 

Att  the career  level I was perceived in a different context. The young women see me as a successful 
examplee of a Muslim woman who has worked for  the United Nation, is now working on her  Ph.D., and 
whoo travels easily without interference from her  family or  husband. This reassured them that they 
themselvess could achieve these things in The Netherlands too. The old women view me as a married 
womann who should stay home with her  husband and be a good mother. Many of them have warned me 
repeatedlyy that my husband will take a second wife if I  stay away from him for  too long a time. But the 
youngerr  married women admire the freedom I have within my marriage and many times declared that I 
wass fortunate to have a good husband who allows me to study and travel back and forth between Egypt 
andd The Netherlands. 

Althoughh I was perceived to be an "outsider" , nevertheless, I was highly respected by the informants. This 
wass expressed in many ways by the subjects, such as their  insistence that I stay the night in their  house if 
thee interview ended late at night. They also insisted on picking me up directly at the train station and 
takingg me back to the station by car. One family gave me a ride from Zwolle to Amsterdam. In this way 
theyy wanted to demonstrate that I was under  their  protection and in their  companionship. This is the way 
theyy offer  kindness and kinship to their  relatives and their  intimate Shi'ite friends. The feeling of being 
acceptedd and respected made me especially careful in my conduct throughout the project. The notion of 
appropriatenesss permeated my research, but also my own behavior. For  instance, I did not want to offend 
theirr  sensibility that it was neither  safe nor  appropriate for  myself as a woman not to travel alone at night 
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Interactionn during interviews: 

Duringg the specific interviews that I conducted for this research, the interviewees dominated the dialogue. 
However,, my role was not passive, and I encouraged responses with verbal and non-verbal cues. On the 
otherr hand, after the interview ended and the tape recorder was switched off, the ensuing dialogue was by 
noo means one-sided. I often felt as if they wanted to know something about me, and since they had 
diligentlyy responded to my inquiries, I, too, should answer their questions. The Iraqi families asked me 
manyy questions about my work and especially my personal life along the lines of whether I was married, 
whatt my husband did, where he was, and whether we had children. Many asked personal favors and 
wantedd my address in Amsterdam and in Cairo. Answering these questions has built mutual trust and 
strengthenedd our relationships. In general, they were hospitable, offering me tea, coffee, and a generous 
Iraqii  meal at the end of the interview. 

Usuallyy we had social conversations during and after the meal or tea. During these conversations, the main 
questionn posed to me was always: Why did I leave my husband in Cairo and come to work here in The 
Netherlands?? Some of them expressed their great sympathy for him because he was left alone. Some 
womenn were concerned that I did not have children and they gave me a prayer to read every morning for 
children.. One woman told me that she liked me and thus would keep me in her prayers that I might have a 
childd someday. After three years of my involvement with this community one woman said to me: "I heard 
youu love Imam al-Husayn. I will give you some thing very special and valuable to me." She gave me a 
piecee of green cloth that was part of the cover of the tomb of al-Imam al-Husayn, brought to her from Iraq. 
Withh this cherished item, she told me that the blessing of this piece of cloth would help me to have a child. 
Too be given that piece of cloth was an act of great consideration and a form of declaration that I have been 
fullyy accepted and trusted by this community. 

Inn this family setting the subjects not only took turns being interviewed, but, in a sense, took turns with 
mee in being the interviewer. So the collective response as mutual support gave the subjects the 
opportunityy to serve not only as interviewees but also as interviewer. Meanwhile, I served as a mediator 
andd sometimes as an observer, in addition to my role as researcher. I share Paul Thompson's concern with 
context,, when he declares in Voices of the Past that: "What is necessary is a full description of the context 
inn which the testimony was taken." During the family interviews the subjects shared very emotional and 
painfull  moments together. They showed inestimable appreciation toward each other during the process, 
andd they often found it too difficult to talk about these issues by themselves. The feeling of intimacy and 
connectionn among their families brought out a secure openness during the project that facilitated the 
conversationss during the interviews. 

II  shared with the group-as a listener and interviewer-their feelings of pain and grief. This kind of sharing 
hadd a very strong effect on me during and after the individual interviews. Sometimes I wept with them. 
Whenn the interviewee broke down, "overwhelmed' by the stories of intense emotion, it would often take a 
longg time to comfort the interviewees before we could resume the interview. In many cases I would think 
aboutt their stories long after the interview was over, still under the influence, as it were, of the sadness of 
theirr accounts. 

Davidd W. Jones, in his article "Distressing Histories and Unhappy Interviewing", discusses the debate 
raisedd around interviewing people about painful or disturbing histories. I share his concerns on this 
subjectt As an Oral Historian, one constantly seeks the narratives of import and significance. (Jones, 1998: 
49)) Often, these accounts include histories of an emotionally vulnerable nature. This vulnerability pertains 
too the interviewer as well. Jones suggests a dialogue among researchers and clinicians concerning the 
distresss that might occur during an interview, whether in the context of psychology or Oral History. 
Throughoutt this project I became increasingly aware of the power of such narratives, on both the teller 
andd the listener. Since, as a researcher, I was most often the listener, and thus, I too became aware of the 
emotionall  sadness that could occur during and after the interviewing process. There are many levels to 
thiss debate and the consequences -both therapeutic and risky-in conducting interviews on traumatic 
subjects.. It is important, above all, to be aware of the emotional vulnerability of the histories themselves 
andd the events of their narration. 
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Women'ss subjectivity: 

II  was often struck with the particularly female standpoint of the women's stories and their tellings. 
Often,, I would lead into a conversation mat gave these women agency to speak as they chose, deciding for 
themselvess what to discuss, where to start, and how to proceed. These women were allowed to control the 
tellingg of their experiences including where to stop or where to shift narratives. The way I had carried out 
thesee interviews made these women active narrators of their own accounts. As the subjects of their own 
stories,, they were aware of the subjectivity of their accounts, and utilized this subjectivity as a means of 
expression.. They expressed their own experiences in their own styles along with their interpretations. 

Expectations: : 

Somee of refugees still see me as a UNHCR staff member who could help them in bringing their relatives 
fromm Rafha Refugee Camp or from Iraq to Holland. One woman lost her interest in the interview when 
shee discovered that I no longer worked for UNHCR. Another woman wanted me to talk to the Dutch 
refugeee council in her village about her problems. I myself experienced some disappointed expectations. I 
expectedd that the "Jabbar" family that I had known very well since the time Ï was in Saudi Arabia and 
withh whom I had exchanged letters and phone calls in Cairo and Amsterdam, would provide me with a 
fulll  testimony when I finally interviewed them. Later, when I listened to the tape back home in Cairo, I 
foundd most of the critical information in their accounts was missing. In the middle of almost any given 
story,, the "Jabbar" interviewees would interrupt their own accounts with such phrases as "...and you 
knoww what happened..." assuming that I "knew" or remembered and thus did not need the story again. I 
hadd to maintain a distance and draw a clear line between my relationship as a person and as a researcher. 
Itt took a while to demarcate this distinction, but eventually, it worked. On my next trip to Holland I 
visitedd the Jabbar family three times for follow-up interviews, and I was able to get the whole story. 

Translation: : 

Followingg the interviews, I transcribe the tapes in Arabic and then translate them into English. I found that 
transcriptionn is a tedious and time-consuming process and fraught with problems. The Arabic language 
thatt the Shi'ites use is rich with subtly worded poetry and proverbs which can not easily be translated 
givenn the complexity of both. Some of these proverbs, in fact, are used exclusively by the Shi'ites, and 
onlyy members of this community can fully understand their meaning and implications. The outsider either 
misunderstandss the meaning or is confused about the esoteric phrasing. 

Narrativess analysis: 

Oncee the narratives have been researched, gathered, and translated, the next stage of the study is their 
analysis.. What do these narratives and their compilation in this study mean? What is their significance? 
Howw do they represent the experience of being a refugee? Catherine Kohier Riessman, in her essay 
"Narrativee Analysis" discusses the instance in which the investigator directly analyzes the transcript of a 
narrative,, and how such moments of critical analysis often occur in epiphanies. I too found this to be the 
casee as I worked to comprehend the larger picture of this study. Amidst piles and piles of tape-recorded 
transcripts,, articles, notes, and supporting documents, the process of shaping the scattered narratives into a 
wholee can be a challenge. Riessman describes the procedure as creating a "metastory about what 
happened""  (Riessman: 1993, 13) by presenting each interview alongside interpretations about what it 
signifies.. This is a difficult operation that necessitates focused attention on each narrative. To do justice to 
eachh participant's life history, the analysis of the entire process must include an in-depth understanding of 
eachh component, i.e. each particular story. Riessman also speaks of a "betrayal" that must occur in this 
endeavorr in that each story must undergo some form of cutting and pasting in order to fit into the whole of 
thee paper. (Riessman: 1993, 14) 

1616 For hither discussion on treating interviewees as subjects and the development of a complex narrative see Susan E. Chase's and Colleen 
S.. Bell's article "Interpreting the Complexity of Women's Subjectivity" 
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Overall,, the analysis of the narratives involved analysis of the context of the narrative gatherings as well. 
Thee interview process was so much a part of my own understanding of the content of the interviews, that 
myy analysis of the narratives must also, in part, include an analysis of the settings and interactions that 
gavee rise to them. Chase and Bell in their article "Interpreting Women's Subjectivity", conclude with a 
pointt that relates to my own experience in narrative analysis. They propose that by examining the 
intervieww interaction, the researcher may realize how her own backgrounds and interests affect the 
interviewee'ss narration. (McMahan, Lacey Rogers, 1994; Chase, Bell, 1994: 80) I have found their point 
too relate to my own experience in analyzing the information of this study. Rather than ignoring this 
phenomenonn that one's own agenda affects the result of the interview, or attempting to change this, it is 
importantt to understand the effects of the interviewing process on the interview material and include such 
analysiss within the larger analysis of the research. This complexity should not be "ironed out" with a false 
attemptt at objectivity. Instead, the subjectivity should be appreciated as complex and necessary. 

Narrativ ee Interpretation : 

Ass I have mentioned, the narratives I gathered for this study are filled with poetry, scripture, and sayings. 
Theree were implicit and explicit layers throughout all of the stories. Due to the subjective complexity of 
thesee narratives, the issue of standard interpretation is problematized. The entire thesis seeks to present the 
narrativess of the Iraqi Shi'ite women within the context of their own tellings. A simple, straightforward 
interpretationn is not possible. Each story is thus an event in and of itself, and thus, its interpretation may 
changee depending upon the hearer, or in this case, the reader. Since these stories on events, then the 
orderingg of these events, their chronology, signifies the importance of the events in their lives. I have done 
myy best to convey the agency these women have utilized as they tell their histories, as well as the oral 
frameworkk from which they have come. In this way, I have interpreted their narratives according to my 
ownn experience in gathering them. It is important to state, as I describe my methodology, however, that 
thiss is by no means a definitive interpretation. 

Conclusion: : 

Theree are a growing number of Oral Historians who are looking for new ways of interviewing, accessing, 
analyzingg and then interpreting material about women's lives. (Chanfrault-Duchet, 1991; Kathryn 
Andersonn and Danna C. Jack, 1991; Chris Mann, 1997). Paul Thompson and Hugo Slim (1998) are 
amongg the few Oral Historians who have questioned the compatibility of Oral History methodology for 
interviewingg subjects from non-western culture. See also Sandra Hale, 1995; Yvette J. Koprjn, 1998; 
Belindaa Bozzoli, 1998. At the same time, Oral Historians have devoted littl e attention to finding 
alternativee methodologies for interviewing women from non-western culture. 

Thee research of this project sought the life stories of female Iraqi Shi'ite interviewees. That is to say, it 
soughtt to uncover how they organized and justified their life experiences within an oppressive state in 
theirr homeland of Iraq and in the social settings of exile. This research will give women a chance to talk 
aboutt their role in certain historic events and to describe, interpret, and evaluate their own experiences 
withinn the political systems and more importantly, within the dynamics of the family. Certainly, these 
womenn have been marginalized by the power of others. However, they disclosed experiences and told 
storiess of successful struggle and courageous decisions they made for the survival and protection of their 
families.. Being in a position of littl e power within the state and society, the interview ultimately enhanced 
theirr feelings of self-worth when they were finally given the opportunity to express themselves and to 
explainn what had happened to them and their community, and what they had done to survive. Through 
theirr accounts, these women revealed undiscovered roles for Shi'ite and Muslim women to play in such 
situations. . 
Realizingg the possibilities of the Oral History interview in a non- western and non-democratic society or 
inn a refugee context requires a shift in methodology. The researcher must shift from information 
gathering,, where the focus is on the right questions, to interaction, where the focus is on the process and 
onn the dynamic unfolding of the subject's viewpoint As Anderson and Jack (1991) and Mann (1997) have 
observed,, and as my own research experience has in part demonstrated, realization of the context within 
whichh life stories are collected may reshape the understanding of the different presentations of self. Such a 
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methodologyy may reveal different, even contradictory life experiences and may affect the choice of the 
evaluativee terms used to make sense of these experiences, even acting as a catalyst that initiates the 
reassessmentt  of a lived life. 
Thee necessity of having two different settings of interviews to gather  the women's stories made the 
productionn of these interviews more involved, more complex, but also significantly richer. In this project 
thee two interview contexts (familial and individuals) were particularl y fruitfu l because of the 
complementaryy structure of the interviews, on the one hand with the family as a group, and on the other 
handd with the women as individuals. As the content of the ensuing research concludes, these two settings 
reinforcedd each other. 
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