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Chapterr  Four 

Refugee in a Desert: 
Shi'it ee Women in the Rafha Refugee Camp of Saudi Arabi a 

"The"The fear of high fences and barbed wire surrounded me was great but the fear of the tyranny back home 
waswas greater." (Habiba, 45 years old) 

Thiss chapter examines the memories of the Iraqi female refugees concerning their exile out of Iraq and 
neww life in the Saudi Arabian Rafha Camp44. By studying the narratives themselves, it explores the impact 
off  the failure of the Intifada, the forced migration, and the experience of living in a refugee camp upon the 
women.. Their experiences, both collective and personal, while living in the liminality of the Camp have 
deeplyy affected the consciousness of the Shi'ite refugees. These experiences called into question the core 
off  their identity, ethnically, socially, sexually, and religiously. Their stories recount betrayal after betrayal, 
fromfrom their own government, from the international community, from the Arab world, from the host nation, 
andd from the refugee organizations. The women in their stories explained how they had to forge a new 
communityy in the Camp to protect themselves from the layers of betrayal they faced. Even as they began 
too bond with the other women refugees, they continued to question their own perceptions of themselves, 
theirr constructions of their past as well their definitions and understandings of what it means to be an Iraqi 
Shi'itee woman taking refuge. 

Studyingg the Stories Themselves: 

"Thee refugee experience" is a term that is gaining prevalence in the field of refugee studies. It is an 
importantt phrase, because it attests to the fact that the refugee process is a life encompassing experience. 
Itt also acknowledges that refugee issues are more than political; that they are inherently emotional, social, 
andd psychological. Moreover, the use of this term signifies the intrinsic subjectivity of the refugee 
historiess and emphasizes the centrality of the refugees themselves in any attempted analysis. (Ager, 1999: 
2)) The recounting of the histories belies as much information as the series of events in history, itself. The 
discoursee of Oral History is thus highly relevant to the discussion of refugee chronicles. Although the "the 
refugeee experience", as defined by Ager, easily lends itself to the Oral History discipline, littl e attention 
hass been given to refugees' own accounts in Oral History literature or in classical refugee studies. 
(BenEzer,, 1987) 

Thiss blindspot toward the objects if study reflects an important debate as to the definition and nature of 
beingg a refugee. The figure of the "refugee" is a distinct, problematic category in the parlance of 
internationall  refugee agencies and govememnts involved in the politics of refugees. She is usually viewed 
ass an object of political, socio-economic problem-solving. Stripped of any dangerous identity or past, the 
refugeee is a liminal pawn in a larger game of international strategizing. But the situation changes 
drasticallyy when one considers the refugees as subjects rather than objects of the refugee process. 

Thee "lived experience" of refugees is clearly of relevance to any accurate analysis of a refugee situation. 
Documentationn of the subjective experience of being uprooted from one's homeland is a crucial, yet often 
overlooked,, component of any serious refugee study. (Ager, 1994; Langer, 1997) Such an exploration 
wouldd provide a firsthand account of the short-term and long-term affects of such a trauma on individuals 
andd thus, on the refugee population as a whole. Oral historians are well aware of the informative value of 
subjectivee accounts. By obtaining moving insight into the lives of refugees, historians may better 

444 Rafha refugee camp is located in far  north of Saudi Arabia at the border  of Iraq and it is only 17 kilometers a way from Iraqi soil. This 
refugeee camp was located in the desert 25 kilometers from Rafha, the nearest Saudi town. Distant as it was, it was this town which gave 
itss name to die camp. I worked For  the United Nations High Commissioner  for  refugees in this Camp as a Resettlement Operation 
Coordinator.. I supervised the operation of interview procedures for  the creation of files for  the refugee population in the Camp from 
1992-1995. . 
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comprehendd the entirety of the process at hand Each history contains an actual series of events, but also 
thee personal construction of these events as well as their subsequent meanings. The content of the 
narrativess establishes the daily occurrences involved in the complex experience. Meanwhile the narrating 
voicee itself offers the outsider important information as to the nature of the refugee's experience. By 
contextualizingg historical happenings within a personal account, the refugee necessarily gives layers of 
significancee to each event. 

Suchh personal sources not only appropriately empower refugee voices within the discourse of refugee 
studies,, but frequently provide challenging and critical insight into the receipt of refugee assistance. 
(Ager,, 1999: 2-3) This thesis focuses on the analyses of the "lived experiences" of the refugees and gives 
predominatee attention to the emotional and spiritual reactions of the women in question. By concentrating 
onn these women's narratives, this study seeks to explore the interpretations these women give to the 
politcall  conflict, flight, and exile of the refugee process. As studied in the content and nature of their 
accounts,, the experiences of these women reflect how political, social, and cultural forces shape the daily 
realityy of being a refugee. 

Uprooted: : 

Thee refugee experience is a complex process of loss, betrayal, adaptability, and renegotiation. First and 
foremost,, it is fundamentally a story of loss. Most notably, one loses the physical structure of an 
establishedd homeland. Accompanying this deprivation are losses of familiar resources and of the security 
off  familiarity in general. Suddenly, one is without a place, and thus continually in a state of being "out of 
place".. This shift into displacement necessarily affects all aspects of one's life and psyche. The trauma 
deservess its analogy to an uprooted plant, forcibly pulled out of the ground that had heretofore nourished 
it. . 

Onee of the main problems in refugee camps is the great risk that people's lives will be deprived of routine. 
Alongg with the traumatic losses of social status, income, and land, the loss of routine hinders one's basic 
abilityy to construct an identity. The issue of identity is of particular importance during the refugee process 
inn that it is precisely what has been vilified and rejected by the original and new homeland. Marginalized 
ass permanent foreigners, many refugees begin to question their own identities. Issues that they had 
previouss never challenged, such as ethnic, religious, national, socio-economic or gender roles, suddenly 
becomee pivotal and problematic. Refugees are also in a position of extreme vulnerability, because they are 
excludedd from economic and social systems, and thus lack self-sufficiency and independence. This feeling 
off  powerlessness often takes the place of a strong, positive notion of identity. 

Thee process of adaption, however, brings many positive and constructive opportunities. The nature of 
adaptationn may vary, of course, depending upon whether the refugees are part of a refugee community or 
isolatedd as individuals. Another factor in building a new life is the social status of the refugee population 
inn the new society, and how they are regarded by outsiders. Another aspect of the shift is complexity of 
thee situation in the original homeland before the forced exile. Is there a history of diaspora from this 
region?? If so, does the new homeland acknowledge or accept this diaspora? Thus, issues of ethnic, 
religious,, and cultural identity are critical in the study of refugees, as well as the issues of identity 
formationn and reformation. 

Thee Women's Stories: 

Sincee most of the world's refugees are female, an essential, and long overlooked component of refugee 
studiess is the issue of gender. The experiences of exile and resettlement have a much different impact 
uponn women than upon their male counterparts. This is not to say that women are necessarily more 
vulnerablee than men during the process of becoming refugees. In fact, Schrijvers states that the one-
dimensionall  representation of women as especially vulnerable did not correspond with actual data and 
accounts.. In fact she describes: " their resiliance, their capacity to physical and mental survivial and their 
potentiall  to reconstruct their lives. And this often after having stayed for years in more than one camp." 
(Schrijvers,, 1999: 323) To understand better the effect of the refugee experience upon women, this 
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chapterr focuses on the narratives female refugees share among circles of other female refugees. The Iraqi 
womenn in Holland have created a space among themselves, safely female, within which to tell their own 
storiess of exile, transition, and life in and after the Saudi Arabian refugee camps. 

Thee Journey to Saudi Arabia: 

Thee women remember a great deal about their arduous interim in the Saudi Arabian refugee camps. The 
ordeal,, which lasted for many years, has deeply imprinted itself in their souls, and thus in their narratives. 
Thee collectivity of the experience allows for a relief in its recounting. As they tell their stories, they seem 
too exhale the burden of the painful and worrisome experiences. 

Ass the Shi'ite women mentioned in their accounts, the American Camps (Saffron and Salman) functioned 
fromfrom February 15th 1991 to the end of April 25*  1991. At that time the American and Allied Forces had to 
evacuatee Iraqi soil immediately. They decided to protect the refugees that had been living in the American 
campss by moving them to Saudi Arabia Overnight, the Americans began to load people into airplanes 
headingg for the camps of Saudi Arabia. From the Safwan Refugee Camp, they moved the refugees located 
inn Salman closer to the Saudi border via trucks and vans. While the Americans were transferring the 
refugees,, the Iranian government sent large buses to the American camps to bring some refugees to Iran. 

Itt was the refugee's choice whether to go to Iran or to Saudi Arabia. They were informed suddenly that 
theyy had one day to gather all their belongings, pick a refugee camp, and prepare to depart. As the 
refugeess would be moved on the morning of March 29*, the night of March 28*  1991 was an 
understandablyy tense and busy night. Amina, one of the middle-aged informants described how some 
refugeess could not sleep at all. Dashing about the camp, saying good-byes, packing, praying, and checking 
withh friends and families, she and others frantically tried to decide which destination to choose. For, 
Amina,, a widow and a mother of four daughters, the decision was especially distressing. Her husband had 
foughtt for six long years against Iran during the Iraqi-Iran War (1980-1988). In 1986, he died in a conflict 
andd was buried near the border. Although she would be able to be near his grave, the pain of living in the 
landd of his enemy would be too great After deliberating the matter with her friend Fatima, the two 
decidedd that they and their families would instead go to the Saudi Arabian camp: 

Thee night of March 28*  [1991] I went and signed in at night for moving to Saudi 
Arabia.. Our plane was the first of many planes to move people to Saudi Arabia. 
Becausee we were a family of only women, we were given priority. In the 
morningg of March 29*  an airplane landed for taking us to Saudi Arabia. As we 
weree heading towards the border, my heart felt like the fan of the airplane: 
movingg up in the air, shaking and spinning, making a terrible noise. I was so 
scared.. I did not know what our fate would be in Saudi Arabia. We were the first 
familyy to be moved to there. Then many other families joined us and in the end 
soo did some unmarried men. We landed in Saudi Arabia the Americans met us 
theree and took us in trucks for a long journey in the desert. People were silent. 
Wee drove maybe for half a day and nobody said a word. In the middle of the 
desert,, there was a camp of big tents and that was the destination. There were no 
signn of dwellings there. 

Manyy of the women had feared that they would be taken back to Iraq instead of Saudi Arabia. Isolated and 
il ll  informed, they had already grown wary of the many promises made by authorities. Their narratives are 
lacedd with accounts of betrayal after betrayal. From the violence of the Iraqi government itself to 
unfulfilledd promises of aid by the American forces, the women knew enough of the refugee process to 
remainn continually cautious. Long before they actually exiled from Iraq, these women were forced to stay 
enen gard. Even in Holland, they maintain a residual guardedness as they discuss foreign policies and 
refugeee politics. Eventually, they would lose most faith and trust in the governments and agencies 
involvedd in these processes. 
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Marwa,, described her feelings of trepidation and vulnerability as she and her children were herded onto 
foreignn planes: 

Ourr plane to Saudi Arabia was a helicopter and was guarded by another jet in the 
air.. When we fled over Riyadh people thought we would be taken to Baghdad 
thatt was our idea when we were over the desert as well. We did not trust the 
American.. We thought that they take us to Saddam. 

Aminaa had led a difficult life in Iraq raising her daughters alone. Providing their food, shelter, medicine, 
clothing,, and education, she also served as the children's sole parental role model and protector. In 
addition,, Amina meanwhile participated politically in the Iraqi Shi'ite Uprising against the government 
Ass described in the previous chapter, she and many other women were instrumental in the stalwart and 
dangerouss protestation of Saddam Husayn's dictatorship. Contrary to predominant images of Arab women 
ass passive and dependant, Amina and the other Iraqi women were courageous and assertive as they fought 
thee system while providing for their families. 

Thee decision to leave Iraq was a deliberate and difficult decision. Keeping her and her daughter's safety in 
mind,, Amina reasoned that the trauma of leaving indefinitely would be a lesser risk than the danger of 
stayingg put. When the Uprising failed, the situation in Iraq grew even grimmer. Charging headfirst into the 
unknownn risks of Saudi Arabia would at least protect her children from the atrocities of state-sponsored 
bombingss and an unrelenting embargo. 
Ass the new refugee life began, the worries didn't cease, but only changed shape. Amina continued to 
assertt herself forcefully as she negotiated a life for her and her family. Packing up the lives of her 
daughterss and herself, she wearily embarked upon an unknown fate in an unknown land. In her 
recollectionn she describes her experience of re-location in Saudi Arabia as a single mother accompanied 
byy four daughters: "We were so tired when we arrived that we slept til l the next day." Upon awaking, 
Aminaa found that no shelter other than a small tent existed for her or her children. Immediately they began 
too work and, in a few days, she and her daughters had built a latrine and a bathroom next to their tent 
Thenn they began the arduous work on constructing a home. She says simply: "We built our house 
ourselves;; we did not get any help." 

Arriva ll  to the Sand Camp: 
TheThe locationof the camp 

Onn or around March 29 American forces began to evacuate some 35.000 Iraqi Shi'ite refugees from the 
twoo American refugee camps (Slaman & Safwan) on Iraqi soil and move them some 17 kilometers into 
Saudii  Arabia to a hastily established tent-city refugee camp. This refugee camp was located in the desert 
255 kilometers from Rafha, the nearest Saudi town. Distant as it was, it was this town which gave its name 
too the camp and it was in Rafha. 

Al ll  the women were interviewed for this study felt deeply betrayed by that fact that they were moved to a 
locationn so dangerously close to the Iraqi border. This location was a constant source of fear and anxiety 
forr them. The camp was extremely isolated in the middle of the Saudi desert, and in fact, the only nearby 
establishmentt was exactly that which the refugees were fleeing: the Iraqi border itself. Still another 
obstaclee was the severe dry heat of the climate. Throughout the accounts, the women complained of the 
brutall  weather in that desert area of the Kingdom, with harsh summer temperatures of over 45 degrees 
Celsius.. In addition, this area is notorious for its sudden, destructive sandstorms. 

Inn the account of one of the informants of the middle-aged, Kaldah said when they arrived at the camp 
theyy were among the first families there. Alone in the expansive desert, their base was called simply "the 
sandd camp". She said even the Saudis feared the region, claiming that anyone who reached this desert 
wouldd never make it back alive. The area was so lonely and empty, that whenever and wherever they 
looked,, endless sand filled the horizon. 

74 4 



"Wee got out of the bus and we looked and we saw nothing but vast desert 
decoratedd by small hills of sand. The wind was blowing very strongly to the 
degreee we had to catch each other so that nobody would be carried away by the 
wind.. The sands hit the skin like bee stings; they filled our ears and eyes. The 
childrenn were asking why we were taken there and some of them were crying. 
Theree was no shelter or building to protect us from the sandy wind. I started a 
searchh for a tent to shelter my children. I bought a tent and erected it in the 
middlee of the vast emptiness." 

Thenn more refugees started to arrive. As stated before, the majority of the refugees were Muslim Shi'ites 
fromfrom southern Iraq. According to UNHCR records, there were also some ethnic minorities, such as Kurds 
(approximatelyy 200 persons) and a handful of Christian Assyrians, who came to join the camp. 

Movingg to Rafha Refugee Camp: 

Womenn spoke about the housing systems in Rafha Refugee Camp with great detail. Since they were never 
allowedd off the site of the camp, the structure of the shelters literally defined this extended period of 
transitionn for many of the women. In Iraqi culture, the domestic sphere is a particularly female space43. 
Thee home is the only socially accepted realm wherein the women have power and control. Traditionally, 
thee physical demarcation of the house was valued for its critical interiority, which was seen as distinctly 
feminine.. In contrast to the external realms of war and politics, childcare and homemaking where viewed 
ass equally important realms to be dominated by women. This cultural ideology continues to inform the 
genderr roles in modern-day Iraq. So, as refugees, the women at Rafha took it upon themselves to re-build 
aa new domestic realm for themselves. 

Forr many mothers, this endeavor meant building a home from scratch. Samia, one of the informants, 
describedd a bleak situation upon arriving in Saudi Arabia: a true desert without a drop of water or an inch 
off  plantlife. Each family, upon landing, was given simply a tent and a supply of food. The family was free 
too erect its tent anywhere. After surviving in the sand camp for an allotted period of time, the refugees 
weree transferred to a camp with actual housing for families. Finally, the displaced Iraqis were able to live 
inn solid, albeit humble, structures, Each house was composed of a small room or two, a bathroom, and a 
kitchen. . 

Nevertheless,, Fahima, another informants, described the immense relief of moving from tents to real 
houses:: "After few months of living in the sand camp we were finally moved. The Rafha Camp was just 
beginningg to be constructed, but it already looked like a small town, offering different services and 
activitiess such as hospitals, schools, shops, playgrounds, and sports fields." Slowly, the refugees began to 
establishh the basics for a "normal life". For some this meant simply adjusting to a new home and climate. 
Manyy refugees, however, became immediately active in re-establishing the interrupted education and 
professionss of their previous lives. They took full advantage of the camp resources to their studies and 
occupations.. Before long, the majority of the camp inhabitants had begun to exercise liberal professions, 
teachh in the school, practice medicine in hospitals, and acquire general trade-skills. 

Thee women recounted that the material provisions for basic human needs were, in quantity and quality, 
veryy satisfactory. Each family or group of 3-4 persons was provided with a house consisting of 2-3 rooms 
equippedd with amenities according to the seasonal needs of the refugees. The refugees are provided with a 
varietyy of food such as fresh fruits, meat, chicken, fresh vegetables, cheese, jam, milk powder, tea, coffee, 
fruitfruit  juices and cooking oil. All in all, the amount and quality of water and food were always above the 
standard. . 

Inn addition, the refugee detainees had ample access to adequate medical care. A hospital, equipped with 
modernn facilities, was available in the camp, and the supply of drugs was sufficient. Refugees in need of 
advancee treatment were referred to modern hospitals in Riyadh or King Khalid military hospital in Hafer 

455 "Tli e women domain is the home"  is a common situation in Bedouin societies and rural areas where these women I interviewed come 
fiom.fiom. See Beck and Keddie, 1978; Hopkins and Ibrahim , 1985; Abu Lughod, 1984,1985 and 1993; Toubia, 1994; Sabbagh, 1996 
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al-Batin.. In fact, the medical assistance was unmatched by any other refugee situation in the world. The 
KSAA government spent millions of Rivals to establish and maintain the camp. The UNHCR considered 
thee Rafha refugee camp the best in any refugee situation in the world and deemed it the "Golden Camp". 

Internall  Leadership at Rafha: 

Ass the Camp developed from tents in sand to an actual settlement, the leadership of the compound 
evolvedd as well. As described in their accounts, the administration of the Camp entailed a division among 
threee groups: the Saudi authorities in the Camp; the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, and 
thee Camp leaders. There were seventeen camp leaders in the Arttawiyah Camp and Rafha Camp, each one 
headingg a separate block. This division was along tribal lines with each tribe living in one block. The 
appointmentt of camp leaders took place on the basis of a candidate's social status: whether he was a 
Sayedd (the Prophet Mohammed's descendant), an Alawi (Ali' s descendant), or whether he had some 
outstandingg achievements to his credit. The camp leaders were responsible for the distribution of rations 
withinn their respective blocks. They were also responsible for reporting to the Saudi authorities about any 
problemss within their blocks. 

Inn addition to the local leadership of the camps, the International Islamic Relief Organization (IIRO), a 
Saudii  non-governmental organization (NGO), had a close link with national government authorities in 
regardss to the Rafha Refugee Camp. IIRO was in charge of all aspects of the civilian administration of the 
Camp,, which included maintaining registration of all refugees on a computer database, running the post 
office,, administering social services, and providing sports facilities and equipment. IIRO maintained a 
strongg presence in the camp with a staff of approximately fifty  persons from various Arab countries. 

Lif ee inside the "Golden Camp": 

Ass stated before, Rafha refugee camp was called "the Golden Camp" of UNHCR due to their substantial 
materiall  support. The assistance allotted by the Saudi government was unmatched by any other refugee 
situationn in the world. The KSA government spent millions in the areas of Care and Maintenance, alone. 
Moreover,, all the women mentioned that the Camp allowed the refugees to carry out their own traditions. 
Thiss right to exercise their own culture was granted to the refugees as long as that the said cultural and 
religiouss practices were in conformity with Islamic rules of behavior. 

Manyy refugees, however, think of their experience in the camp as anything but golden. Despite the ample 
provisions,, Rafha was still a closed camp ringed with barbed wire. Cage-like in structure and atmosphere, 
thee compound's houses were lined like identical prison cells. With military-like security and strictly 
enforcedd isolation, there was absolutely no freedom of movement outside the walls of the compound. 

Thee Saudi forces, much to their credit, never showed any violence nor allowed for any violence toward 
thee refugees. Generous funds and resources were expended in securing a safe environment for the 
refugees.. On the other hand, many camp inhabitants felt as if the restrictions were too severe. Feeling like 
prisoners,, the women expressed frustration at their loss of liberty. A completely closed camp, the refugees 
weree not allowed to leave the compound except for final resettlement or for medical emergencies, at 
whichh time they were referred to advance medical centers for treatment. In both of these cases, the 
refugeess were transported and escorted by Saudi soldiers. 

Sociall  Change in the Camp: 

Onee major difficulty for the refugees was inter-family separation. The American forces had separated all 
thee single men from their families, moving them from the American camps in the Iraqi soil to the 
Arttawiyaa Camp, near Riyadh in Saudi Arabia. As described in their stories, the Arttawiya Camp, located 
threee miles away from Rafha Camp, had approximately 10.000 single male refugees and was named 'The 
Singlee Men Camp." After the Uprising, the male refugees were considered dangerous and unjustly treated 
ass prisoners of war at Arttawiya. This caused numerous hardships for the isolated young men as well as 
forr their families. 
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Afterr a year of separation, all the single men who lived in Arttawiya were mercifully reclassified as 
refugeesrefugees4646 and sent to Rafha Camp. Finally, the single men were able to re-join their families- All of the 
womenn interviewed expressed their happiness to be re-united with their young male relatives again. One 
womann Maha explained the joy of finally seeing her brother, Saleh. She had not expected to see him again 
afterr they were separated at the Salman refugee camp. She and the other families were given no 
informationn as to the whereabouts of their brothers and sons. Unable to access any news concerning Saleh, 
alll  Maha could do was expect the worst 

Thenn one day, he and the other young men arrived at RafhaCamp. It was an enormous relief for Maha to 
seee her brother after such a long year of pain and worry. Maha also told of Saleh's joy at meeting his 
familyy again. He had been without adequate food or shelter for nearly a year. The Arttawiya camp had 
beenn a brutal means of punishing those whom the American forces considered rogues. The relatively free 
movementt within the Rahfa Camp, its air-conditioning and ample provisions, and, of course, the 
reassuringg presence of family life were all a welcome relief for the young men after the severe restrictions 
andd hardships of camping out in the desert sand in Arttawiyya. 

Thee large, new presence of single males, however, brought social and demographical changes to the 
Camp.. The Rafha Camp had been named the "The Families Camp", but now there was another 
contingent.. After the transfer of the single men, the total number of the refugees was 35.000 persons. The 
campp reflected all economic, cultural, and social categories of Iraqi society. Accordingly, the population 
includedd university professors, artists, engineers, doctors, teachers, military officers, soldiers, lawyers, 
businessmen,, skilled and unskilled workers, farmers, and housewives as well as persons convicted of 
crimess who were liberated during the 1991 uprisings. Married, unmarried, young, old, the Camp 
inhabitantss represented all stages of life and society. 
Thee camp was divided into two distinct sections: one for families and one for single men. The purpose of 
thesee two zones was to prevent any sexual violence or harassment Though there were no reports of 
harassmentt sexual violence toward women, or sexual abuse of children, many felt this boundary infringed 
uponn individual freedom and family cohesion. Nevertheless, the Camp felt more complete. Despite the 
divisivee re-organization, the presence of the returned young men contributed significantly to the 
establishmentt of a new community within the Camp. 

AA New Community: 

Thee Shi'ite women in their narratives admitted that only after a full year in the Camp did people begin to 
trustt each other. Due to the pervasive, collective suspicion of the Iraqi government many refugees 
suspectedd any stranger to be a potential state agent. This collective distrust precluded any real rapport 
amongg the refugees. Severed from their native communities and wary of unknown people, the women in 
theirr interviews remember this period as deeply isolating. Families kept to themselves for many months. 

Thee women, especially, guarded themselves and their children against the possibility of any further 
betrayal.. Furthermore, in accordance with Saudi tradition, the women were given no voice in social 
matterss within the Camp. Feeling alone and powerless, the women were not even allowed to participate in 
anyy communal functions or meetings. So, instead, the women began to form their own community among 
otherr women. Branching out to each other, trust gradually returned to the women's social relationships. 
Thiss openness among females generated a general openness among families. Soon, people started talking 
freelyfreely to each other and expressing their political opinions openly. 

Thiss new trust was accompanied by a general freeing of creative spirit Many refugees in the camp started 
makingg surrealist paintings, and calligraphy, especially of the Khufi script They began to write poetry and 
makee lutes to sell in the market The UNHCR organized exhibitions in order to sell their handicrafts in 
Riyadh,, especially on International Refugees Day. Many refugees started trade and hand craft businesses. 
Manal,, one of the informants, told of how she made traditional Iraqi bread for her husband to sell in the 
Campp market She said their business was very successful and grew fast. Many widows began to bake the 
traditionall  breads of Iraq and sell their own goods in the market After a long, hard year, the women of the 

466 UNHCR Saudi Arabia Office annual report of 1992. 
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campp began to construct a community within which to heal. Each success encouraged other women to 
beginn a craft, express an opinion, and share in the new social fabric of the compound. As life slowly 
becamee more "normal", the women embarked upon the long process of rebuilding their lives and 
adjustingg to an indefinite life in the desert 

Marriag ee in Rafha: 

Althoughh the women and men in Rafha Camp were overjoyed to re-unite with their sons and brothers, 
manyy were worried about the sudden presence of 10.000 single men in the Camp. They feared that their 
daughterss would troubled, harassed, or even raped. The majority of the men were psychologically upset 
fromm the hardships of Arttawiya and had had no contact with any female for years. For this reason, 
marriagess were greatly encouraged in the Camp in order to stabalize the community. Another reason for 
thee spread of marriages at that time was the sheer uncertainty people felt about their futures. Parents 
worriedd that their daughters would be spoiled and taken advantage of if they moved to the West. In order 
too ensure them life-long protection, a large number of refugees were determined to marry off their young 
daughterss as soon as possible. 

Ass the women mentioned in their account, numerous marriages took place in a short period of time. 
Peoplee were highly supportive of the single men in helping them find wives. In preparing to get married, a 
mann would inform the bride's family, but he would never go to the family alone. Others would go and 
approachh the bride's parents for him as a way of easing the couple together. Also, many old women and 
menn acted as parents to the single men. 

Forr the women, this marriage movement meant both security and subjugation. Many women mentioned 
thatt the bride was often not informed of her coming betrothal or even whom she would be marrying. 
Theree was no period of engagement in which the woman could get to know her fiancee. As Zaynab, one 
off  the young informants, said, she had never even seen her groom until the wedding night 
Onn the other hand for other women this marriage movement gave them a new social status. Rihab, for 
instance,, was twenty years old in Rafha and she had to perform the role of the matriarch by asking and 
fixingg the dowry for the bride with the groom. She said this was traditionally the role of a grandmother in 
Iraq,, but in the Camp she found herself obliged to fulfi l it since she was the eldest in the house. "When my 
youngerr sister was to get married she asked for the engagement prerequisites, i.e. gold and clothes, and I 
boughtt them." She also complained that she had to play the mean part of the mother-in-law by being very 
demanding.. As if that were not enough for a twenty year old, Rihab also had to take on the role of the 
bride-mother,, preparing the make up, gold, and wedding dress, and furnishing the bride sleeping room. 

Thee room was built of mud and covered by white plastic. It was very hard to 
furnishh i t But I did my best to make my sister happy. I brought empty cartons, 
filledd them with sand and put a mattress on it as a sleeping bed. I brought her a 
plasticc cupboard with a zip fastener and arranged candles, perfumes and make up. I 
putt a stick in the wall to hang clothes on. It became a bridal room. It was really 
beautiful.. Then I prepared supper for the party. It was rice and meat On the 
weddingg day all the relatives showed their generosity and solidarity. They brought 
theirr rations to be cooked jointly and eaten at the party. It was distributed in large 
basins.. Then we danced in the tent just the women alone. We documented the 
partyy on video-tape. I did the same thing for my second sister Ghaher. I took a 
largee dowry as a guarantee for my sisters that their husbands would treat them 
nicely.. If he maltreated or divorced them then he would be expected to pay back 
somee of money. Since men did not have that much they would care for the ladies 
forr fear of payment I danced during their wedding in spite of the fact that we were 
mourningg the execution of my brother. I wanted to bring joy and happiness to the 
family. . 

Inn the account of one of the young informants Rihab's narrative is a telling documentation of the 
extraordinaryy adaptive and creative spirit among the women refugees. It also expresses the strong 
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protectivenesss these women felt for  each other, within and among the families. Marriage became an 
opportunityy to strengthen the entire community through collective celebration and ceremony. In spite of 
thee scanty resources, Rihab and her  younger  sisters carried out the intricat e nuptial tradition s and thus 
carriedd on the tradition itself. 

Forr  Soad the marriage movement meant the introduction of the Muta'a47 marriage or  the pleasure 
marriage.. This kind of marriage is widely spread among the Shi'ites of Iran and less practiced by the 
Shi'itess of Iraq. Many women in their  accounts mentioned the spread of the Muta'a marriage in Rafha 
refugeee camp. Fatima said that the majorit y of marriages in Rafha Camp were temporary sexual liaisons, 
whichh are permitted in Islam but not practiced in Iraq. She ascribed the phenomenon to the men's 
desperationn for  female companionship. These women also in their  narratives mentioned that although 
theree were some successful marriages in the Camp, thousands failed. The successful marriages were those 
inn which the bride's family knew the groom, his origin, and were certain of his dependability and 
trustworthiness.. Meanwhile, some gave their  daughters as brides to unknown men and thus, these 
marriages,, according to Soad, ended in failure. 

Manyy women, however, justified their  hastened matrimony at the Rafha Camp in light of the risky 
circumstances.. Solima, one of the key informants for  instance said: 

Onee night while we [she and her  four  daughters] were sleeping a man came 
tryin gg to get inside the tent. Nabila my daughter  woke up and screamed and he 
rann away. People pushed me to get married to protect my self and my children. 
Whenn Sayed came to help fix our  tent (he had noticed it was badly constructed), 
hee asked about the owner. We told him that it was just us, the women of the 
family.. As he was helping us with the tent, he decided to marry me. It was 
terribl ee in that desert for  a lonely woman so I accepted. Three months after  the 
marriagee I found out that he was already married and a father  of three children. It 
wass difficul t to get any information since no body knew anybody else. After  four 
monthss I was told that he was married to two wives who were left in Iraq and that 
hee had even more children. But by that time it was too late. He was really useful 
underr  the circumstances of the camp. Before marrying him I could not go in 
searchh for  food since it was generally cooked communally and then distributed. 
Menn who controlled the food created crowds and I was ashamed to interact with 
them.. I used to send my daughters and it was difficul t for  them as well. They 
stayedd there the whole day, but could get nothing in those conditions and my 
husband'ss heart was broken since he was a father. He brought us a mattress and 
utensilss for  cooking. That brought gossip and people became suspicious about his 
relationn to us. Those who had daughters had to get rid  of them by marriage. I did 
nott  want my daughter  to get married young, so that is why I got married to 
Sayed.. He stayed there not even going to the mosque to guard me and my 
daughters. . 

Somee women in their  narratives explained that in the Rafha Refugee Camp the age of marriage was not 
evenn an issue anymore. Old men married younger  women and old women married boys the age of their 
youngestt  sons. Many women in their  accounts explained that the huge age differences in marriage that 
happenedd in Rafha would never  have happened in Iraq, such as the twenty-two year  old man who wed a 
womann of fifty . But, in such hard circumstances, marriage became a haven of security and companionship 
forr  all ages. 

Onn the other  hand, the marriages were also used as tools of subjugation. In the women's narratives, one 
immediatelyy senses the strong sense of solidarity among the women in resisting forced marriages and 
supportingg divorced women. The divorced woman was accepted and treated respectfully at Rafha Camp. 
Thiss was a marked change from the previous attitude in Iraq, where a divorced woman became an outcast 

477 Muta'a marriage is a marriage contracted for a short time for pleasure only and conditioned to be ended without rights for the bride by 
thee end of defined period of time. 
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Resistingg forced marriages became a rallying emergency, when marriageable daughters and widows had 
too group together to repel unwanted suitors. One method was to raise the dowry to an unattainable level. 
Thee women also had to resist the power of the religious leaders who were advocating mass marriages after 
thee single men moved from Antawiya to Rafha. 

Women'ss feelings in Rafha Camp: 

Inn general life at the Rafha Refugee Camp was one struggle after another48. 
Halima,, one of the mid-aged informants, desrcibed details of the uphill battles of just building a normal 
life: : 

Lif ee was very difficult in the camp and the weather was severe but we managed 
too live though it. We [she, her parents and two brothers] did our best for starting a 
neww life in the desert. We built a house out of mud for our first winter since it 
wass very cold and the tents were not sufficient. We were happy to start a peaceful 
lif ee even in an isolated desert since it signaled a new life. Some people tried to 
discouragee us not to build the house but we insisted. Since we had left our well-
builtt and furnished homes in Iraq it would not be a great loss to leave these dirt 
housess when we do finally go!" 

Besidee the dark side of Rafha, the women talked about the bright side of their life there. On a favorable 
note,, they never felt lonely in Rafha Camp. As Rashidah, one of the middle-aged informants said: 

II  lived in Rafha with my brothers and sisters in the same house. I enjoyed it 
becausee that was the only time in years we were able to enjoy the unity of the 
familyy and the company of my brothers and father. In Iraq our men were away 
mostt of the time fighting in the front or otherwise they were in prison or dead. 
Althoughh we were unsure about our future in the desert, we enjoyed the unity and 
lovee of our family members. For me life in Rafha was far much better than in 
Iraqq or Holland We were together [silence] and now every one of us is in a 
differentt country. 

Najwa,, one of the middle-aged informants, however, felt differently about the idea of men around the 
housee all the time. She said: 

Inn Rafha Camp women stayed indoors all the time. Women were always under 
custodyy of their husbands or other guardians. They had no right to express 
themselvess in public and if they have any point of view about a public matter 
theyy have to inform their men about it so the men could express ther women's 
pointt of view to others, as their own. [laugh] Most of the time, men were walking 
aroundd discussing our ideas. 

Whilee the young women were excluded from public life in the Camp, the elder Shi'ite women (above 65 
yearss old), on the other hand, openly practiced an active role in the public sphere. Their age maintained 
thiss powerful status for them. Free to move and speak about opinions, they represented the mother and the 
grandmotherr to all, and so were greatly respected both by their own community and by the Saudis. Their 
rolee as elderly wise women was seen in their indispensable cooperation within the community. They 
supportedd young widows and any women not accompanied by male relatives. They cooked for the single 
menn who did not know how to cook, particularly during Ramadan. (Culturally, cooking is a female duty 
soo most of the Iraqi men do not know how to cook.) If a quarrel arose with the Saudis, all of the elderly 
womenn were involved in the discussion and problem solving process. Om Thwaini, one the elderly 
informants,, said: 

488 For  more information about refugeeism and life experience in refugee camps see Black and Robison, 1993; Moussa 1993; Malkki , 
1995;;  Lammer, 1999 
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Oncee there was an incident in which the Saudi guards and the Iraqi refugees 
foughtt  against each other. I heard people shouting and screaming. I went out to 
findd out what was happening. I was told that the Iraqi refugees did not obey the 
Saudii  guards. I saw many Iraqi refugees running out of their  houses carrying 
stickss and iron wires toward the Saudi guards. When I saw the Saudi guards with 
theirr  guns pointing towards the chests of the Iraqis' , I came between them- First I 
talkedd to people, I said "O children, you are guests here and must respect your 
hosts.""  Then I asked the Saudi's who their  leader  was. They said his name and 
pointedd towards him. I addressed him: 'These people are your  guests."  "O son of 
Hatim" ,, you have been very generous to us since we came and sought refuge in 
yourr  country. "O son of Hashim"  you have been good protectors and I would like 
too ask you to continue in your  role. O my son, give me a promise, give me your 
word.. "H e replied, "I  gave you my word."  I was so happy when I heard that and I 
kneww that no blood would be shed that day. I created a poem, for  him and to the 
guardss who surrounded him. 

youu are the people who 
givee strangers a home 
youu are generous and well mannered, 
yourr  character  is well-known 
yourr  are a man among men 
youu gave your  mother  a word 
andd I know you are truthfu l 
youu will not go back on your  word 
andd if you do, you are not a man. 

Al ll  those present laughed at this and went their  way. 

Otherr  Shi'ite women in their  narratives expressed a feeling of depression and loneliness in Rafha Refugee 
Camp.. Salwa, one of the middle-aged informants, said: 

Whenn I was in Rafha camp, I could not forget my father  who died in Iraq during 
thee Kuwait war. I used dream about him every night. I felt his presence 
everywheree in the house. There was something about that camp that made me 
rememberr  my father  a lot. I could not eat, I could not sleep, and I was crying all 
thee time.[long silence]....Whenever  we had a gathering in the camp for  any 
occasionn such as wedding or  the Eid celebration I used to remember him and my 
familyy back in Iraq, my relatives who died and I would start to cry. Many 
occasionss were spoiled that way. I used to dream a lot of death. I never  slept 
continuously.. I always woke up crying. So did my children, [long silence] We 
didd not know to how be happy. We lost the sense of joy. We were very sad. 

Thee phenomenon of depression was observed in thirty-fiv e of the fifty  Shi'ite women who were 
interviewed.. Many of them complained of restlessness, sleep disturbances, inertia and psychosomatic 
complaintss like headache, dyspepsia, heart-trouble etc.. 

Thee main reason for  these feelings was the fragmentation of families. The Iraqi refugees, as they 
submittedd to the American forces in 1991, were all of a sudden leaving their  families and children behind. 
Almostt  all of the refugees in Rafha Camp had left relatives back home. In Rumbaut's study, his analysis 
concludess that family loss was significant predictor  of distress in the resettlement environment 
(Rumbautt  ,1991) In 1993, after  two years of settling in Rafha Refugee Camp, there was still no sign of 
changee in the Iraqi government, of possible integration in to Saudi Arabian society, or  of resettlement in 
thee Arab region or  the West People considered bringing their  families to join them in the Refugee Camp. 
Thee feeling of guilt of leaving the loved ones behind made the refugees think of bringing them to Saudi 
Arabia.. The refugees contacted some of the Iraqi refugees who were experts about the desert These 
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refugeee experts worked as guides and for  money would bring families from Iraq to Saudi. Those experts 
weree able to smuggle some families, but after  a while the Saudis guards discovered the situation and 
prohibitedd the newcomers from entering the camp. Fikria , one of the mid-aged informants, recalled how 
thee refugees risked their  lives to help the smuggled families. She said: 

Onee man asked the desert experts to bring his family to the camp. They brought his daughter, father  and 
thee rest of the family from Iraq but the Saudi authorities refused to accept them in the Camp. That was 
duringg Ramadan of 1993 in March. People in the camp organized demonstrations against that decision. 
Thee Saudi soldiers shot two demonstrators and one of them died. People rushed to the mosque for  safety. 
Theree were guards in the gate who fired on the mobs and another  man died. People burnt the camp 
universityy buildings and the Saudi tanks invaded the camp. Fifty people were put in jail . The memory of 
similarr  violence in Iraq came back to me, although it had really never  left me. 

Inn their  accounts the Shi'ite women stated that that incident had severe impact on people's life at Rafha. 
Thee Saudi authorities changed many of their  policies in the camp. The monthly allowances were halted, 
generall  movement and meetings were restricted, food supplies were reduced and heavy guarding services 
weree employed. However, Soad admitted: "W e did not regret supporting the reunion of that family. We all 
experiencee the suffering of family separation." 

Accordingg to their  narratives because of that incident, known as The March Incident, the refugees in the 
campp became very isolated As Doriha, one of the middle-aged informants, said: 

Afterr  the incident we felt more isolated than before. At that time the feeling of 
beingg threatened came back again and few refugees went back to Iraq. Most of 
thee people felt homesick and the longing for  our  home-land and relatives reached 
itss summit."  She said she herself thought of going back to Iraq. "I  remembered I 
usedd to sing this song which I wrote in the Camp. At that time Iraq was my 
dream.. I felt that if my life were at risk, I would rather  die at home in Iraq not in 
aa foreign land. Then she recited this poetry 

Iraqq when will I  see your  land 
II  will never  forget you Iraq 
II  wil l always remember you, 
Neverr  forget you. 
II  pledge the rest of my life for  you 
II  will never  forget you! 
AA flower  flourishes from amidst the fir e 
Dawnn will be born out of fir e 
Gardenss and green branches 
Youu press on, never  fear  the flood! 
Cursee on all the seas of the world. 
Yourr  land is high on your  strong arms 
Thee trigger  of the machine gun is an identity 
Bloodd is the path to freedom 
Wee wait for  the news in hope 
Yourr  sword is there my cousin! 
Ourr  night slept and awoke 
Becamee Iraq, Iraq, Iraq, 
Thee land of palm trees. 

Throughh poetry, Doriha expressed her  intense feelings of nostalgia for  her  homeland. Iraq represents an 
ideall  world torn apart by violence. 
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Omm Ahmed, one of the elderly informants also described strong sentiments of longing and pain. When 
askedd about her lif e in Rafha Refugee Camp, she recalled the camp as a prison. In these poems she was 
callingg Imam Ali for help in Rafha 

Untill  when will we stay in this iniquity 
Imprisonedd and trapped twice 
Oncee by the oppressor and once by the desert 
Attendd us Imam Ali attend us 
Thee injustice of the heretic has crushed us 
Attendd us and see what condition this is 
Wee have remained in agony 
Wee have fallen into the hand of wicked people 
Butt no one has shown us mercy 
Behindd left children, houses 
Wee cried out from the cruelty, the tyranny 
Attendd us, oh Al i attend us! 

Thee Religious Life: 

Ass the Shi'ites clarified in their accounts, the religious parties were very politically active and, in fact, 
controlledd the refugee camp. The main party in the camp was al-Da'wa, the Iraqi Shi'ite Muslim 
oppositionn party based in Iran. Second in importance was Hezbollah49, better known as an Iranian party 
ratherr than an Iraqi one. Also found in the camp were followers of Islamic Jihad. Besides these religious 
parties,, the camp included Communists and leftist Ba'athists who did not support the Iraqi government 
andd were affiliated with al- Wiffaq party. These last associations were facing pressure from the religious 
groupss to conform. 

Accordingg to the Shi'ite women, when the UNHCR first asked people to register for resettlement, the 
religiouss leaders in the Camp resisted the idea of resettlement in a western country. They gave meetings 
andd speeches in the mosques. Messengers were sent to the houses in both Arttawiya Camp and Rafha 
Camp,, asking people not to register and to refuse resettlement in the West But Anwar said, nevertheless, 
"II  went with my family and registered for resettlement. Later on, all the messengers who prevented the 
refugeess from registering ended up leaving for the West, too". The religious leaders not only interfered in 
people'ss decisions, but also tried to control women's lives. Siham, one of the middle-aged informants, told 
off  the pressure she faced: 

Whenn the single men moved from Arttawiya to Rafha, the religious leaders 
encouragedd people to get married. A lot of marriages took place during that time. 
II  had two unmarried daughters but I refused to let them get married in the camp. 
Thatt made my situation difficult because I was ostracized from the community. 

Citingg central ideas, norms and propositions encoded in Iraqi tradition, religious leaders tried to dominate 
thee social, religious and political life within the Camp. They attempted to impose their versions of 
acceptablee behavior and custom onto the other refugees, in the name of religious tradition. Their plans, 
however,, met with littl e success as the following narratives show. Firstly, their efforts to force young or 
divorcedd women into unwanted marriages were firmly resisted by the women themselves. Secondly, their 

4949 Hezbollah, The Party of God, is a political and fundementalist Shi'ite Muslim opposition party based in Lebanon. The social uprising of 
thee Lebanese Shia community in the late 1960's and early 70's that took its inspiration from the charismatic Imam Musa Sadar  who 
disappearedd in Libya in 1978. The Party of God has matured to become an important and pivotal force in Middl e East politics in general 
andd Lebanese society in particular . Hezbollah has its immediate historic roots in The revolution against the Shah in Iran undoubtedly 
carriedd much inspiration for  the Shi community in Lebanon, but it' s modern historic roots go back to the Islamic revival at the centers of 
learningg in al-Najf, Iraq in the 1960's. Hezbollah's spiritual leader  is Sheikh Muhammad Husayn FaDlallah who remains somewhat distant 
fromm the running of the party whose general secretary is Sheikh Sa'id Hassan Nasrallah The Israeli invasion of 1982 provided the catalyst 
forr  Shiite radicalism. 
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effortss to prevent people, especially women, from being resetteling in the West failed as well. As Solima, 
onee of the mid-aged and key informants, recounted: 

We,, the women were not going out of the house when we were in Rafha camp. 
However,, we [women] tried to make ourselves busy indoors, particularly in the 
holyy month of Moharam, when we conducted all the religious rituals indoors. I 
wass obliged to go out since I was a "Mulla" [religious leader], and supposed to 
guidee people in their festivals for "Moharram". I met people from Najaf, 
Karbalaa,, Samawa, Basra and Naserya during their celebrations and hence got to 
knoww them. In these meeting we [women] talked about the problems that we 
facedd in Rafha Some families had their rights for food denied to them since they 
weree afraid to tell the Saudis the exact number of their daughters fearing that the 
Saudiss might [sexually] harass them. We talked about our needs and our rights as 
Shi'itess and women and about the burden of preventing the Saudis from entering 
ourr houses without permission. After one year of our stay in Rafha, at the 
beginningg of 1992, the Saudi authorities offered us facilities and opened schools. 
Thee clinics offered us money and later men were able to conduct their religious 
ritualss secretly in the mosques. Although Saudi guards were always armed and 
enteredd any house without permission, we felt that we did achieve something 
indoors. indoors. 

Duringg the long, difficult process of rebuilding their lives and adjusting to a new environment, many 
peoplee renewed their faith. Nora noticed that a number of people became more devout while in Rafha. 
Bluee jeans and long hair on men became special targets of criticism. Thus the refugees turned more and 
moree towards their traditional dress. All the women in the camp were veiled and the majority of the men 
woree the traditional "abaya" and "Cofiya" [gown and head-wrap]. A number of mosques were built in the 
campp and, increasingly, more people went to pray. Many refugees, who had not been especially religious 
inn Iraq, began to turn toward religion. The Majalis al-Husaynia, the observance of Muharram, and various 
otherr Shi'ite practices were observed with much fervor. However, all of these gatherings were conducted 
secretlyy in homes due to the Saudi presence. Privately, religious discourses increased in number, as did the 
teachingg of the Qur'an and Arabic Language. Among the occasions that were marked openly were the 
Prophet'ss birthday, the Islamic New Year, and the anniversary of the Uprising. The rest of the Shi'ite 
religiouss rituals were kept low profile and performed covertly in homes. 

Levelss of Betrayal: 

Afterr three years of living in Rafha it was clear to us that there was no chance of any political activity and 
wee completely lost hope in the Americans to help our straggle against Saddam's regime. We would remain 
andd perhaps die in the desert All the Arabs, Saudis, Syrians and Jordanians stood against us. We were lost 
inn that desert but we did not forget our cause. It stayed alive in our hearts and in our poetry. 

Ass Zahra, one of the middle-aged informants, said most of the Shiite women in their narratives expressed 
aa feeling of being betrayed by everyone, on all levels. Globally, they feel that the Americans had 
abandonedd them. Most of the refugees who were settled in Rafha Camp had decided to revolt against the 
government,, to risk the dangers of an Uprising, because they believed they had international support— 
particularlyy from the powerful United States. Inspired by the American President Bush's speech pledging 
fulll  American aid to any revolt against Saddam Hussain, Iraqi civilians took to the streets. The Shi'ite had 
theirr own reason to revolt against their government, but that speech encouraged them to count on foreign 
aid.. Yet, when they did revolt, the Iraqi goverment responded swiftly and violently. And no American aid 
came. . 

Contraryy to its promises, the U.S. did not help to overthrow Saddam's government; instead, it offered to 
helpp the Iraqis flee their country, temporarily to Saudi Arabia and then eventually to America for 
permanentt resttlement Suddenly, the Uprisers were alone, in danger, with only exile as an option. Feeling 
betrayedd and trapped, they complied to international refugee processes, because there was nothing else 
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theyy could do. Still another  betrayal was in store for  them, however. Promised a three month stay at Rafha 
beforee resttlement, the refugees actually spent over  three or  four  years in the Camps. As Habiba, one of 
thee elderly and key informants, said: 

Wee stayed in that desert for  three years, not three months as we were promised 
byy the Americans, after  our  flight of the first American delegation for 
resettlementt  arrived. It was the last and thee worst betrayal. 

Thee second level of betrayal was the fact that, for  the most part, the Arab world 
ignoredd the plight of the Iraqi refugees. 

Omm Hoda, one of the elderly and main informants, in her  narrative, said that "W e participated 
inn the 1948 war  against Israel and 1967 and 1973 and now when it happened that we needed 
helpp we were rejected and betrayed by the Arabs50*' 

Theirr  identity as Arab did not serve them well. They believe that their  Shi'ite identity was a major  factor 
inn their  rejection by other  Arab countries. The Iraqi government presents a prejudiced image of the 
Shi'itess as untrustworthy and accuses them of treacherous loyalty to Iran, which is a Shi'ite country. 
Whenn Saddam destroyed the holy Shi'ite shrines of Najaf and Karbala, the Arab population did not come 
too the Shi'he's defense. Believing pro-Sunni government propoganda, many Arabs did not identify with 
thee Shi'ites. For  the Iraqi Shi'ites, however, this was an especially painful blow against their  Arab 
identity.. Having lived and died in support of Arab nationalism and ideology, suddenly they were without 
thee aid or  support of the Arab world or  even Arabs in their  own country. Om Hoda said: 

Wee were unwanted in the Arab world despite the sacrifices we had offered. We 
foughtt  in Yeman, Palestine and Suez Canal and sadly we received no words of 
gratitudee from any Arab ruler. They would expell us from their  countries if the 
Americanss were not there. As a Shiite I recall that my government had humilated 
me,, denied me basic rights as a citizen. I was not accepted by the other  Arabs and 
hencee I feel devotion and loyalty to Holland which gave me security and the 
sensee of citizenship which I lacked in my home country. 

Thee women were shocked at the total lack of assistance or  refugee services from any of the 21 Arab 
countriess of the world. Not one came to their  aid or  give them refuge throughout the entire ordeal. This 
leftt  the women extremely bitter  towards the Arab countries51. 
Onn a religious and cultural level, this was a huge and painful betrayal. At the aforementioned destruction 
off  holy Shi'ite shrines, neither  the Iraqi s nor  the Iranians expressed outrage. Even Iran, the center  of 
Shi'ism,, did not so much as interfere with Saddam's five-day air  raid against the Shi'ites in south Iraq. 
Afterr  devoting their  lives to the wars and causes and plight of fellow Arab and Shi'ite countries, the Iraqi 
refugeess were ironically and shamefully forced to count on assistance from the West 

Inn addition to the regional and religious betrayals, the women encountered a brand new set of deceptive 
promisess when they arrived in Saudi Arabia. As described before, the location of the Camp was a constant 
sourcee of distress for  the inhabitants. Their  length of stay was unjust and without warning. Moreover, the 
Saudiss refused any integration within Saudi society, relegating the refugees to the desertous margin of 
theirr  country. Alone and trapped in a no-man's land, the refugees had no one to turn to. Iman, one of the 
middlee aged informants, recalled her  feeling that every aspect of her  life, religion, and identity were 
threatened. . 

500 The 1948 war  between Israel and Palastine, 1967 the Arab defeat by the Isreali, and in 1973 war  between Egypt and Israel. 
511 UNHCR's main focus in 1992 was to access the resettlement needs of refugees third countries. Resettlement efforts in 1992 have been 
bothh regional and extra-regional. On a regional level, both Iran and Syria have accepted significant number  of refugees from the camp. 
Syriaa has accepted approximately 200 refugees Iran received some 1600 refugees. UNHR was responsible for  providing registration and 
facilitationn air  transportation to Iran. In March and Apri l 1992, UNHCR organized an air  lif t (9 flight in all) between Rafha airport and 
Shiraz.. On an extra-regional level, Rafha camp has received selection delegation from Finland, United States, Norway, Sweden, 
Danmark,, and Holland. 
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Inn Rafha Camp we experienced hell. Those who were named Abdel Husien or  Abdel Hassan were laughed 
att  instead of called their  names. Ali would be named as "Elaiwy "  in spite. The Saudis remained suspicious 
aboutt  us. A Saudi boy was telling us that his mother  would slaughter  him if she knew that he brought 
waterr  to the Shiïtes. Another  one told me that the Shi'ites would be sent to hell straight forwards. If it 
weree not for  the presence of the UN we would not have stayed there for  a moment. Our  suffering was 
doubledd when we would recall that the Arab states supported the regime in denying us any privileges! 
Thesee feelings of betrayal and rejection left the women suspicious of authority. This was reflected in 
manyy of their  narratives in which there is often a deep distrust of "Officials" , including the Saudi guards, 
UNHCRR staff, the interpreters, the doctors and nurses in the camp. Feelings of betrayal were also very 
strongg towards fellow Shi'ites working as interpreters to the American or  the UNHCR. Any "official " 
mightt  be a spy who could possibly betray them The women refused to speak or  act freely around such 
uniformedd authorities, for  fear  that their  power  might somehow further  endanger  them or  their  relatives 
andd friends still in Iraq. Suspiciousness, many refugee studies have conluded, is a frequent trait that results 
fromm the hardships of the process. In the case of the Iraqi Shi'ite refugees, this suspiciousness is even more 
pronouncedd This acute distrust is highly understandable considering the tremendous, accumulated 
psychologicall  pressure of having gone through two wars, a failed uprising, life in exile, loss of home and 
family,, harsh desert climate and an unknown future. Livin g in a state of tramu of after  trauma will , of 
course,, cause people to lose faith in others. 

Mostt  of the women narrated that when they came to the camp, the officials of the IIRO asked the refugees 
too register  with them. Many refugees, however, did not trust these officials. Frightened by the foreign 
system,, they did not want disclose to their  real identities. Some gave false names for  fear  that their 
familiess would be harrassed by the government if their  real names were revealed or  documented. As 
Nawal,, one of the middle-aged informants, said: 

Wee felt there was nothing around us we trusted. We did not know who we were 
dealingg with. The Americans betrayed us during the Uprising. Instead of helping 
uss reach Baghdad to change the government, they brought us here to the desert. 
Thee Saudis rejected us by putting us up in this desert close to Saddam. The 
Unitedd Nations was a Western organization that supported Allied Forces in war 
againstt  Iraq. We did not trust any of them to help us and so we did not reveal to 
themm our  identities. We wanted to protect ourselves. We lost everything, 
therefore,, even our  identity. We were forced to register  with the IIRO only 
becausee we were told that anyone who did not register  would not be entitled to 
anyy facilities in the camp. That forced us to register. When the UNHCR asked 
peoplee to register, many people hesitated to do so. We were afraid that the list of 
ourr  names would either  be provided to Iraqi intelligence or  that they would attack 
thee UNCR office and take die list Now these things are a matter  of the past but at 
thatt  time they constituted a tangible fear  for  us. 

Thee last level of betrayal was the most difficul t one. This betrayal came from inside their  own community 
andd even from inside their  own homes. In their  narratives, the women recall how the Iraqi men in Rafha 
Camp,, their  husbands, brothers, and fathers, were telling them that women had had no role in the 
oppositionn nor  the Uprising, denying their  reasons for  choosing exile. For  the women, this was a searing 
transgressionn by the men towards them. All that they had sacrificed for  their  men, for  their  families, for 
theirr  countries was then systematically denied by the very partners they fought alongside, their  men. Most 
off  the women talk with great bitterness about their  forgotten, but critical role in the Uprising. Hanan said 
whilee they were in Rafha Camp the general opinion voiced by the Iraqi refugee men was that the Iraqi 
Shi'it ee had not joined the opposition forces and had not participate in the Uprising. Since the Shi'ite 
womenn had in fact played a huge role in all aspects of the Uprising, this false acount was especially 
frustratin gg for  the women. Hanan, one of the middle-aged informants, continued in sadness that not only 
adultt  women but young girl s also had role in the Uprising. But still, we were denied that role. The 
injusticee of this denial angered her  deeply. She recited a poem in response to the men's accusations. 
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Ourr women were crushed, 
Byy the rulers and our men 
Inn Iraq why women were taken hostages? 
Todayy women ask who looked after the 
Familyy and land when men in war 
Whyy do we live in a desert, you people 
Stilll  we struggle and wrestle with disasters 
Andd fate forces us to taste so many different dishes 
Butt your (men) dish is poison and we continue 
too be have sorrows forced down our throats 
Ourr [women] lives spent in sighs 
Inn the desert we spent years and 
despairr became Our [women]sole companion. 
Whatt will come next? 
Wee lost trust. God help us. 

Womenn talked in bitterness about the minimization of their public role in the opposition and in the 
Uprising.. Fatima, one of the middle-aged and key informants, said: 

Thee leaders in the opposition trivialized the role of their wives in the opposition. 
Womenn participated by carrying arms, conveying messages among the leaders, 
andd accompanying their husbands in their exile. Often, they were abused by men 
whilee in exile. In following their husbands abroad, the women left their own 
familiess behind, and were thus especially vulnerable. A woman who does all this 
shouldd be considered as a heroine. 

Thee Shi'ite told many stories about the women activities against the government They talked about 
femalee university students who marched in the rallies and were imprisoned. Far from the protection of 
theirr families, they were frequently exploited by men. Women had to be constantly on guard against the 
aggressionss and assertions of men. But the true slap in the face for most of the interviewed women was 
thee silence concerning their role before, during and after the Uprising. How could the men of the 
communityy wipe out the major critical involvement women had throughout the ordeal? Such disrespect 
destroyedd the entire cause for many women. Most of these Shi'ite women said that while abroad in 
Hollandd they began to develop awareness about their former status. Only after they left the situation could 
theyy start to understand the extent of betrayal they had endured. 

Yearningg for  the Homeland and Fear  of Return: 

Whilee in the Camp, however, the Shi'ite women had littl e to call their own. Increasingly, the repressive 
restrictionss took their toll. Stay inside fences. No job or occupation allowed. No participation in public 
dialogue.. Certainly no involvement with Saudi society. No public Shi'ite worship. No contact with Iraqi 
familyy members. No freedom of movement As far as the eye can see, nothing but endless barren sand. 
Livingg in complete isolation from the world, refugees became depressed to the point of being 
psychologicallyy disturbed. In desperation many of them simply wanted to go back home, regardless of the 
risk.risk. But the decision had been made and there was no turning back. Iraq became a mirage of nostalgic 
paradise,, albeit soaked in blood At one point Amani could not bear the hardships of the desert anymore: 

II  was desperate to return to Iraq. Life in the desert was so hard with blistering 
heatt severe sandstorms, the freezing cold of the winter, no greenery and no 
water.. There was just the vast expanse of the sky above and sand below. We 
livedd between them like specimen. The fences were frightening but I remembered 
thee guns of the enemy back home were waiting for me. Threat to my life is there 
andd here, [silence] I loved my country. I wanted to go back. I felt that one could 
bearr difficulties in its own country but in a foreign country it was hard to accept 
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Likee many women, Amani, one of the middle-aged informants, could only express her fierce sadness 
throughh verse. 

Precious,, never cheapened! 
Mayy it last for ever, good people! 
Come,, let us go back to ourr homeland! 
Thee voice of my mother cries in 
thee middle of the night, 
Andd the eyes of the orphans [asked] 
"Howw long have you been absent, 
whenn will you return?" 
Andd may you come back safely! 
Thee Day of Resurrection would come. 
00 my dear daughter, I have secrets 
forr you, and tales to tell, 
Andd true they are! 
Afterr you left, I did not sleep, 
Andd they sentenced me to execution. 
11 said, "Death is our desire and our honor!" 
Wee are dead here and there. 

Inn this poem, Amani, one of middle-aged informants, created an imaginative conversation with her 
mother.. They tell each other their stories, their fears, and their prayers as they prepare for the end of time. 
Thee protective devotion in this poem is a distinctly maternal love. In the face of terrors, it is the 
unconditionall  love of a mother that comforts Amani. 

Movingg to the West: 
TheThe Concept of the Family and the Cultural Differences 

Thee definition of "family" in the Shi'ite culture differs drastically from Western conceptions of nuclear 
familyy Like much of the Middle East and Africa, even a member of the clan is a member of the "family". 
Forr UNHCR, however, only the parents and their unmarried children are members of the "family". This 
limitedd definition forced the refugees to extend the nuclear family terms in order to protect the unity of the 
family.. Although, in traditional Islamic law, it is Haram (forbidden) to give an adopted child the new 
family'ss name, the Samawa family chose to break Muslim code to save a relative from abandonment. As 
thee case in any refugee situation, orphans and unaccompanied children are often deserted. In Rafah Camp, 
itt was custom to adopt any found children. Within a few days of establishing that refugee camp, in fact, 
theree was no single unaccompained child. 

Alongg with trials of climate, the female refugees often encountered trials of law and regulations. Fatima, 
anotherr female refugee remembers the love and unity she and her family felt in adopting an orphan 
refugee.. Hyder Radief was a small-framed 10 year-old child when he fled Iraq in the company of bis elder 
brother.. When he arrived at Rafha, he was in desparate need of a mother's care, so Fatima, one of the key 
informants,, took him in. He remained with them and was given the name of the father: Radief . They 
wantedd him to be resettled permanendy with them. 

Hee was part of our family according to the documents. We never viewed him as a stranger, but rather, as a 
brotherr since he grew up with us. He was a "Kikaby" from "Samawa", the same clan as ours. Those of the 
samee clans used to live with each other as families. We were very content together, but the Iraqi 
governmentt was not happy about our unity and so was the case did the UNHCR in Saudi Arabia. 

Thee definition of a nuclear family was problematic for many of the women at Rafha. In traditional Iraq, 
extendedd families share one house. There is a strong link between grandparents and grandchildren, among 
cousins,, throughout the entire extended family. Habiba, said: 
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Whenn the resettlement program began, it brought with it major problems within 
eachh family. Each family wanted to be resettled together. But the UN wanted to 
dividee us into nuclear families. They separated me from my married son on the 
groundss that he constituted another family. I protested, 'This is my son!' They 
toldd me that he now had another family. And so they divided us. He now lives in 
thee United States, while I live here with my unmarried children. 

Baidria,, one of the middle aged informants, also told of the problems she faced trying to keep her family 
together: : 

Whenn we registered with IIRO, they deemed extended families as one family. 
Whyy doesn't the UNHCR do the same? I am here while my eldest son is in 
Australia.. My elder daughter is in Sweden while the younger one is in Denmark. 
Myy heart is divided all over the world. I got married in Saudi Arabia. I was 17 
whenn the UNHCR announced that they were going to divide families, I wanted to 
bee with my parents. So I asked for divorce and came here with my parents. My 
husbandd wanted to be with his parents too. Subsequently we divorced 

Jalila,, one of the middle-aged informants, said, 

II  have a daughter who got married in the camp. When the time for resettlement 
camee she refused to get divorced and stayed in the camp with her husband. She 
remainss there even now. 

Att the beginning of registration for resettlement, the clergies advised against it in the mosques. Some 
peoplee considered resettlement to be a conspiracy against Shi'ites to disperse them all over the world and 
thuss weaken them. Others were scared to travel to the West for fear of corrupting their children. America, 
inn particular, represented the epitome of moral corruption. But, at the same time, America was stable 
enoughh to have employment and housing. Though many felt the U.S. was the cause of their suffering, they 
kneww they would not starve or be bombed there. 

Whilee some people preferred to stay in Saudi Arabia in case Iraq ever opened again, most refugees were 
resettledd in Western countries. Zahira, one of the mid-aged informants, explained in her narrative that the 
firstt wave of resettled refugees wrote back to Rafha advising them against a resettlement in the West 
Nevertheless,, she opted for the security of a European country. "As for myself I had no man and I was 
alonee with my four daughters so I decided to resettle without discussion." 

Secondd thoughts about Saudi Arabia: 

Thee women who did decide to resettle in the West continue to have mixed emotions concerning their 
refugeee experience. But, they say in their accounts that for the people who remained in the deadly desert 
hopingg that Saddam would fall, life at the Camp worsened. From the letters they received from Rafha, it 
wass clear that the suffering was increasing. Services in the camp deteriorated and potable water became 
scarcer.. Mineral water disappeared Families started to marry their daughters at the age of nine or ten 
years.. It was very difficult Some old men offered their daughters in exchange for women to marry 
themselves.. Women became a commodity of trade. 

Hoda,, one of the middle-aged informants, said; 

Thee Saudi were very generous to us but Rafha for me was a five star prison 
buriedd in a desert and surrounded by emptiness and fear. 

Zahra,, one of the middle-aged informants, agreed: 
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II  did not know what to do: whether to stay in the desert with my whole family or 
too leave for another country and get scattered. We are scattered now. Nothing is 
completee anymore. Our peace of mind has gone; so has the congenial atmosphere 
off  family life. 

Imtisal,, one of middle aged informants, also had mixed feelings concerning the Saudi refugee camp: 

Thee Saudis did so many things which were bad, but as well did very good things. 
Whatt would be our fate if they did not allow us to move from Safwan? We would 
havee been dead. They gave us money as well. During that period I started to 
acceptt the Irani Shi'ites. I feared the Saudis since they thought that such an Iraqi 
influxx into Iran would strengthen the Shi'ites in Iran. 

Nawal,, one of the middle-aged informants, like the other women, could not conceive of such extensive 
betrayal.. For her, the refusal of integration on the part of the Saudis was confounding: 

II  would have preferred to stay in Saudi Arabia but the Saudis did not want us. 
Theyy did not allow us to live in cities alongside with them. Why didn't the Saudis 
likee us? Why didn't the other Arab countries not want to have us? 

Identity: : 

Inn studying the women's stories, the issues of betrayal and the questioning of identity are the two central 
themes.. In both the content and the nature of the narratives, they arise continually. Upon a closer look, 
however,, the occurances of transgression and deception are often results of the problematic and precarious 
positionn of being a refugee. Inherent in the refugee status is a vulnerability. Moreover, the very term 
"refugee""  has been contested and is often prone to hazardous misconceptions. 

Itt is important to explore the notion of "refugee" as it is lived and imagined by the Shi'ite refugees 
themselvess and by all those involved in the process. There are three distinct facets of this identity in the 
casee of the Iraqi Shi'ites in Rafha. The first ascribed identity is from the UNHCR. In accordance with the 
Internationall  Organizations (IO), the UNHCR holds that refugees are defined and governed by the 
Conventionn of the United Nations of 1951, which was further developed by the ensuing Protocol of 1967 
andd for Africa, by the Convention of the Organization of African Unity of 1969. According to the 
Conventionn of 1951 and the Protocol of 1967, the refugee is a person who, "owing to well-founded fear of 
beingg persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social group or 
politicall  opinion, is outside the country of his nationality and is unable or, owing to such fear, is unwilling 
too avail himself of the protection of that country..." (Article 1A). 

Inn the plentiful subsequent literature dedicated to the subject, one finds that the refugees are dealt with 
solelyy as problems. Each refugee situation is a case to be solved; the refugees themselves are viewed as 
poor,, helpless, usually uneducated victims of circumstance. Although refugees are, by definition, in a state 
off  need, this image is often counterproductive to effective long-term solutions. It is also, in most case, an 
unjustt misconception. 

Furthermore,, this limited definition does not take into account the actual situation of the Shi'ite Iraqi in 
Saudii  Arabia, because Saudi Arabia does not even recognize the concept of "refugee". The Islamic world 
hass no notion of political refuge. Saudi Arabia, in accordance with Muslim tradition, considers the 
refugeess as guests. They arrive as the beneficiaries of traditional hospitality offered by the Saudi 
governmentt to their religious 'brothers and sisters' across the border. This guest role comprises the second 
aspectt of the Iraqi Shi'ite's identity . The term muhajer/muhajirin is an Arab term which is translated as 
'refugee'' throughout the Islamic world. From the root hijra, refers to Prophet Muhammad's flight from 
Meccaa to Medina. Hijriya refers to an Islamic year. Al- muhaijer is one who opts for exile in order to take 
refugee in a land of Islam. The notion has profound religious significance and historical precedence. The 
inhabitantss of the destination of the muhaijer have a holy responsibility to host their journeying guests. 
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Nott a shameful, pitiable fugitive at all, the pilgrimaging guest deserves honor as one who has sacrificed all 
forr the sake of her faith. Accordingly, the Saudi King himself welcomed the Iraqi muhaijer and offered 
thee highest resources to ensure their security and health during their journey. This notion explains the 
markedd difference of the Saudi response to the situation from that of other nations. Rather than a poltical 
burden,, the refugees were fellow Muslims in need 
Forr the Iraqis at Rafha, both the UNHCR and the Saudi concepts of their status became difficult. The 
formerr was too political to be fully trusted and gave no consideration of personal, cultural, or religious 
needs.. However, the Saudi's formal hosting, while more respectful to their religion, was hypocritically 
closingg them off from any social integration. The Iraqi women did not fulfi l the international image of 
starving,, hopeless vistims, nor did they feel as if they were truly guests in a fellow Arab country. Caught 
inn a liminal space in the desert and trapped in a liminal period of transition, the women felt even their own 
identityy was liminal. 

Too add to this confusion of self, the Shi'ites continued to feel ostracized by the Sunni majority. The Iraqi 
governmentt had successfully propogandized them as Iranian loyalists, while the Iranians, in actuality, 
consideredd them as Iraqis and enemies. At Rafha, as a minority, the Shi'ites continued to fear persecution. 
Eventually,, they decided to call themselves "muhibbi alh al- bed", lovers of the family of the holy prophet 
Mohammed,, rather than "Shi'ites", which is used as a pejorative term in Saudi Arabia. Although this 
allowedd for a unity within the Camp, it also disposessed the Shi'ites from their own religious tradition. 
Theyy were free to worship alongside the other Muslims, but their specific heritage was compromised, and 
theirr identity was even further jeopardized. 

Ass their stories have shown, the refugee experience calls into question their identity on many levels. There 
iss the technical identification as a displaced person, which signifies a loss of physical homeland This 
displacement,, however, impacts the very consciousness of the refugees. As Iraqis, they must maintain 
loyaltyy to the identity of Iraqi yet protest the actuality of the Iraqi nation and government In Saudi Arabia, 
theirr identity as Iraqi along with their identity as Shi'ite presented numerous difficulties. Should they 
pledgee allegiance to Iraq? No, they were fleeing Iraq. Saudi Arabia? The Saudis wanted nothing to do 
withh the refugees on a level of social integration. The Arab world? Again, no other Arab country offered 
refuge.. Preparing for permanent resettlement further distanced the refugees from their own identity. 
Suddenlyy they were called upon to become blank slates to integrate into the brand new world of the West 
Thee women use the narrative as a means of understanding and explaining the psychological and spiritual 
difficultyy of self-perception and reconstruction of their pasts during the refugee process. 

Reflectionn on their  Stories: 

Thee Shi'ite women's accounts of Rafha relate drastic changes of place, family, lifestyle and identity. 
Nearlyy every aspect of their life in Iraq would be altered with their move to the refugee camp. And, yet 
lif ee somehow retains the essential qualities of community, struggle, hard work, and prayer. These 
narrativess reveal no hatred, no argumentation, no defensive justifications, nor hopelessness. At first sight 
theirr attitudes towards the experience at Rafha can be seen as purely negative. However, this requires a 
deeperr analysis. Only when we look at what the informants are establishing with these narratives we can 
gett a clearer vision of their meaning. The women tell their stories as a process of healing from the 
hardshipss of the refugee experience. As they describe the plight they are actually making peace with their 
ownn survival and perserverance. 

Thee Shi'ite women accounts in this phase showed changes of peoples, places circumstances and life 
essentiallyy retains the same quality. It is perceived as being made up of struggle and work. As life retains 
thiss same quality these stories end up with hardly any argumentation or justifications for the reproduction 
off  self-image. At first sight their attitudes towards her narration can be seen as negativity, i.e. a disruption 
orr rejection tell. However, this requires a deeper analysis. Only when we look at what the informants are 
establishingg with these narratives structure we can get a clearer vision of their meaning. 

AA simple content analysis might be a good way to start When we look at their stories, we see that they 
spendd most of their time telling us about the suffering that the differing "we" have gone through. There 
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aree stories of women at work and men who left the army. There are also statements not stories of her 
stayingg and undertaking a large portion of work and activities. All of the narrative is constituted of stories 
off  hard life. All of these are posted next to anecdotes of threats coming from the multipl e others like the 
governments,, the state authority cast at different levels in opposition to the collectivity. What this makes 
uss think is that, what matters for  her  is the continuity and survival of collectives that she feels constitute 
thee community. Therefore the story of work is the story of the self and the community. 

Inn their  accounts the Shiites women expressed a feeling of being betrayed by everyone, the Americans, the 
Saudis,, the Arabs, and the whole region during their  uprising Saddam took a five-day air  raid against our 
citiess and nobody tried to stop him. And when they arrived in Saudi Arabia they found that they had been 
betrayedd by the Arabs they had tried so hard to identify with. They stayed in the desert for  3 years before 
theyy were able to be resettled in the West None of the 21 Arab countries came to their  aid to help and the 
Shiitee waited for  the Western countries to intervene. In their  narratives they said "we participated in the 
'488 war  against Israel and in 67 and in 73 and now when it happened that we needed help we were 
rejectedd and betrayed by the Arabs."  This left them extremely bitter  towards the Arab countries. In 
additionn the Saudis did not allow them to integrate into Saudi society; they detained them in refugee 
campss 17 kilometers from Iraq in the middle of the desert. The sense of identification with Arabs and 
Shiitee had therefore been reduced while in Saudi. There, they called themselves "muhibbi cdh al-baif— 
loverss of the family of the holy prophet Mohamed, rather  than Shiite which is used as a pejorative term in 
Saudii  Arabia. They were afraid to assert their  identity as Shiite from past experience. When relocated to 
Hollandd they were finally  able to reassert their  identity as Shiite openly thus experiencing a great relief 
andd freedom. 
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