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Chapterr  Two 

Lif ee in Iraq: 
Thee River  of Blood and Tears 

Introduction : : 

BetweenBetween me and my government is a river that runs with the blood of my three sons, my husband and the 
honorablehonorable girl who was raped Between me and my government is a sea of orphans' tears. Between me 
andand my government are oceans of suffering; the pain of mothers and widows. Between me and my 
governmentgovernment are waterfalls of revenge; the retaliation by women that will  sweep away anything stands in 
theirtheir way. 

OmOm Thiwani 66 years old 

Inn this chapter, I am interested in establishing the background and setting of the life stories of the Shi'ite 
womenn in Iraq, before their flight to Saudi Arabia. I intend to focus on the texture of their daily life as it is 
relatedd and was affected by the political and social climate since Ba'ath regime took power in 1968. This 
wil ll  include a look into the formation of the stories and their subjectivity in Iraq under the Ba'ath regime. 
However,, the main focus has been on the individual strategies the narrators devised to survive under this 
regime. . 

Too analyze these relationships I will work on the cultural construction of the meaning of family relations, 
communityy relations, citizenship, religious freedom and war in their life stories. Through these I will 
exploree how the narrators positioned themselves as social actors with multiple axes of domination such as, 
ethnicity,, class, social status, gender, and occupation in the historical and cultural context of the 
totalitariann Ba'ath regime. 

Thiss chapter will explore the hardships of daily life17 that the Shi'ite women underwent as the Ba'ath 
regimee came to power and remained in power in Iraq. Journalism and human rights reviews have 
concentratedd on the brutality of the Ba'ath totalitarian state with respect to Kurdish and Sunni men and 
womenn in Iraq. But it was the Shi'ite in the south, who endured the worst of the Ba'ath oppression as we 
shalll  explore later. This chapter will also focus on the particular oppression of the Shi'ite women in the 
southh of Iraq. In the years prior to their refugee exile, the Shi'ite women and their families suffered 
persecution,, random executions of family members, speech control, state bombings on their religious 
shrines,, oppressive laws, deprivation, financial ruin, and government violence. 

Thee Ba'ath Regime: Fascism Paves the Way for  Totalitarianism: 

Thee Ba'athist Party has a complex history of power and power seeking. The party began in 1963 with a 
simplee party goal of arriving at a new Iraqi society with revamped Arab individual in regard to values, 
conceptss and conduct These distant ideals are the foundation for the party's deep-seated conception of 
itselff  as a means for something more uplifting than a mere tool of authority "for itself or in itself'. Party 
objectivess are different than those of the state. The Ba'ath vision as al-Khalil stated is closer in spirit to 
thee Nazi notion of political authority being a tool for the emergence of the pure racial nation, with the 
provisoo that the Ba'athi nation is based on religion not race. Faith in the "eternal message" of pan-
Arabismm which paves the way for faith in the party means the actualizing of the uncorrupted Arab nation. 
(al-Khalil,, 1990: 142) 

Thee Ba'ath Party arrived at this fascist state with the rise in power of Saddam Hussein. The Ba'ath Party 
itselff  gained control of Iraq in 1968. Meanwhile Saddam Hussein was hiring Lebanese journalists and 

177 Similar study was done by Kaplan, 1998 to explore the hardships of daily life that the Jewish women underwent when the Nazi came to 
powerr in Germany. 
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writerss to extol him as a heroic aviator of Iraqi nationalism. (Hazelton, 1994: 12) He utilized the Ba'ath 
partyy as his means to achieving power in Iraqi politics. In 1979, President Ahmad Hasan Al-Bakr was 
removedd from his leadership by the ambitious Saddam, who had built his support with such audacious 
sloganss as "The Man", "The Necessity", and "Miraculous". (Hazelton, 1994: 13) The nation was under 
thee rule of a party that was ruled absolutely, and thus the nation itself was suddenly under the absolute 
rulee of a dictator. 

Saddam'ss Ba'ath regime's policy: Join the Party or  Pay the Consequences: 

Thee Ba'ath practiced different forms of brutal, exterminating policies against all people of the Iraqi 
societyy who did not join or who did not support the Ba'ath Party. The state instituted its reign of terror 
throughh a complex establishment of agencies, decrees, and police forces. The network included: a General 
Intelligencee Apparatus, which concerned any issue of foreign or domestic opposition; a Military 
Intelligence,, which watched for any opposition within the armed forces; a General Security Directorate, 
whichh guarded the state against any political 'criminals'; and the Bureau of National Security, a 
surveillancee branch that enforced Saddam's will within the agencies themselves. 

Womenn Resist Saddam: 

Withinn this imposing establishment of surveillance upon surveillance, it is no wonder that the regime's 
absolutee control affected every aspect of the lives of the Iraqi civilians. One could not live without being 
involvedd in the system of government intelligence, either as a participant or as an object of scrutiny. The 
centrall  policy of the Ba'ath regime, as with most totalitarian states is one of support or punishment. Either 
aa citizen supports the party or the party punishes the offender. Even neutrality is seen as opposition. 
Thee state's control affected every sector of society. I would like to focus, in this chapter, upon the effect it 
hadd upon the women in particular. Although they were not conscripted to fight in the army for the party, 
thee women of Iraq were just as ravaged by the Ba'ath regime as their male counterparts. 

"Iman",, one of the middle-aged informants, was married to a university professor while she herself was 
studyingg at Najaf University. Her happy family life ended abruptly when her husband was arrested in 
19833 for participating in an opposition group. He was imprisoned for six months and then executed. 

Sincee that time my life turned to hell. I was fired from the university. Two days 
afterr my husband's death I was ordered to leave university housing with my 
daughterss and our few belongings. My father gave me the house he had built for 
myy brother, next to his and I found work as a teacher to support my family. I was 
orderedd to report every month to the security center in Basra about my life, my 
activities,, whom I met, who supported me. This went on for two years until my 
brotherr was executed in 1985 for the same reason they killed my husband. So 
theyy fired me from my job. I organized evening classes in my home for girls in 
thee neighborhood but this wasn't appreciated by the secret police unit in our area 
soo I had to stop the classes or risk being accused of undertaking anti-government 
activities. . 

Iman'ss story is a nightmare of grief, isolation, and terror. She, like many other women in her position, 
triedd again and again too maintain some sense of a normal life and productivity. But the horrors of the state 
sponsoredd executions and espionage raged on. 

Considerr the instructive case of Soheir, another middle-aged informant, moved to al-Najaf where her 
husbandd was based, from al Basra. He worked in a bank, they had two sons and two daughters and they 
livedd in a nice house. They stayed out of politics so life for them was "normal." Then one day in 1985 her 
husbandd came home from work looking disturbed: He was asked to join the Ba'ath forces: 

Hee told me that he had been asked by some Ba'athists to join the party. He said 
hee did not show any interest and was afraid that might cause him problems I was 
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frightened.frightened. I suggested that we move to Basra. He refused and told me they could 
reachh him anywhere. Ten days later he was fired from his job. It was then that we 
decidedd to move immediately to Al- Basra. We left our house exactly as it was, 
leavingg all our belongings in the house because we did not want to raise 
suspicion.. I took my gold and some food for the journey. But before we could get 
intoo the car, we saw two men from the secret police coming towards the house. 
Myy husband told me to get inside with the children. We stood by the door and we 
saww the police beating my husband. We ran to him but the police pushed me 
away.. The children were screaming. I hugged my children. My eyes were full of 
tears.. I wanted to go back to the house but the police took the keys and prevented 
uss from getting in. My husband told us to leave the town. He waved his hand to 
uss and said he would be back but never did. Nearly twenty years have passed 
sincee that incident I waited for him in al-Basra, for news from him, but nothing 
came.. He disappeared. We looked and asked in every prison, security center and 
hospitall  in Iraq. Til l now we do not know if he is still alive or dead. Since that 
timee I had to learn to work inside and outside the house to raise my children. 

Thee regime took revenge on the women in order to punish or find their male relatives. The widows of the 
executedd continued to be under surveillance by the police. Everyone was under the eye of the secret 
police.. Even neighbors could betray neighbors. There was no escaping the watch of the state, Solima, one 
off  the key informants said: 

Sincee the execution of my husband I was ordered to report to the police station 
andd submit a monthly report on who visited, helped or assisted me. They put my 
housee under surveillance and recorded the car numbers of my visitors. 

Shi'it ee Women and the State Policies: 
DecreesDecrees against women 

Thee moment Saddam came to power in 1979, his decrees against women began. The government issued 
countlesss orders, regulations, and punishments for women in a stringent effort to control the female 
populationn of Iraq. Within a few years, the Ministry of Defense decreed the arrest and imprisonment of 
anyy female relative of a deserter. Another council forbade an Iraqi woman to marry a non-Iraqi man, ever. 
Inn 1990, after the party had established its totalitarian rule, the decrees became even more violent. The 
regimee legitimized and enforced executing women for "honor crimes" meaning, any woman accused of 
forbiddenn sexual relations would be killed These practices of state-sponsored terrorist were instituted to 
dominatee the women of the country. (Hazelton, 1994: 63-64) 

Anotherr decree made against women concerned the Shi'ites in particular. One of the first decrees ordered 
menn and women to divorce if one had any Iranian roots. The allegedly "Iranian" spouse would be included 
inn mass deportations to Iran. During the waves of Shi'ite deportation to Iran, often a wife of a tabi'i,18 or 
Iraniann follower, would be ordered to stay in Iraq, while her sons and her husband would be deported to 
Iran.. If she was the tabi'ia, or follower, then she would be deported and her husband and children should 
stayy in Iraq. Some women were obliged to divorce their husbands who were deported to Iran. Najwa, one 
off  the middle-aged informants said: 

II  was obliged to declare my divorce from my husband because he was of Iranian 
originn but his ancestors have been in Iraq for the last millennium. However, I 
escapedd the attention of the government and I took my children and joined my 
husbandd in Iran. We stayed in Iran till  the Uprising and then we fled to Saudi 
Arabia. . 

188 Tabi' i in Arabic means follower. Any person in Iraq who is from Iranian origjon (even if he was born and lived all his life in Iraq) is 
calledd tabie to Iran and that means follower  and loyal to Iran. 
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Nahid,, one of the middle-aged informants, described her own experience in regards to the government's 
attitudee toward women: 

Duringg Saddam's time we (women) really suffered. We did every thing on our own 
exceptt fight in the war. Recruitment was only for those who were members of the 
Ba'athh party. They were recruited and trained in the popular defense forces. We the 
Shi'itee women resented the Ba'ath Party. As a result we would never be offered an 
officiall  job unless we received military training. Women were employed with the 
governmentt on condition that they accept membership in the party! I remember a 
ladyy from our area who was a teacher. She was asked to join the party and she 
refused.. She was transferred to another locality as a clerk in the department of 
agriculture:: a job that she knows nothing about! She was forced to accept because 
shee needed a job. People refrain from joining the party because part of that job is to 
spyy on your own family and relatives. People really hate the members of the party 
butt when they need their help they have to approach them with gifts and home 
visits.. The public practically fears them due to their injustice. 

Shukriahh another informant also shared stories of the coercive power of the Ba'ath party and the injustice 
thatt flourished during this time, particularly in relation to the sisters and daughters of those politically 
involved. . 

Soldierss were prohibited from marrying to the daughters of the executed. Beyond 
thee fact that most men in the south work as soldiers since it is the only job 
availablee for them. They were encouraged to get married to the relatives of those 
whoo are affiliates to the regime hence the allowances offered to them in the form 
off  jobs, houses etc. In this way the chances of the female relatives of the executed 
too find marriage were nullified. 

Fearr  of rape and protecting the family: 

Onee of the main concerns of each of the women I interviewed was that of official rape19. All of their 
narrativess attest to the fact that the Ba'ath state worked within a policy of rape as means of control. Rape, 
ass in many similar political situations, is used to terrorize and dominate imprisoned insurgents. It is also 
utilizedd to coerce women into the network of surveillance, and to destroy the honor of families, men, and 
women.. In 1977, alone, many young women from influential and wealthy Baghdad families were 
kidnapped,, held ransom and captive. (Hazelton, 1994: 66) The government's agencies utilized rape and 
kidnappingg as means of suppression. 

Thee women's narratives are filled with the overwhelming desire to protect their families from such 
atrocities.. Kawther one of the elderly told me the story of woman neighbor who fled the town in the 
middlee of the night with her children to protect her daughters from potential rape or imprisonment. 

II  know of one woman who was a neighbor of ours. Her son was abroad in the 
oppositionn for more than 15 years. The security people approached her and told 
herr that her son was active writing essays against the regime hence they told her 
thatt they would send her abroad to get him back with her and her daughters 
wouldd be kept until she returns with her son. She agreed. They left after telling 
herr that they would bring her the passport and tickets tomorrow morning. During 
thee night she fled with her daughters to the north. In the morning the police found 
nobodyy in their house. This woman told them that she agreed to the deal but if she 
saidd "no" then they would take her daughters and rape them and this alone would 
destroyy them in the society! 

199 About official rape in Iraq see Makkiah, 1994: 284-297 and about meaning and effect of rape in Arab and Muslim Societies see 
Muhammad,, 1999; Fawzi, 2000 
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Najwa,, one of thee middle-aged informants, told the story of her sister who was threatened with rape by the 
Ba'athh soldiers. 

Oncee the security people came into our home asking for my deserter brother. My 
youngerr sister (Naema) stood in front of them and asked them why they do that to 
thee people. One of the soldiers then told her that if she did not keep silent he would 
takee her as a girl and bring her back as woman who knows how to respect the 
soldiers!!  My sister was shocked and scared. She stood there until my mother came 
andd moved her. Since then when a soldier comes in she cries, is terribly frightened, 
andd runs to the garden as if pursued by someone. 

Spyy from within : 

Ass discussed earner, surveillance was a crucial factor in controlling the minds and lives of Iraqis. With 
theirr complex network of agencies, the government was able to coerce family member, neighbors, and 
friendsfriends to spy on each other. Many women in their accounts talked about how they lost trust in everybody 
inn the neighbourhood and they reduced their contact to their families and close relatives. This had a deep 
impactt upon the collective of the community, reducing it to doubt and fear. Salwa, one of the elderly 
informantss described to me another instance of this distrust in her own narrative: 

Thee Mukhabarat recruited my neighbor with whom I share secrets and an intimate 
relationship.. She used to enter my house at any time and I would do the same. We 
usedd to have no barriers between us. Then, she was hired to report on my father's 
activess with the opposition. She told the Mukhabrat everything she saw or heard in 
ourr house. As a result my father was arrested for three years during which he 
experiencedd all kinds of torture and humiliation. Maybe she had to work with the 
MukhabaratMukhabarat because she needed the money. Her husband died in the Iran-Iraq War 
andd she had to raise five children by herself. I do not know. I cannot trust anybody 
now.. Whenever I wanted to be friends with someone, I remember her and I stop 
socializing. . 

Thiss environment effected not just the collective psyche but of the individuals, as well. The deeply 
emotionall  isolation that resulted from the surveillance had a personal toll on everyone involved. Fatihia 
onee of the mid-aged informants also recounts the terrible anxiety one had to live in during this time. 

II  was once taken to the police station with my husband about my brother who 
desertedd the military service. I had not seen my brother at all so I was angry with 
thee security men but I could not talk because they threatened that the punishment 
forr those who cover the deserters was fifteen years imprisonment! I told them that 
II  would accept that much if they caught my brother in my house. I did not know 
wheree I got the courage to talk back to them. Because answering back could be 
consideredd an insult that might jeopardize my life. 

Nawal,, one of the informants, narrated a story of struggling and taking risk for the sake of herr family. 

II  was married when I was only thirteen years old. My husband was a soldier and 
duringg his service he was disabled by blindness. He did not even know the cause 
off  his blindness it might be traumatic or otherwise. He was given a pension salary 
off  56 Dinars, which were not sufficient, even to rent a house. This was salary for 
himself.. We were not included as if he did not have the right to get married 
becausee of disability during his military service! Our family suffered the most 
whenn my brother deserted the army. I shouldered the responsibility of my family. 
II  used to sew clothes since I had a sewing machine. Besides this, I would bring 
somee commodities and sell them to women in the vicinity. This continued for 
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years.. I risked a lot because I had to feed my children. My husband spent his life 
servingg the army but when he was disabled the army neglected him. 

Laterr she recounted that: 

Wee did not mix with people; we used to fear random friendships because they 
mightt report against me-especially that I had a deserter brother. 

Onee day, she told me in this account, when she was in her kitchen eating soup with her brother, the 
deserter,, a neighbor paid a visit. Less than five minutes later, a security man knocked on the door, barking 
forr the brother to submit himself. She and her sister quickly exited their brother through the back door, 
whilee their mother answered the door and explained no one had seen her son. Her story, like countless 
otherss of its kind, describes an environment of constant anxiety and distrust Even neighbors, who are 
consideredd invaluable and even sacred, according to Islamic tradition, became objects of distrust and 
potentiall  harm. 

Ruthlesss regime: 

Thee agencies described above also served to enforce acts of terror upon the public so as to keep tension 
andd submission present. Violence is a continuing theme in all of the women's accounts. There were 
countlesss stories throughout the women's narratives about the sheer ruthlessness of the Ba'ath regime. 
Nawja,, one of mid-aged informants once again gives a vivid recollection in describing the political 
landscapee of terror that was employed. 

Thenn I learned my brother was murdered by the intelligence in the street. They 
beatt him at 4 p.m. and was left there bleeding until 8 p.m. Then they took him to 
thee hospital and he was thrown on the floor. When die doctor arrived they told 
himm not to handle him and let him die. If you could consider yourself in my place 
wouldd you try to revenge for the death of your brother? My younger brother was 
caughtt and executed without trial. We did not know the cause of his execution. 
Wee could not even understand why an authority could execute a youngster of less 
thann 18 years old? Every one who asks would be shot dead. In fact I know of a 
childd of 15 years who was executed. He was born in 1974 and it was in 1990 
whenn they called him the conscription because of his length. They argued with 
himm that he was born in 1968! However they took him into the army and after 
onlyy 3 months he fled away. His mother took him back on the belief that it she 
didd not report it he would be executed. Two months later they came to his mother 
andd ordered her to receive the corpse of her son! They killed him. That time his 
elderr brothers were 16 and 18 years old and were not yet recruited in the army! 

Losss of Livelihood: 

Forr many women, the Ba'ath regime's harsh rule also meant loss of employment. In December 1979, for 
instance,, the Ministry of Education issued a decree that all female teachers were to be immediately fired. 
(Hazelton,, 1994: 63) Bahiga one of the mid-aged informants recounted a story about losing her 
occupationn in the midst of the hardship. Many women told stories of losing their jobs, and thus, their very 
livelihoods. . 

Myy sister was a teacher and was fired from her job after the execution of her 
husband.. I was myself a teacher. Then there was a decree that those who were 
executedd would have their brothers, sisters and relatives be sanctioned from 
employmentt in civil service and other job allied to the government. So my sister 
andd me lost our jobs and we lost the help we used to get from our relatives 
basicallyy because all of them were fired from their jobs. This all happened in 
spitee of the fact they were not invoiced in the activities of the opposition. My 
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sisterr had to work and support her children and mine. She used to move between 
citiess in search for a job. Meanwhile I stayed and took care of our nine children. 

Thee situation was constrained in Iraq especially for women. One woman I interviewed explained a 
commonn story of a woman who was forced into prostitution in order to feed her children20. Her husband 
hadd left for war years earlier and she had heard no word from him since. Although the shame of such a 
predicamentt was oveiwhelming for these women, the circumstances were dire to the point of desperation. 
Anotherr widow found herself too young to tolerate loneliness and with no money or family, she deviated 
intoo prostitution. Society disapproved forcefully of prostitution, of course. Women were cornered by a 
nightmarishh situation that had veered out of control. Without her husband, resources, or means of 
employment,, many women felt alone and desperate during this time. But a woman would never dare, 
accordingg to the narratives I gathered, approach the police station for help. No matter how bad her 
situation,, the authorities themselves were more dangerous. Many women recall stories of harassment, 
torture,, and rape by police and officials. 

Torturin gg Women: 

Thee Ba'ath regime claimed to the world that it upheld equality among men and women. What it did not 
declaree was that such equality pertained to torture. Women's rights were exercised in the domination and 
imprisonmentt of both men and women. The true horrors of a totalitarian state, according to anyone who 
hass endured such atrocities, are the elements of torture that accompany absolute rule21. To enforce 
submissionn to the government, authorities utilize tactics of physical and psychological terror upon men, 
women,, and children. These stories are particularly difficult for the women to recount, and thus for me to 
record.. But their inclusion in the description of life in Iraq is crucial, since they compromised an 
unforgettablee and undeniable part of this time and this place for women as well as for men. 

Ikhlas,, one of the elderly informants, told a traumatic story concerning the officials' violence toward 
women.. Hers is a mysterious, nightmarish image: 

Whenn I was taken by the security I was put in a neat wide cell with a bed. My 
fatherr was executed in 1979 since he was a vanguard from Najaf area. It was 
duringg the Sabotage of the regime against the clergymen. We served a big funeral 
too my father although it was prohibited to do so. I was the only daughter of my 
fatherr and my only brother was serving his conscription. The security men came 
too our house and took me in front of my mother and uncle threatening that they 
couldd do anything to me! I was scared, m the cell I sat at the bed side and no one 
visitedd me in the night. I could not sleep since there were very noisy birds at the 
roof.. They were observing me during the day! I was really afraid of those voices! 
Inn the second night a tall man with breasts22 came into my cell. He had a 
mustachee and hoarse voice and was carrying a youngster that was suckling from 
hiss breasts! He pretended to hit me, but every time he missed me! I was in panic. 
II  was not sure if he was a man or a woman. I was out there after three days and 
nobodyy interrogated me! My uncle did not believe my story that there was a man 
withh breasts! However I recall it as if it was last night despite of die fact that it 
wass twenty years ago. I see the scene in my dreams and imagine it during the 
day.. I go into panic and sweating with loss of the ability to think and talk! 

200 About women situation in war  see Cooke, 1988; Vickers, 1993; Bennet, 1995; Cooke, 1996 

211 For  women tortur e see (Makkiah, 1994:284-296; Hassun, 1988. For  women status in Iraq see al-Khalil , 1989: 88-109 

222 She couldn't explain how a man could have breasts but she was sure of what she saw. While talking about him she was gazing and lost 
inn her  thoughts. She had a frightened look in her  eyes which were full of tears. 
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Omm Ali one of the middle-age informants recalled teaching women about the Shi'ite culture and traditions 
inn the Bint El Huda Society . The security knew of her lessons and after interrogating her, kept her in a 
deathlyy cold cell for seven days. She still has nightmares about the dark, frozen air and the dripping of 
waterr in the cell. Many other women narrated and shared these experiences of torture and their painful 
endurance. . 

Shi'it ee Women on their  Own: Lif e without Husbands, Fathers and Sons: 

Duringg these years of Ba'athist rule, husbands, fathers, brothers, sons, cousins and nephews disappeared, 
eitherr in service in the Army, Army desertion, or death. Some of them were arrested, tortured, executed or 
givenn long prison sentences. Many fled such dangers and sought sanctuary in the inaccessible marshlands 
orr in exile in Iran. Wives, mothers, sisters, daughters, cousins and nieces were left to suffer and to manage 
onn their own. To face the difficulties, women's roles within the family and the community often changed. 
Inn the absence of male relatives, women became the bread-winners, protectors, and decision -makers for 
theirr families, as well as the channel through which the regime continued to repress and even sexually 
terrorizee the Shi'ite community. 
Manal,, one of the middle-aged informants in her narrative, recalled becoming the decision maker of the 
household.. Now in her forties, her father was a politician, a member of the Islamist party al-da'wa.. At first 
thee party was simply suppressed; later when repression and the influence of the successful Iranian 
Revolutionn radicalized the party, it turned to guerrilla warfare. Simple membership was made a capital 
crime.. But in the early years of the repression her father was imprisoned and tortured for being an 
oppositionn activist. The entire family left for Iran, walking a month from Al-Basra to the border. Manal 
gavee the one brother, who decided to stay, gold for him to sell as he hid in the marshes. 

Habibah,, one of the elderly and a key informants in this study became the family protector after her 
husbandd came under suspicion for building a mosque in their hometown of al-Badhaa. He was accused of 
supportingg the Islamist party al-da'wa. She recalled a crucial friendship she instigated and maintained 
withh Mona, the wife of the new director of an-Nasiriyah security center, who was her neighbor. Habiba, 
despitee having two maids of her own, used to clean Mona's house and developed a trust with her so that 
herr husband could protect Habiba's husband. Even after Habiba and her family moved, she maintained 
contactt with Mona in gratitude for protecting her husband. 

Women'ss Solidarity and Isolation: 

Thee women in Iraq, according to traditional culture share a deep level of connection among other women, 
inn their families and in their communities. With the Ba'ath regime, however, this trust and mutuality was 
threatened.. In some cases, the pressures of personal safety tore at this connection, but in other cases, the 
traditionall  solidarity survived and in fact thrived. 

Fawziahh one of the elderly informants remembered other forms of solidarity among the community. The 
widowss of the executed, especially, received help from many secret Shi'ite organizations and by El Howza 
Ell  llmeya. These organizations gave them small amounts of money as aid. In addition, women took small 
jobss like being cleaning ladies in a school to support their children. Uncles substituted for fathers, 
neighborss aided neighbors. Men and women helped each other survive each other's hardships. 

Whenn they murdered my brother they told us not to have the funeral! This was a 
generall  law. In fact I did not obey it! During the shelling we moved to another 
areaa named Amara. I crossed the bridge and went back home after the shelling 
wass over. When I arrived at my house women gathered there consoling me and 
cryingg as if my loss was their own loss! Some of them went into the kitchen 

233 bint al-Huda Society is a women organization which was established by bint al-Huda who is a well known Shi'ite woman activist, bint 
el-Hudaa comes from a political and religious Shi'ite family. She was executed with her bomer in 1977. See section Women's Movement 
inn the South of Iraq in this chapter p. 14 
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cooking,, cleaning and baking. They even prepared the tea. The youngsters 
workedd in the kitchen while the elders stayed with me for condolences. This used 
too be done for everyone. If a woman's husband was killed, they kept in close 
touch,, helping her for the announced 4 months and ten days of the mourning. She 
wouldd never be left alone. 

Familyy support: 

Thee family constitutes an almost sacred space in Middle Eastern societies in general. Not only have states 
privilegedd family above the individual in terms of laws and rights, but they have endeavored to represent 
thee family as something a priori, "prepolitical," a domain so beyond current time and conditions that it is 
bestt apprehended in the domain of the divine." (Joseph, 2000: 25) Although Joseph's point is that 
religiouss and state control over legalities of the family privilege men in general we also can see how an 
underminingg of the family unit is crucial in denying a person her place in political rights and citizenship. 

Thiss pertains to the Ba'ath regime in that, by destroying the legitimacy of the family, it took legitimacy 
awayy from the people themselves, who defined their own individuality through the family. Besides 
solidarityy among women, the traditional Iraqi culture centers upon the notion of the family. The nuclear as 
welll  as the extended family play a pivotal role in all aspects of life and culture in Iraq. To undermine the 
society,, the Ba'ath party strove to tear at the very fabric of the familial tradition of the Iraqi people. Al-
Kalill  argues that Saddam became the new father of the new nation family. 

Halima,, one of the mid-aged informants described her own loss of family support u under the Ba'ath 
regime.. She traveled on foot from al-Nasiriya to Baghdad during the wartime. It took her five days when 
shee heard that her nephew had been killed in Kuwait. In her narrative, she said simply "I wanted to 
supportt my sister." Sometimes, despite the dangers women were able to demonstrate solidarity or 
sympathyy with other women even if they were not relatives. "Souad" who came from Al Basra recalls 
hiringg a woman whose husband was killed in war, as a maid simply to help her financially and so that 
theirr children could find solace in home environment 

Usually,, however, solidarity came from the family itself. But even solidarity within the immediate family 
couldd be threatened when children were encouraged to inform on their parents to their teachers, who in 
turnn report to a party security officer. Faridah, one of the mid-aged informants, remembered when her ten 
andd twelve year old sons told her one day that they had to join the Ba'ath Vanguards Movement at school 
becausee their teacher had asked them to. She and her husband were against the idea but could not prevent 
themm from joining the movement for fear of being labeled anti-Ba'ath. One day her sons told her they had 
alll  been asked to report to their teachers about the activities of their parents and the visitors to their homes. 
Suddenlyy parents had their own children to fear. 

Fatima,, one of the key informants, whose brother deserted the Army and she was singled out as a target 
forr harassment, none of her girl friends would have anything to do with her. She spoke of the isolation she 
feltt for three long years, as all of her friends avoided her for their own safety. This was a pattern of 
isolationn based on fear that was repeated over and over by many of the Shi'he women upon resettling in 
Thee Netherlands. Sir ham's case is particularly instructive, courageous, and clever. 

Ourr neighbor Najat, whose husband was a doctor, was arrested. I went to visit 
andd support her. The next day I was asked to visit the security center in al-
Amara.. I was waiting for ten hours before anyone talked to me. The place was 
packedd with so many people. While I was waiting I wondering what had all those 
peoplee who were here done and then I asked myself what did I do that upset the 
government?? Then I was called in. The security officer asked me why did I visit 
NajaLL I told him she was my neighbor and she had a problem and I wanted to be 
withh her. He said, if those neighbors were against the government, it was a crime 

24Thee concept of family support is well rooted in Islamic and Arab culture. The family supports means that members of the family are 
obligatedd to help each other  whenever  is needed. The help include sharing every thing with the needy family member. 
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too associate with them. I felt very threatened. He said that if I were to be seen 
theree again I would be in trouble. I was so frightened to hear that Najat was left 
alone.. Everybody in the neighborhood heard what happened to me when I visited 
her.. I was so sad to leave her alone. So I decided to build a doorr in the wall that 
separatedd our houses. So we used to see each other all the time without using the 
outsidee door. 

Thee isolation that the regime imposed upon neighbors and friends under suspicion made immediate family 
tiess more important than ever. Khadija, one of the mid-aged informants said that when she went to ask 
aboutt her son at the borders (he was serving in the Army) her mind was preoccupied thinking about her 
daughterr whom she had left in the care of her sister. 

Thee Ba'ath Regime Policies and Children Stories: 

Onee of the main reason life under the Ba'ath regime was so painful and worrisome for the women I 
interviewedd was because of the pain and worry it caused their children. Even more than their own 
experiences,, these women showed concern for the experiences of their sons at war and their daughters at 
risk.risk. In addition to the anxieties of the mothers, I encountered many interviewees who had themselves 
beenn children under the Ba'ath regime in this time period. For the young women I interviewed who had 
grownn up during the pre-Uprising Iraq, their memories of their homeland are tainted with remembrances 
off  fear, grief, and confusion. All they knew of their birthplaces was the terror they recalled and the stories 
off  their parents. 
Onee of the young informants "Magda" was born in Basra but left Iraq in 1991. When she was nine years 
old,, her father was executed. She described her life as one of extreme grief. 

Wee are four sisters; my elder sister "Ligaa" her name means meeting or get 
together.. My father was released from prison one day before she was born and 
namedd her Ligaa because he had thought that we would never be meeting as a 
familyy again. I was named after a nice lady who helped my mother a lot when my 
fatherr lost his job. My sister is "Muntah" and her real name is "Nihaya" which 
meansmeans the end. She was born while my father was in prison under sentence of 
death;; he thought that was his end. He asked my mother to name her Nihaya. My 
youngestt sister, was born after the execution of my father, she is called Rehil 
whichh means departure or parting. My mother named her thus because the last 
timee my father was taken by the Mukhabarat he told her that 'This time is the 
Rehil... .There is no way I am going to make it...I am gone forever. 

Herr father was executed shortly thereafter. Before this, the al-Mukhabrat al-Amn would imprison him 
frequently,, but she says that life was absolutely different after his death. 

Hee was so kind hearted and devoted his life to us. We lost him for nothing. They 
broughtt the corpse to our house and we saw him. We were informed not to 
receivee any condolences but we did the rite secretly. We recited the "Holy 
Qur'an""  to his soul but it was all done privately. When we went to school we 
usedd to suffer harassment, especially from the Ba'athists' children, simply 
becausee our father had been executed. They used to tell us that our father was not 
aa good man because he was against the regime. On the other hand our teachers 
weree kind to us because our mother was also a teacher and a colleague of theirs at 
thee school. She was subsequently fired from her job. We were very good at 
schooll  unlike the children of the Ba'athists who did badly throughout the year 
butt in spite of that still received good grades in the final examinations simply 
becausee of their fathers status. They were promoted to higher education at ease, 
butt for us we had to work very hard. When it came to university then the real 
difficultiess appear. We could not be enrolled for the study of medicine and 
engineeringg for example because of the execution of our father. Those places 
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weree preserved for the sons and daughters of the Ba'athists. There was a real 
policyy of discrimination which was undertaken on a political basis (Ba'athists 
versuss others) and not on a religious one (Sunni or Shiites) since some Shi'ites 
weree members of the Ba'ath party. I do not recall any good memories from my 
childhoodd nor songs. I remember only the sad events. 

Manyy relatives of executed "enemies" of the state faced a great deal of harassment, prejudice, and even 
torture,, themselves. Each story is painful, but particularly those told by women who were children during 
thesee events. Their childhood memories weigh heavily with these horrors. 

Women'ss Movement in the South of Iraq : 

Thee vanguard of the women's movement in the south Iraq was the martyring of Bint-al-Huda23, the sister 
off  the late Imam al Sadar. She was executed in 1977 not because of her brother, but due her own 
involvementt in the opposition. She was looked up to as an inspirational fighter against the state's 
injustices.. In addition, her strong Shi'ism was a source of hope and solidarity among the Shi'ite women of 
southernn Iraq. 

Womenn often felt they had no choice but to become involved in the fight. They lost not only their 
families,, their freedom, and their jobs, but also such rights as maternity healthcare, the right to mourn 
one'ss husband, and the right to congregate together. They often were forced into extremely difficult 
situations.. Many made courageous decisions in the name of their families and their futures. Travelling 
alone,, securing aid, escaping government persecution all required bravery and ingenuity. 

Onee woman describes leaving for Jordan to give money to her deserted husband, since he could not 
guaranteee her safety while in Iraq. Since it was strictly forbidden for a woman to travel alone, she faced 
enormouss obstacles in moving herself and her two infant daughters across the border. Under constant 
surveillancee due to the fleeing of her husband, she had no one to turn to for any source of aid. At the 
airport,, the security would not accept her passport, her reasons for leaving, her papers, or the fact she had 
noo male accompaniment. Finally, with her two children crying, she broke down and when the man asked 
herr what was wrong, she told him the entire story. He sympathized with her, helped her sign the papers 
andd obtain a seat on the plane. When she finally arrived in Jordan, her father phoned her and told her, 
thoughh she had only been planning to stay for twenty days, that she should not return to Iraq at all. She 
recountedd that when she said no, he responded with a coded answer of "Huda is in the hospital", meaning 
shee would be imprisoned if she returned. The code comes from the execution of Bint al-Huda and the 
subsequentt danger for women in Iraq. Hearing this message, this woman remained in Jordan with her 
husbandd and thus through her own perseverance, resourcefulness, and courage, was able to save her two 
daughterss from the terrors of the Ba'ath regime. 

Manyy Shi'ite women recounted codes they used to undermine Ba'ath surveillance and advance their own 
cause,, either for personal safety or actual government protest Such telephoned code included messages 
suchh as: "sick" meaning executed; "hospital" meaning prison; "somebody is in the garden" meaning 
someonee has fled abroad; and "someone is at work" meaning someone is in hiding. 

Oftenn bint al-Huda played a large role in the codes as well as in the resistance. Even after her execution, 
whichh some believed to be a cover-up for her hiding, she remained an important icon in the women's 
opposition.. Since her assassination, as many women prefer to call it, the women's movement against the 
regimee followed in her footsteps. 

Duringg Saddam's reign, women have hardly been able to find the autonomy to care for their own families. 
Thiss continues even today. In the women's narratives, however, they recount that despite the obstacles of 
thee state, the Iraqi Shi'ite women did succeed in taking care of their families and preserving the traditions 
off  Shi'ites. Their real role was to shelter their families, care for their husbands and observe the heritage. 

Seee Stapleton, 1993 for  more information about the exclusion of the Shi'ite oppositions. 
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Wee forgot what joy was: the long-term effects of living in terror : 

Inn her book Between Dignity and Despair, Marion A. Kaplan discusses the day to day life of the Jewish 
communitiess in Germany as the Nazis rose to power, began their fascist control, and eventually moved on 
too what is now known as the holocaust itself. Her study is relevant to the situation of the Iraqi Shi'ites 
underr Ba'athist Iraq. Like the Jews attempting to evade the concentration camp fate in Nazi Germany, the 
Iraqii  Shi'ites lived life in constant fear of deportation, imprisonment, or execution. Kaplan speaks of the 
despairr that overcame the Jews, leading even to huge numbers of suicide. Helplessness and entrapment 
characterizedd many people's lives. (Kaplan, 1998:179) 

Althoughh suicide was not an issue for the Iraqi Shi'ites, despair was prevalent. Many of the stories I heard 
containedd huge emotions of sadness and grief during this time. In addition to the fear of the regime, these 
womenn were also undergoing the losses of warfare. 

Nawal,, one of the middle-aged informants, shared her own memories of pain and despair: 

Wee forgot what joy was! I did not know what laughter was! The most joyful 
momentss were when soldiers came back home from the field! To return alive was 
ourr miracle! However the pain was crusting when they were due to return to war! 
Wee the Shi'ites of South had the real suffering, during both wars, our sons were 
killed.. Why us? Our men are always in the front Unes to face death. The bulk of 
thee infantry army was Shi'ite. Why the Shiites alone? 

Herr pain is compounded by the sheer injustice of the persecution of her people. Khuluud, one of the mid-
agedd informants, as well told a story of the utter despondency that comes from living as a victim to such 
injusticee and death. 

Whenn my father died in war as a martyr we mourned a lot for him. The pain of 
hiss death was endless, but we had to bear it for the sake of the young ones! 
Mourningg defined our lives as women of the South! 

Samah,, one of the elderly informants, also shared a story of loss. For her, death was not the culprit but the 
inevitablee psychological hardship of returning from war. Her husband lost his peace of mind for good 
afterr serving in the war. The brunt of his lashing out fell upon her. 

Whenn my husband returned from the front he was like a complete stranger, 
caringg not at all about what was going around him. Even his children were 
strangerss to him! He was nervous and quarreled for trivial reasons and sometimes 
forr none at all! This added a new burden to me since I was expected to be more 
sensitivee and observant towards him and offer him extra care. I was supposed 
evenn to buffer the relation between him and his children when his nervous 
momentss were due! 

Thee strain of such tension takes it toll upon the lives of those living in this setting. Despair reached 
staggeringg heights during this time period for the women. For the men, however, aggression often was the 
reactionn to the injustices and hardships. Sometimes, however, women too became aggressive under such 
circumstances.. Nuur al-Huda, one of the mid-aged informants admitted to shouting at her children when 
shee was under extreme pressure, and even beating them in moments of pain and anguish. Unfortunately 
suchh situations occurred regularly during this time period as the Shi'ite women worked to cope with the 
mountingg tensions. 

Seekingg joys in the face of terrors: 

Despitee all the hardships suffered in Iraq, the women did in fact find moments of relief. Many in their 
narrativess recounted their homeland, especially the physical land itself in poetry. Amidst lives of coercion 
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andd fear, the Shi'ite were able to find occasional joys. Their loyalty to Iraq in and of itself provided them a 
sourcee of happiness. Remembering their country long before Saddam, their connection to the land remains 
intactt in the collective memory. Rohiah, one of the elderly informants expressed this connection: 

Lookingg at the South I see a woman in a black abaya (the black dress). I smell the 
marshes,, I feel the purity of the people, and I taste the sweetness of the 
sugarcane,, the smoky flavor of blackened fish. I gaze at the night embroidered 
withh millions of stars. I warm my heart and my body in the gathering of families. 

Thee landscape and culture of southern Iraq is an ancient setting filled with glorious legends and memories 
forr the people who originate there. Using this theme as a background for renewed spirit, many women 
strovee to keep their sense of belonging intact They worked within their ability in trying to create happy 
momentss for themselves and their families. As Zaynab, one of the elderly informants, said: 

Wee were trying to find some joyful moments. We made use of any occasion. If a 
warriorr was back from front we made parties and if somebody died we serve the 
funerall  and mourn. Stories about that heroic death would be told for long to 
solacee ourselves. People were more sentimental! 

Thesee stories of joy amidst war express a heroism that colors the entire body of narratives I collected. 
Refusingg to succumb to the despair that lurked in a totalitarian state, these women worked hard to keep 
theirr own cultures and family lives afloat and even joyous. 

Shi'iteShi'ite Women Experience Imprisonment: 

Nevertheless,, the hardships only worsened. The Shi'ite women, due to the government distrust of their 
religionn as well as their gender, were often imprisoned. Without notice, justification, or chance of bail, 
manyy were incarceratedd indefinitely. The security centers were houses of torture, abuse, interrogation, and 
evenn execution. 

Fadwa,, one of middle-aged informants described the inside of the security center Mudiriyat al-amn al-
ammaamma as hellish. One could be brought in suddenly without any warning. Ultimately, women experienced 
panicc if they were taken to a prison. Hathahen shared her experience by explaining how the authorities 
wouldd torture her by forcing her to stand until her legs and body was numb. Iman who had many scars on 
herr body said that when she was imprisoned, the officers would beat her savagely on any point of her 
bodyy until it bled. Then they would begin to hit on the wounds. Eventually, she concluded death would be 
preferablee to the pain. 

Thoraya,, one of the middle-aged and educated informants, explained the psychological abuse that 
occurredd in prisons toward women. She experienced torrents of insults and curses against her and her 
family.. Maha, one of the middle-aged informants, mentioned the sexual abuse that happened in the 
prisons.. When she was jailed, the officers disrobed her and threatened to rape her. Suad, one of the 
middle-agedd informants, talked about the deep psychological impact of torture that developed among the 
prisoners.. Waiting in the cells, any would spend the days and nights fearing and imagining the worst 
horrors. . 

Oftenn the horrors came true. Intsar, one of the middle-aged informants, told of the indescribable horror of 
witnessingg her five-year-old son executed by the police as they attempted to find her husband who had 
fled.. Salwa, one of the middle-aged informants, also shared stories of family members being killed before 
thee eyes of people she knew. She described the ultimate torture of watching a child or parent or spouse 
beingg beaten or killed. 

Najawa,, one of the middle-aged informants, who was imprisoned for five months with a group of 
kidnappedd school girls shared her experiences and fears at that time: 
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Wee were afraid to fall asleep because that would encourage our nightmares in 
whichh we recall what was done to us. Thus we preferred to stay awake. We were 
dreamingg of fleeing away, of freedom and we also dream of safety and peace! 
Sleepp uncovers the facts! While awake, we could lie to ourselves or try to forget, 
butt never during sleep! 

Thee Shi'ite live two lives: 

Howw does a community endure such atrocities? How can individuals survive the trauma of torture, not to 
mentionn the grief of war coupled with the constant fear of persecution? How is it possible that the Iraqi 
Shi'itee kept their culture intact throughout this regime's savage subjugation? 

Owingg to their deep sense of history, community, and religion, the Shi'ites managed to maintain a double 
life266 during the deportations, imprisonment and executions. Though their Shi'ite identity was a constant 
sourcee of focus by the state, as Karima, one of the elderly and key informants said, the Shi'ites managed 
too keep their own culture and heritage, which they circulated amongst themselves in secrecy and kept 
hiddenn from foreign eyes. It was a great risk, but the religion lived on in private, "under the cover of the 
ashes." " 

Karimaa speaks of the city of Najaf as a prime example. A religious center for Shi'ites, it is of course under 
thee strictest surveillance by the regime. The three main avenues: Sadiq Avenue, Zayn al-Abidin Avenue 
andd the Grand Sauk (grand market) area down town were always crowded with people, she described. 
Theyy all looked tense as if keeping some huge secret, often becoming nervous and argumentative for 
triviall  reasons. The youth were depressed because police cars were in the streets observing them. People 
walkedd around silent, she explained. And yet, it was a completely different story inside the houses. In 
private,, suddenly people were having hot political discussions criticizing the government and formulating 
jokess about the Ba'ath. However, any moment, the police could arrest and execute them. This resulted in a 
greatt amount of secrecy even in homes: nobody could speak openly outdoors, since nobody could 
guaranteee that the audience did not include the police. 

Shee also described the level of code that arose with this secrecy. As Karima stated: 

Wee the Shi'ites were aware of the intended falsification of history thus we kept 
ourr heritage using the oral tradition, telling stories, songs, novels, poetry and 
dictums.. They all implied the fact but never directly. To express an idea that a 
spyy was among the group you would speak about the 'hot weather' and all those 
inn attendance would understand. To speak about Saddam Hussein we would tell 
storiess about the dark era of "Oomayyia", we thus expressed our feelings 
regardingg the inhumane humiliation, suppression, aggression and injustice. No 
onee would ever gain security unless he joined the Ba'ath party and hence would 
bee employed as a spy. If a Shi'ite happened to join that party then he would be 
offeredd allowances to encourage the joining of others, tempting them to do 
likewise. . 

Thee attitude of people changed considerably due to the continuous presence of the security forces and the 
policiess implemented by the regime against the people. People became distrustful and suspicious and 
resortedd to cheating and deception in order to save themselves. 

Manyy women described the paradox of a situation where those against the regime must perpetuate it in 
orderr to escape its dangers. People had to become spies or be spied on themselves. Those Ba'athist who 
destroyedd much of the Shi'ite community were actually Shi'ites themselves who did not believe in the 
Ba'athh ideas, but found themselves obliged to join in order to survive. Poor people would often join the 
partyy in search of bread. Nadiah one of the mid-aged informants recalled: 

26Thee Shi'ites ability to maintain a double life is one of the Shi'ite traditional way of survival and it is called Taqia. Tagiah in the Shi'ite 
religionn means a person who is allowed to hide his faith if he faced with danger. See Nur al-Din, 1988 
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II  remember a cleaner in our area that joined the party. He was from a small tribe 
namedd El Saadoon! He was living amongst the Shi'ites and the security police 
benefitedd from this close proximity residence to make him spy on this neighbors, 
thee Shi'ites. He was promoted and now he is the security general in the area. He 
iss the one responsible for the party in the region, having been upgraded from a 
cleaner!!  Whenever one joined the party he would be promoted from a member to 
aa supporter and finally to a member of a division command. To reach this last 
levell  one had to execute with one's own hands. This last test was for civilians 
sincee the military could easily execute! It was done to make these people lose 
connectionn to human life or any relation with any person at all in their 
community. . 

Thee Regime Takes Root: Saddam Succeeds in his War on the Shi'ites in Iraq : 

Manyy executions were undertaken during the Iraqi-Iranian war since the Shi'ites were convicted of loyalty 
too Iran over Iraq. So every Shi'ite who deserted the service, objected to the war, or tried to avoid 
recruitmentt was executed. Besides the civil service employees, students and farmer were often removed 
fromfrom their homes, dressed in Khaki, and sent to the front to die because they were Shi'ites. Many 
propagandisticc sayings and poetry was made by the state describing the Shi'ites as disloyal betrayers of 
theirr country while we were in fact the fuel for that war. This tactic occurred during both the Iranian war 
andd in the invasion of Kuwait 

Zobida,, one of the middle- aged and educated informants considered the Iraqi state during this time as one 
off  the worst in history. 

Noo government has given as hard a time to people as that of Saddam! I was born 
duringg this Saddam era but our elders were telling us that even the times of Abdel 
Karimm Kasim were very good in comparison to now! Every house suffered from 
thiss government whether ordinary citizens or activists. Even the children of the 
executedd were suffering. They would never be enrolled in higher education. Al 
Basraa is a seaport in the south. It was nice, rich and lovely in the vicinity of both 
Irann and Kuwait Now it has contaminated water, no electricity, no commodities 
andd nothing beautiful in it any more. It is now facing political sanctions. No 
telephonee Unes. This is the situation in al-Amara as well as al-Kut and 
everywheree in the South. Saddam destroyed al Basra because all the oppositions 
hadd emerged from there. People of al Basra were very powerful in spirit and they 
fearedd nobody! Now the situation has changed. Hunger, humiliation and poverty 
havee punished the people in al Basra. 

Iraqq was dominated by immorality since the executions would usually leave the women alone and 
bankruptt with children to support. Since no job or social security was given to them, prostitution became 
thee only exit. Women were recruited in the National Defense but were not taken to the war 
field.(Hazelton,field.(Hazelton, 1994: 60-69) 
Theyy were forced to buy water in bottles for V* a Dinar since the river water was contaminated. In 
addition,, they were faced with poverty and hunger. Many people found themselves obliged to join the 
Ba'athh to feed themselves. As more people joined in search for food, the budget for the party expanded 
andd thus Saddam began a policy of occasionally executing Ba'athists to spare funds in the budget. The 
majorityy of those executed were Shi'ites who were looked upon as disloyal. 50% of the town of Basra in 
southernn Iraq was a shantytown and yet it gave the most lives in both the Iranian and Kuwaiti wars, due to 
itss Shi'ism. To support their families while men were conscripted, the Shi'ite women were often forced 
intoo prostitution or even the Ba'ath party itself. 
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Saniah,, one of the mid-aged informants as well considered the Ba'ath regime as one of the worst in 
history.. Widowed and then forced into a new, grotesque marriage by state security, she recounts a life that 
wass beyond normal the conception of suppression. 

Youu could not utter a word. You could be imprisoned for life or executed. Do 
youu really believe those professions of loyalty towards the regime, those popular 
demonstrationss of support for Saddam Hussein, are genuine? They are born out 
off  fear. Fear was the keystone of our life. All of this is possible because a 
"suspect""  or an "enemy" or a "traitor" no longer has to do anything in the way of 
thee conventional acts of suspects, traitors or enemies. In a manner reminiscent of 
Stalinn even more than Hitler, Saddam Hussein has redefined political crime and 
treason. . 

Samirr al-Khalil in his account of Saddam entitled Republic of Fear, writes that the Ba'ath regime chooses 
itss enemies. The choice of who is a threat to order defines the victims of its political oppression. Anyone 
whoo might deviate from the party Unes is considered an enemy of the state and dealt with accordingly. (al-
Khalil,, 1990: 20) 

Thee issue then is not the suspicious act, the hostile act or the treasonable act but the suspicious intention, 
thee hostile intention, and die treasonable intention. It is this point that shows how the Ba'athist 
(Saddamist)) party invokes a sacrilegious partaking. By declaring itself knowledgeable of all intentions 
behindd every act, it positions itself as omniscient, as the decider of people's fates. It holds itself as God. In 
traditionall  Islamic juridical-political thought, however, only God can determine intention. The traditional 
Muslimm jurist or ruler would therefore only judge on the basis of actions. 

Itt is the party's security networks which enable the party to penetrate and control the state, the army, the 
officiall  women's organizations, the lives of the citizens, and thus the entire nation itself. All of this is in 
orderr to advance, protect, and ensure their own power. (al-Khalil, 1990:16) Then not only is police work 
thee only legitimate form of politics in a Ba'athist state, but, as al-Khalil observes, it is the security officers 
whoo are the representatives of the infallible divinity of the Party. It is they who will determine, on behalf 
off  and for the sake of the God-Party, whose intentions are suspicious, hostile and treasonable. 

AA crucial aspect of the women's narratives with regard to the overwhelming atrocities of the Ba'ath 
totalitariann regime, is the extent to which the women were quite aware of what was occurring. Throughout 
alll  of their stories, they refer to the situation with a high level of political awareness and a high level of 
consciousnesss as to the context and effects of their situation, as women and as Shi'ites. Their questions 
weree poignant and intelligent, informed and direct as to their own severe subjugation under Saddam. 

Suha,, one of the mid-aged informants, in example of such astuteness, narrated the following: 

Whyy did the government subordinate us? It was because we were Shi'ite! I am a 
Shi'ite,, but not my choice nor of my free will . I was Shi'ite because I opened my 
eyess to find my family as such! Of course if my family were Christian I would 
havee been Christian as well. According to the Saying (Hadith) of Prophet 
Mohamed,, the child is born empty of a specific religion, but naturally knows 
God.. Then his parents baptize him or make him a Jew! I was from a big religious 
familyy from "Najaf'. My sister and I attended good schooling up to the secondary 
level.. It was an excellent education at that time in 1959. The polices at that time 
reallyy did not humiliate us, the Shi'ites. Everything was fine at that time. The 
Ba'athh revolution of 1963 began as a leftist revolution, but then turned away 
fromfrom the communist! At that time thee majority of the educated Iraqis were leftist. 
II  recall many times and during Moharram (the month of religious rituals) the 
marchh to al-Husayn in Karbala was turned on to a demonstration against the 
governmentt It was a religious occasion but due to feelings of the public it turned 
too a political demonstration against the government! 
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Reflectionss on women's narratives about their  life Iraq : 

Despitee all the hardships suffered in Iraq, the women clearly retained their love for the land and for the 
people.. They translated this love into poetry. 

Thee concept of fear is central in their narratives, Nahid, one the middle-aged informants said: 

Duringg the Uprising of March 1991, in Basra people forced to leave came out of 
theirr homes and we did not know them. They looked strange... I didn't know that 
fearr could change people's faces to that degree. They ran from their houses 
togetherr like a flood of water running down a mountain carrying nothing except 
theirr tentative patience. When water usually runs down the wadis (vales) nature 
givess it a way. When the wind comes we know where it comes from and where it 
goes.. We know the ways of nature but these people did not have a way. We did 
nott know where this flood would end up. When we reached the American camp 
inn Safwan, in the desert, we stayed for a while, and then my son pulled on my 
abayaa (black gown) and asked 'what are we doing in this empty place? When are 
wee going home? 

Throughh these narratives we can understand how the personal experiences of these women reflect and 
constitutee a collective historical consciousness of the life under the Ba'ath regime for the Shi'ite 
community.. (Connerton, 1989; Middleton and Edwards, 1990) 
Thesee narratives demonstrate how the women acquired new agency and strategies for dealing with the 
governmentt and their families. For example, from these stories we have understood that women because 
off  the war increased their responsibilities in and outside the home. A woman could do things that 
normallyy she could not do, such as visiting male relatives alone. She also suffered from the results of male 
activity.. For example, she was often the one punished if the male relative deserted from the army. Also if 
aa man in the family was executed the government often interrogated her, leading to torture, imprisonment 
orr even rape. 

Thee Iraqi Shi'ite woman's lif e was put under surveillance and menaced by the authorities. Normally a 
woman'ss actions have repercussions for the males of the family; this is why, according to legal language, 
theyy take the woman under their "guidance" or "protection". In this circumstance the men's actions had 
repercussionss on the women as the women were held partially responsible for the actions of men. 

Itt can be interpreted that holding women responsible for a man's activity gives her a certain importance 
thatt she did not have before. Women are usually passive in the society according to the government 
language;; they are objects of laws not agents in and of themselves. Suddenly, however, in an attempt to 
punishh them, they were given agency and political significance, where before they were considered 
politicallyy null. Therefore, paradoxically, the aim of the government in threatening and therefore dis-
empoweringg the Shi'ite women, in retrospect, had an opposite effect Women became more empowered as 
theirr political awareness and participation increased. 
Womenn became prepared for all of the responsibilities of war, male and female. In their narrative they 
mentionedd that at the beginning of the war they were psychologically disturbed by the activities and 
dangerss of war. But by the time they fought in the Uprising, they had became more stoic in the face of 
hardship;; they were stronger and understood death as martyrdom, and torture and killing as inevitable. 
Theirr coping and survival skills strengthened. 

Thee happiest moments, in the collective memory of the women, always centered upon the safe return of 
theirr men, and the saddest moments were when the men did not return. When the men did come home, the 
womenn knew how to talk to the warriors. Instead of mourning in a depressive or frightened way, they 
weree able to uplift and support the men by discussing the bravery, for example, of the lost or wounded 
ratherr than the obvious tragedy of the war. Their ability to change their discourse reflects a larger change 
inn feminist consciousness and absorption to a certain extent of male values and actions in the society. For 
example,, when the time would come for the men to leave instead of typically weeping and expressing 
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grief,, the women would instead pray aloud for  victory. This in turn would give strength to the men who 
didd not have the burden of bearing the grief of wives, sisters or  mothers. 

Mostt  ShTite soldiers were musha, that is, infantr y soldiers on foot, the first to be killed. The government 
putt  the Shi'ites on the frontlines to rid  the country of them, but the women transformed this attempt at 
destructionn to a psychological victory for  the Shi'ite, who understood the deaths in terms of fame and 
martyrdom.. The women say that they were now able to fight as their  ancestors (Bedouin), as men, without 
fear. . 

Inn order  to live in the almost total absence of men in their  lives, the women adapted in many ways. First, 
theyy learned how to protect their  children and immediate family. Many women I interviewed would 
recountt  the victories and bravery of their  men to the children so that the youth would not be discouraged 
orr  misled by the propaganda of the government. The relationship between families also became very 
strongg as women closely supported each other  and did not mix with non-relatives. Women would comfort 
eachh other  verbally and depend on each other  economically. 

Thee fear  of spies also made the women very close-mouthed around strangers and even acquaintances. 
Theyy began to understand the critical importance of discretion, a trait normally attributed only to men in 
thiss society. Hence, the woman became valuable as a messenger, carrying secrets from house to house, 
givingg news of fugitives and political activities. Women became, in essence, a kind of underground sector 
off  society. Yet, simultaneously, they were more public than ever. If a man needed to be hidden the 
women277 would dress him in an abaya and risk their  lives to move him where needed. Although the 
governmentt  would prevent people from visiting political prisoners, a woman in an abaya is 
indistinguishablee from another  (even a man). Ironically , the method that society chose to erase women 
fromfrom  the political and social space, in their  attempt to deny her  agency, turned into a valuable tool for  an 
undergroundd movement. 

Inn general women learned through the war. They acquired an awareness of law and punishment. They 
understoodd the comings and goings of the men in the community and in the political sphere. Their  realm 
off  influence and understanding expanded dramatically. Whereas formerly, woman constituted only the 
domesticc realm, suddenly she was an active participant in the social, political, economic and militar y 
spheres.. Therefore her  power  of decision making also grew. She often decided the direction and course of 
actionn for  the family; she planned the family budget and organized money; she consulted with other  forces 
inn the opposition and resistance, whereas before, she had relied exclusively on men to undertake these 
duties. . 

Althoughh in their  narratives of daily life, we hear  of great sufferings, we can also understand the positive 
results.. While before, the main activities of women were social visiting friends and relatives, war  required 
themm to exceed their  own self-expectations and take an active role in the protection and nurturin g of their 
familyy in all aspects. 
Relationss between men and women, particularl y husband and wife of course became very difficul t Men 
returnin gg from war, especially forced conscription, were despondent from the harsh treatment in the 
military ,, and thus were often depressed, moody and violent at home. The women responded to this with 
stoic,, admirable understanding because of the new awareness gained through their  own suffering. They 
weree able to bear  the strange behavior  of their  husbands, fathers and brothers with strength of character 
thatt  resulted from their  own survival and healing processes. 

Womenn narrated their  stories in the present tense, relating the war  on a personal level. When asked to "tel l 
aboutt  their  lives"  they would begin with an event in the war. It seemed that the war  had become the 
nucleuss of their  lives. The war  changed them to such an extent that their  consciousness began with it and 

"Whil ee the Shi'ite women fought in hiding, the Algerian women fought openly during the Algerian war  of independence. For  more 
informationn about Arab women and war  see Cooke, 1988. She wrote about women's writer s on the Lebanese civil war. Also see her  book 
womenn and the war  story which focuses on die stories of Algerian war  for  independence, the six-day war, the Intifada, the Iraq-Ira n war, 
andd the Gulf War  stories. (Cooke, 1996) 

40 0 



theyy had started to interpret their  lives through it. In their  narratives they repeated certain events many 
times,, the death of a child in the arms of the mother, for  example. The women's expression of social 
"self ,, their  habitual responses, discourse and interpretations of self and society naturally changed, 
constitutingg a severe break in their  personal biography. After  an experience such as war, women who had 
beenn raised to be passive had their  personalities shaken to the roots. The family, hence the community, 
changedd by this shift in women's consciousness. 

Inn addition, the women's ability to describe events such as violence and death, often in great detail, 
reflectedd an intensified sensitivity to the world around them. Thoughts and actions previously determined 
byy traditio n and strict habits loosened and continue to do so even until now. We see the poetic discourse 
thatt  is native to Bedouin culture emerging continually in the narratives of the women. It seems as if the 
terribl ee nature of the events required them to speak in poetry in order  to express its horror  adequately. For 
example,, one woman noted that: 

Evenn the palm trees were grieving, they are not dancing with the wind as they 
usedd to. They reached to the sky in stillness as if in defiance saying 'no'. 

Wee can understand the women's stories of war  reinterpretin g the collective history of Iraq and of the land 
itselff  for  the Shi'ite community. In the women's memories Iraq changed from a homeland to a place 
wheree even the earth and sky were not stable, but threatened with continual movement. One said that the 
skyy used to bring a lovely breeze and rain but now brings sorrow. Another  said that when they sit under 
thee desert sky, where previously they could read stories of love and creation from the moon, stars and 
clouds,, now they see disaster  and destruction. The land that used to be praised by their  ancestors for 
givingg life they now interpret as a danger  to their  own lives. Although this land became a source of danger 
forr  them, their  collective memory dictated that they protect it, as it forms a a large part of Bedouin identity. 
Andd to desert the land is considered one of the greatest shames for  a Bedouin. 

Thuss we see that a new element of narrative, that of desertion, has been added now to the collective oral 
historyy of these people. The narratives show us that there has been a break in the collective consciousness 
off  the Shi'ite as people who love and protect their  land at all costs. This can only be traumatic, especially 
forr  the women, for  they are the ones who eventually made the decision to flee. Women therefore shoulder 
thee burden of responsibility as those who changed the tradition , thus weakening the community's self-
esteem,, and leaving the women themselves with a legacy of guilt. One woman, summarizing the strength 
andd independence of the Shi'ite women, said: 
Leavee everything, even your  emotions, even the land. Treat your  heart as if it were a stone. This is the 
onlyy way to survive and protect the family. We need nobody and trust no one! 

Conclusion: : 

Forr  most Shi'ite men the Saddam Hussein Ba'athist dictatorship has meant violent exclusion from 
politicall  power, conscription into two disastrous wars, and a severe economic decline, in which career  and 
financiall  prospects were lost forever. These losses also deeply affected the women of Iraq. These policies 
havee wreaked severe havoc on the family life due to repression, forced deportation, ongoing warfare and 
economicc impoverishmenL Shi'ite women have arguably been at the center  of the process of social 
traumatizingg which has taken place. The revolutionary, radical Ba'ath party has torn the inherited 
traditiona ll  social fabric to shreds during their  reign. 

Duringg the Iraq-Ira n war, the invasion of Kuwait and during the long absences off  the Shi'ite men serving 
inn army and at the fronts, Shi'ite women shouldered the "men's work"  in addition to their  own difficul t 
duties.. Protecting their  families from imprisonment, torture, and persecution, the women were 
instrumentall  in maintaining secret communications, hiding male relatives in the marshes, and travelling 
betweenn cities to deliver  messages. Risking atrocities themselves if they fell into the hands of the police, 
thesee women were at the forefront of the struggle to survive. Many told stories of hiding ammunition 
underr  their  clothes to aid the uprisers, carrying food and medicine to the battie lines for  relatives, 
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maintainingg a home-life and household for  children and for  husbands who were fortunate enough to 
escapee or  return. 

Inn addition to the demands of decades of warfare, the women also faced the plight of a persecuting 
government.. Without the support of their  husbands, fathers, sons, brothers, or  any male relative, the 
womenn had to cope with trauma, protect their  children, and attempt to keep a degree of stability. From 
theirr  accounts these women did all that they could in order  to create a sense of "home"  and "a safe haven" 
forr  their  families. 

Onn top of these huge responsibilities, many women endangered themselves in the aiding of the opposition. 
Ass we shall discuss in the next chapter, this entailed huge, perilous risks. Many who participated in the 
Uprisingg were to be executed. But, as we shall explore in Chapter  Five, at least 35.000 Shi'ites, among 
whomm were many women, managed to flee across the lines of the Allied forces that were briefly 
occupyingg parts of southern Iraq in the last days of the Gulf War. Those who have spoken here are now 
amongg the resettled Iraqi Shi'ites in The Netherlands. But, even after  resettlement, the memories of their 
homelandd Iraq continue to be the foundation of all of their  narratives, both individual and collective. 

Whil ee discrimination against the Shi'ites became apparent shortly after  the Ba'athists regained power  in 
1968,, the repression of the Shi'ites as such, can be said to have begun with the emergence of organized 
Shi'it ee opposition to the regime in the late sixties. In the late 1970s, the severity of the repression 
intensifiedd as the growing Shi'ite opposition movement and anyone suspected of sympathizing with it, 
weree increasingly targeted as "enemies"  of the regime. The situation deteriorated, especially after  the 
adventt  to power  of the revolutionary Islamic government in Iran and the use of sporadic and ineffectual 
violencee by the Islamist party al-da'wa. 

Thee routine use of collective and retroactive punishment was and is a core strategy in the regime's politics 
off  terror . 

Thee Ba'ath plan from the beginning was to create a great army in the Arab region. That's why they 
recruitedd the population in the army. Every person is expected to be conscripted for  18 years, hence he 
mightt  have fought the Iranian war  and invaded Kuwait , all this in less than two years. The Iraqi woman 
wouldd have the appearance of a 40 year  old when she is only 25! The men were out in war  and might 
neverr  be back. Massive conscription occurred in the south with tours of duty of up to eight years during 
thee Iraq-Ira n War, coupled with deportation of fathers, brothers, and husbands; the disappearance of 
deserters.. The wide-scale arrests and executions of the Shi'ite Islamist opposition left a high percentage of 
womenn alone to support their  families and raise their  children, but also to take on the role of protector- to 
savee from arrest or  secure release from prison of their  men folk. And finally  they would endure their  own 
victimizationn by a party that considered "bad intentions"  towards it and its revolution as a crime that was 
punishable,, in the case of women by rape, as well as by death. The Uprising was a moment of great hope. 
Thiss hope was partial retributio n against the official torturers, murderers and rapists of the regime, and 
literall  liberation for  those women in prison and awaiting execution. 

Forr  most Shi'ite men the Saddam Hussein Ba'athist dictatorship has meant violent exclusion from 
politicall  power, conscription into two disastrous wars, and economic decline, in which career, and 
financialfinancial  prospects were lost forever. However, for  the Shi'ite women the effect of these policies have 
beenn damage in family lif e resulting from repression, forced deportation, wars and economic 
impoverishmentt  Shi'ite women have arguably been at the center  of the process of social traumatization 
whichh has taken place. The revolutionary, radical Ba'ath party has torn the inherted traditional social 
fabric. . 

Duringg the Iraq-Ira n war, the invasion of Kuwait and during the long absence of the Shi'ite men serving in 
thee army and the fronts, Shi'ite women did "men's work" . They protected their  families, imprisoned, 
tortured,, walked at night into the marches to hide male relatives, traveled between cities and villages to 
deliverr  secret messages. They took these risks to help others get out of the country, carried and transferred 
weaponss under  their  clothes to the revolutionaries, carried food and visited male relatives at the Fronts. In 
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additionn to that, the years of war  have left Shi'ite women to cope with damaged husbands, sons and 
fathers,, or  surviving without male relatives. From their  accounts these women did all that to create sense 
off  "home"  and "a safe heaven"  for  her  family. 
Manyy who participated in the Uprising were executed but at least 35.000 Shi'ites, among whom were 
manyy women managed to flee across the lines of the Allied forces that were briefly occupying parts of 
southernn Iraq in the last days of the Gulf War. Those who have spoken here are now among the resettled 
Iraqii  Shi'ites in The Netherlands and this is their  story. 
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