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Chapterr  seven 
Re-presentationss of the past: 

Thee work of Memory in the Shi'it e Women's Narratives 

Introduction : : 

Thiss chapter is devoted to exploring the explicit and implicit meanings woven into the narratives of the 
Iraqii  Shi'ite women and the veils that cover the connection between their life history in the Netherlands 
andd the life history of their religious symbolism. This chapter will also concentrate on the numerous 
genress utilized within these women's narratives. By exploring the notion of storytelling and narration in 
andd of itself, this chapter seeks to expose the discreet layers within the structure, the content, and the 
qualitiess of the women's stories. 

Foremost,, these life-stories share a fundamental parallel to the life stories of their religious symbols, ahl 
al-bait.al-bait. To understand this relationship, this chapter will give an answer to these questions: How, when, 
andd where did the Iraqi Shi'ite women I interviewed interact and connect with the life stories of ahl al-bait 
ass they narrated their personal life stories? How have these women personalized and connected the 
(official)) history of ahl al-bait with the (narrated oral history) of their own life stories? In another words 
howw have thesee women in their narratives connected the historical past of the Shi'ite with their present life 
historiess in The Netherlands? This chapter will also seek to explore how the Shi'ite women have 
reconstructedd their past as they settle into a new life in a new land. Their memories are precious in that 
theyy serve to connect them as a community as well as solidify their identities as individuals. Memories 
cann also be, however, a significant source of sadness. These emotions are all incorporated into the content 
andd the fabric of these stories. 

Forr instance, how do the stories of these women unfold? How does the narrator address her subjects? 
Whatt language does she use? Is the story linear or circular? What do the pauses signify? Each of these 
questionss is highly relevant in discovering implicit and explicit meanings given to the story by the 
narrator.. Moreover, these questions are central to the theoretical framework of oral history. 

Inn these narratives of events, I am not interested in the actuality of what happened. The objective veracity 
off  their stories is not important to this study. Instead, what I am focusing on is the meaning these women 
havee given to the events of their lives. What is the significance of each of these events? To the narrator 
herself,, to the Shi'ite culture, to the refugee community at large? I am most concerned with the meanings 
thee women gave to the happenings of their lives and the discourse they use to present their own stories. 
Whatt genre of narrating have they used? What is the origin of this genre? What does this genre signify? 

Thee theoretical framework: 

Thiss chapter will use literature of genre, collective memory and identity formation 
II  also make use of the work of Tonkin's Narrating our Past, Portelli, and other oral historians. Also 
throughh the women's narratives I would like to give attention to the question of the official history and the 
narratedd history. Contrary to the conventional notion that they two genres are at odds, I argue that in fact, 
thee latter is the foundation for history, because it is derived from actual lived experience. 

Orall  historians are occupied with the narrativity of the oral account, trying to use an analysis of the 
structuree of such narrative as a tool of interpretation. In this chapter I am attempting to arrive at another 
levell  of these women's stories, using the oral historians perspective of studying the actual narrativity of 

1011 For  more information see the work of Chamberlain and Thompson, 1998 about narrative and genre and the work of Bauman, 1986 on 
story,, performance and events. For  collective memory see the book of Connerton, 1989 titled How Societies Remember and the book of 
Middletonn and Edwards, 1990 tilled Collective Remembering. For  identity formation see the work of Heller, 1987 about the role of 
languagee in the formation of ethnic identity and the work of Kuipers, 1998 on language, identity, and marginality in Indonesia. 
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thee narratives. I will explore the genre of their stories, the language used, its effect, its source in Shi'ite 
religion,, and the inherent healing process of the heritage of narrating one's loss. 

Studyingg the life stories is an outstanding method through which to explore the interaction between 
political,, social, and personal structures of a specific history. The life stories of the Iraqi Shi'ite women 
showedd that peoples, places circumstances may change drastically, but life essentially retains the same 
quality.. It is perceived as being composed of struggle, faith and work. And, as life retains its quality of 
constancy,, the stories of these women thus never resort to argumentation, defensiveness, or self-
justifications.. At first sight their attitudes towards their own life-stories can be seen as negative, i.e. a tale 
off  sheer betrayal and pain. This is not the case, however. Although they are employing a historical genre 
off  lamentation as we have seen in chapter six, their sadness is specific, socially unifying, culturally 
commemorative,, religiously ordained, and psychologically healing. However, to see beyond the initial 
layerr requires a deeper analysis. Only when we look at what the informants are establishing with these 
narrativee structures we can get a clearer vision of their meaning. 

Thee narrator s and their  relation to the narratives: 

Thee Iraq Shi'ite women whom I interviewed gave eye-witness accounts of many historical events, such as 
thee Iran-Iraq War, the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait, the March 1991 Shi'ite Uprising, refugee camps in a host 
country,, and permanent resettlement Each of these events was a turning point in their lives. These women 
recountt these events in the form of narratives. This paper seeks to understand the role of these events in 
theirr lives using the lens of their narratives and how these narratives are ordered and constructed. This 
chapter,, in particular, seeks to understand the role of narrating as an important event in and of itself in the 
coursee of these women's lives and identity-formations. 

Narrationn of events is culturally specific102. Every person narrates in accordance to his/her culture. This 
pertainss to the content of the story, i.e. the description of the actual events that constitute the story. But it 
alsoo pertains to the genre and form of the narration. For instance, how does the story unfold? How does 
thee narrator address her subjects? What language does she use? Is the story linear or circular? What do the 
pausess signify? Each of these questions is highly relevant in discovering implicit and explicit meanings 
givenn to the story by the narrator. Moreover, these questions are central to the theoretical framework of 
orall  history. 

Alongg these lines, I intend to show the weavings of these narratives in regards to their personal healing 
processes,, the continuity of their Shi'ite culture in the Netherlands, and the collective identity formation of 
beingg Iraqi Shi'ite Arab women in Iraq, Saudi Arabia and The Netherlands. How have they employed the 
narrativess to express their perspective of their Shi'ite religious, political and social history while 
simultaneouslyy braiding in their own personal histories? 

Thee narrative is a complex set of events, according to oral historian Elizabeth Tonkin. (Tonkin, 1992: 3) 
Thiss is especially the case with the Iraqi Shi'ite Arab women in question. As we shall explore later in this 
chapter,, a central and crucial theme within their cultural identity is the religious story that occurred 
fourteenn centuries ago. The women and men of Shi'ism speak of this history and weep over its tragedies 
ass if they knew the characters personally. They utilize these narratives rom the 7th century, with the 
familiarityy and closeness of a near relative. The layers of their own stories are woven with these ancient 
stories,, thus proving that their narratives are indeed a highly complex set of events. 

Withinn the stories that I collected, a seemingly simple story of a battle in the Iran-Iraq War could turn 
quitee suddenly into a narrative of the Prophet's grandson dying at the Battle of Karbala. While describing 

Narrationn of events is culturall y specific as was explored by Kopijn , 1998:142-159. There are a growing number  of Oral Historians 
whoo are looking for  new ways of interviewing, accessing, analyzing and then interpretin g material about women's lives. See Chanfrault-
Duchet,, 1991; Anderson and Jack, 1991; Chris Mann: 1997, Paul Thompson and Hugo Slim (1998) are among the few Oral Historians 
whoo have questioned the compatibility of Oral History methodology for  interviewing subjects from non-western culture. See also Sandra 
Hale,, 199S; Yvette J. Kopijn , 1998; Belinda Bozzoli: 1998. At the same time, Oral Historians have devoted littl e attention to finding 
alternativee methodologies for  interviewing women from non-western culture. 
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hardshipss leading up to the Uprising, a narrator will transform the story into a historical homage to a 
Shi'itee uprising in the 12th century. The women I interviewed were very knowledgeable about the history 
off  the Shi'ite religion. Although they were not well read, and in some cases they were illiterate, their 
religiouss history was well known among them. The major reason for this collective knowledge is the fact 
thatt the religious stories are passed down orally. They take the form of narrative, and in this genre, they 

 103 

aree handed from generation to generation. 

Havingg grown up listening to the oral history of their religion, these women are well acquainted with the 
successfull  genres of narration. Examples of these genres are vocal control, usage of pauses and silences, 
circularr chronology, inclusion of poetry, and poetic and expressive language. They use these genres to 
includee experiences of others into their own life-story. As discussed later in the chapter, these women tell 
theirr life histories only by braiding in the life histories of their families, their culture, their communities, 
andd their religion as well. 

Levell  of narrativ e agency: 

Manyy levels of agency were shown in their narratives. The first level of agency is the exercising of their 
subjectivityy in choosing which stories to relate in the course of the interviews. The second level of agency 
iss their selection of the events to tell. As I have observed, the women tended to stress events that 
concernedd their own suffering and the suffering of their religious symbols. Their ordering of these events 
showedd another level of agency in that it reflected the effect of this suffering on their lives. 

Ass I shall explore later this chapter, many women I interviewed spoke in the collective form of "we" when 
referringg to their own experience. Despite this phenomenon, the social personality of this collective 
referencee did not negate the individuality expressed with each narrative. They talked about their own part 
inn the two Gulf wars and in the March 1991 Shi'ite Uprising. Their war tales explored the hidden and the 
unknownn story of the Arab women in these times of wars. Their "history-telling" of war contradicts the 
stereotypee of the subordination of Arab women. These war tales differ from standard female war stories, 
which,, according to Cooke and Portelli, usually men story is about war and women story is about health 
andd hospitals. (Cooke, 1996: 15; Portelli, 1998: 27) The normative battleground scenario includes a man 
att the frontline, while a woman works in the medical unit. In the narratives of the Iraqi Shi'ite women, 
however,, this expected situation was replaced by another image, of women on the frontline. Their war 
taless showed the effect of these women on the public sphere, which also contradicts the predominant 
imagee of Arab women as subjected to the domestic sphere. 

Thee theme of these war stories is one of bravery and action104. While their husbands and brothers and sons 
fought,, the women would regularly travel long distances to the Iran border to provide food, hide soldiers, 
andd assure the safety of their loves ones. During the Uprising, as we have seen, the women held a central 
rolee in all aspects of the insurgence. Far from being meek reactors to the events at hand, these women 
playedd an active and courageous role in each of the events they discuss in their narratives. 

Thee levels of agency that characterized the history-telling of these women can be understood as a parallel 
too their levels of agency during the events themselves. Constantly taking initiative and surpassing the 
expectedd limitations, the Iraqi Shi'ite women held a commanding agency in the wars and Uprising as well 
ass in the history-telling of these events during their narratives. 

1033 See the work of Tonkin, 1992 on how African history is passed down orally from generation to generation 

1044 For gender and change on the theme of the war stories see the work of Cooke, 1988: War's other Voices which reflects the voices of 
Arabb women writers on war stories of the Lebanese Civil War. See also her book Cooke, 1996: Women and the War Story which 
discussess the Arab women writers and the Gulf War stories. 
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Thee origin of the mourning: telling the sacred story 

Ass I  have mentioned in Chapter Six, the mourning and remembrance of religious ceremonies and rites 
havee a certain genre of speech. This genre is a poetic genre. It contains reciting classical poetry of the 
sixthh and seventh centuries or more recently composed poetry by the women themselves concerning the 
lif ee stories of the family of the Prophet Muhammad, ahl-al-bait in a poetic form. The performance of this 
genree should be in a sad and effective tone so as to make participants weep to confirm their religious faith. 
mullayaatmullayaat and mullas (women and men) trained traditionally by observation and recently by special 
supervisionn how to perform, memorize the mourning poetry, and tell the life stories of ahl-al-bait in a 
poeticc form. For ordinary Shi'ite persons they get their knowledge while participating in these 
ceremonies. . 

Listeningg to this genre of mourning forty times a year or even more has allowed the Iraqi Shi'ite women I 
havee interviewed in the Netherlands to memorize the mourning poetry and the poetic life stories of ahl al-
bait.bait. Traditionally, women attend these gatherings, majalis, to listen to the mullaya recount the stories of 
ahlahl al-bait. The stories themselves become collective points of coming together, and thus are imprinted on 
ifl &&  i*jiiwcuv &  oo w t i i aa uiv*  pu.auijai Vruudciuuoutd d KJL w v i j  0111 XLW. 

Thiss chapter is devoted to discovering the hidden linkages and exposing the discreet layers of veils that 
coverr the connection between the life history of the Iraqi Shi'ite women in the Netherlands and the life 
historyy of their religious symbolism. To understand this relationship, this chapter will give an answer to 
thesee questions: 
How,, when and where the Iraqi Shi'ite women I have interviewed in the Netherlands interact/connect the 
lif ee stories of the members of ahal al-bayt in and with their narrating personal life stories? How have 
thesee women personalized and connected the (official) history of ahal al-bayt with the (narrated oral 
history)) of their own lif e stories? In another words how have these women in their narratives connected 
thee historical past of the Shi'ite with their present life histories in The Netherlands? 

Sacredd Sadness: Framing the Personal Stories within the Religious Stories 

Onee of the central characteristics of the Shi'ite style of storytelling is that of melancholy. (al-Haydry, 
1999:: 100). Pain is the essence of their religious rituals. Through pain, they prove their love to the 
Prophet'ss family, in particular, the beloved grandson of the Prophet, al-Husayn, who died as a martyr for 
thee religion. I have explained in the previous chapter, how the story of the al-Husayn was told in the 
mourningg ceremonies. Core to the very act of reciting, be it religious or personal, is this exact sense of 
mourningg the beloved. Listening to the mourning poetry of the Shi'ite ceremonies as many times as these 
womenn do over the year, it is no wonder that their own stories have a level of sacred loss and sadness to 
them. . 

Thiss sense of tragedy is found in the very language these women use. Their vocabulary is extreme and 
intense,, deeply expressive and poetical even when describing every day occurrences. Their narratives are 
fulll  of words such as "destruction", "persecution", "failure", "killing" , and "collapse". For instance, when 
describingg an especially bitter bite of food, a woman might exclaim that the food actually "harmed" her 
mouth.. There is also a particularly prevalent use of war terms. During an interview a four years old 
daughterr complained that her mother had left the room, she used the phrase "she fled!" which is the verb 
utilizedd to describe the forced exile of a refugee. Another example is the constant use of the word 
"tyranny""  to describe hardships or challenges. Everyone from young girls to elderly women, I found, 
madee regular usage of the words "justice" "injustice", "extortion," "unfairness", "iniquity", "oppression" 
"disaster""  and "pain". If a girl playfully hits the arm of her sister, the sister will say, "You killed me!" 
insteadd of the more expected "You hit my arm!" 

Thiss vocabulary has infiltrated the very consciousness of these women. This presents a problem for a 
translator.. In interviewing and documenting their stories, I have encountered this problem of vocabulary 
repeatedly.. When a woman accidentally spills tea onto her friend, and the friend instead of remarking that 
herr clothes are now dirty, states "You have destroyed this", I am presented with a dilemma as the 
translator.. Do I accurately describe the happening in its more minor "You dirtied my skirt" or do I literally 
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transcribee the actual declaration made, thus risking a significant misunderstanding on the part of the 
reader.. How does one effectively convey the expressiveness of the women's language while still keeping 
too the intended meaning? How much explanation is needed for the reader? 

Wovenn narratives: 

Thee stories of the Iraqi women are woven with memories from disparate parts of their life. In the middle 
off  a story of Holland, they will break away to tell a tale of pre-war Iraq. Then they will skip ahead to 
Rafhaa refugee camp, and then back to Holland. Also, these narratives will often incorporate tales of the 
religion.. The story of al-Husayn and his family is a personal story for many of these Shi'ite women. They 
havee adopted his pain and the pain of his family as theirs. When they begin story describing the horror of 
aa son executed by Saddam, they will end the story with the horror of Zaynab when al-Husayn was killed 
inn battle. 

Anotherr aspect of weaving involves braiding each other's stories together. It is always possible, in any 
orall  account of a shared experience, to incorporate other people's memories into one's own, but here the 
processs is encouraged in order to create narratives which make sense to the group. Oral memories have an 
advantagee over written history because the narrator retains control over its dissemination-the audience, 
site,, the particular version. A memory can be withheld or retold; it can be summarized or magnified; 
alteredd or uttered in disparate forms corresponding to the interests and fears of the speaker. (Tonkin, 1992: 
51) ) 

Alongg these lines, a story that has been told many times in Iraq, of religious or personal content, might be 
retoldd differently in Saudi Arabia and then, again, in Holland. The change might occur in the style of 
telling,, the context the language, the metaphors, or the pauses. Each of these alterations would express 
and/orr elicit a different feeling or meaning. As I have explained and noticed in chapters on Iraq, Saudi 
Arabiaa and Holland. 

Anotherr contributor to the woven fluidity of the tales is the trauma behind them. In the middle of a 
historicall  description, I noticed in my interviews that a particularly heart-wrenching tangent would arise at 
aa seemingly random point Traumatic experiences would come all of a sudden into the conversation. 
Nabila,, one of the informants, in describing scholastic obstacles, mentioned what for her, was a related 
subject t 

Duringg the Iraq-Iran war the school was closed for years. It was difficult for us. 
Ass well when our father was executed it was horrible for us. The schools were 
closedd again during the Uprising 

Thiss connection between school closing and her father's death may seem irrelevant but in the framework 
off  recollection, the two have been intertwined in her memory. This is a common occurrence among 
victimss of trauma. It is also a prevalent means of recounting history among the narratives I gathered. The 
periodd when Nabila had nothing to do in the day due to the school's closing coincided with the memory of 
thee vacuity after her father was executed. This correlation shows a deep connection on the narrator's part 
too her subject The story is not an objective account of when the schools closed, but also what affect this 
hadd on her emotions and what important moments in her life it parallels. 

Duall  Narratives: Two Levels of the Past: 

Thee women's stories often have a dual nature to their content. The notion of parallel is strong throughout 
alll  the narratives I gathered. On one hand they tell the story of the narrator herself. But there is also a 
distinctt mirroring of her own history with that of a religious icon. Another duality of narration is the plural 
firstfirst person pronouns that are used throughout many women's narratives. In explaining a personal 
accountt a woman will regularly utilize "we", "us", and "our". This gives the singularity of her story an 
overtonee of collectivity. The story itself is not just her own story. She will tell the stories of her parents, 
herr children, her husband, her friends, even her neighbors. As I have explained in chapter one the 
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methodology,, when I asked one woman to tell her own story, she responded by telling me about her 
daughterr and son. I asked again that she tell me her story. She replied simply that her family's story was 
herr story. 

II  feel it is important to clarify at this point that this sense of collectivity is not just a female trait among the 
Iraqii  refugees. I interviewed many men in the family interviews, which were mentioned in the 
methodologyy chapter, and their response was the same. A man would talk about his story in the first 
personn plural "we" "our" and "us" form, thus incorporating immediate family, a group of friends, distant 
relatives,, members of the Shi'ite community in Iraq, or even humankind in its broadest sense. 
Predominantly,, among the women I spoke with, this "we" expressed a familial inclusiveness. Through 
understandingg this linguistic usage, I began to understand why when a woman spoke of her life 
experiences;; she would simultaneously describe the experiences of her family members and those closest 
too her. 

Thee women, during their interviews, spoke of the political events of their collective past, but for the most 
part,, only as they related to their own families and community. They focused on personal accounts, 
affat^tcaffat^tc inA »o/>ti/-\nc WIUt*rt trtMrintr ohmit tVt*»ir 1ifio> ctrtri*»c th*»v w*»rf» r n n c r i n i K f\f ffi*» ininctipf» n f thpir 

politicall  and social reality as well as its root causes. Nevertheless, the personal effects of such injustices 
weree of primary importance. 

Chronologyy of the stories: 

Inn the women's narratives, I noticed a distinct lack of dates. The histories were marked by events. A 
womann would place a happening "during the first Gulf war", though that war lasted eight years. Overall, 
theree was not an importance given to years, months, or even chronology. Many women shared the time 
markerr "the year of the poisoned wheat crop". That year, I found through outside research was 1974. 
Nobody,, however, would use the date 1974. Another even more confounding marking of time was with 
personall  events. One woman told me her story and dated occurrences before or after "the year my father 
died".. The actual numbers of that year mattered not to her. The fact that she did not know the exact year 
thiss was had no impact upon her, her memory, or her story. 
Withoutt a chronology of dates, the stories themselves unfolded unchronologically. Only with the change 
inn place we can realize the passage of time. There does, however, exist a chronology of place, which is in 
factt of central importance in the telling of stories. Setting the landscape of a story is paramount in its 
recounting.. The setting itself often intertwines with the space it occupied. 

Onee of the informants, Om Ahmed, one of the mid-aged informants, provided us with an example of such 
narrativee style. The following passage is a description of how her house was destroyed during the crushing 
off  the March 1991 Shi'ite Uprising. 

Streetss were full of people, children were screaming we were running... airplanes 
filledfilled the sky and the sky rained red fire...the house fell off....-smoke-...very 
darkk smoke filled the air....We ran And here we came [Holland] we live 
here...thee airplane dig a big hole in the roof...We fled. We live here now...The 
housee is well furnished with big carpets that filled the rooms ...the big windows 
inn the guestroom bring the smell of fruit trees that surounded the room. 
OO al-Husayn I wil l tell you 
Ourr lost is big 

Omm Ahmed's memories of the fires weave into descriptions of her current Dutch home which in turn 
weavee back to her home in Iraq and then into an invocation of al-Husayn. As she talks, the fluidity of her 
remembrancess express a compelling landscape. Each flashback has a vivid life of its own in her memory. 
Withh an open generosity of spirit, Om Ahmed has shared the images themselves but also her own 
emotionall  reactions to them, all within the weavings of her narrative. 
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Religiouss symbolism: 

Inn many of the women's narratives, there is a steady flow of multi-leveled symbolism. There are many 
reasonss for such coding. One aspect of this is stylistic. In keeping with the poetic genre of narrating, the 
usagee of symbols adds levels of meanings. An even more pressing reason, however, is security. Many of 
thesee stories began during the plight of the Iran-Iraq War. Before, during and after this war, the Ba'athist 
partyy was using intensive surveillance upon its people. To protect themselves and yet continue to 
communicate,, the Shi'ite developed a language of codes and symbols. 

Onee example is that Saddam was referred to as Yazid, who was the killer of Al-Husayn, the Prophet's 
grandson.. The Ba'ath regime as the Oomiya dynasty and they refer to themselves as Zaynab or al-Husayn, 
whoo was the victim and martyr. They also utilize a series of proverbs and poetry, sayings of their Imams 
orr even a Qu'ranic verse in responding to a question. Rather than supplying a direct answer, they will 
speakk a verse, usually of holy origin. Anyone outside of their Iraqi Shi'ism will find such responses 
enigmatic.. This also required familiarity with the culture and the religion. 

Thee narratives of these women are also filled with non-verbal communication. For instance a woman 
wouldd be describing to me how she fled her homeland with nothing but the clothes on her back. She will 
beginn the sentence, "I fled...." The rest of the story is told through her emphatic shaking of her head 
(indicatingg 'not a thing...') then she pulls sharply on the front of her shirt (radicating '.. .but the clothes on 
myy body'). Or, if a woman is recounting how she did not sleep a wink during her three-month stay at 
Rafhaa Camp, she will simply say the words "At Rafha? Sleep?", then she will shake her head in an 
expressionn of 'absolutely not' and make a particularly popular gesture in all of the Middle East When 
someonee wipes their hands in strong swipes, it indicates the word "Khelas", or "that's it" "it's over". Such 
expressivee gestures added a rich element to the women's stories. In true storytelling fashion, they utilized 
theirr hands and heads to say what the words could not touch. 

Onee especially poignant non-verbal indication is the slight shaking of the head when someone brings up a 
particularlyy painful or unjust happening. Slowly the women will all move their heads from side to side in 
collective,, mourning unison. It is a noble head gesture that does not affect the rest of the body and is 
usuallyy accompanied by a deep, guttural sigh of sad solidarity. 

Portellii  comments upon the importance of non-verbal communication in his experience interviewing a 
mayorr of a small Italian village, who was also an "extraordinary history-teller." The same mayor was 
recordedd twenty years later giving the same narrative. The former was taped informally on audio, while 
thee latter was recorded formally on video. As Portelli observed that even after two decades, the story 
remainedd remarkably similar, including the usage of body language and facial expression. Although the 
latterr was flatter due to the television camera presence, the history-telling genre was very present in the 
actuall  conveyance of the story. The history was meant to be told, not read—its memorable qualities lived 
inn the live telling. (Portelli, 1998: 32). 

Thee Voice of Silences: 

Thee role of silence is a large part of the women's stories. There are three main levels of this usage of 
silence.. The first level and most deeply rooted is the religious significance of the unspoken. To protect 
themselvess and their religion in times of vulnerability, the religion advises al tabiah which means hiding. 
Ass Imam al Saddiq, the six Imams, said one embraces secrecy, not showing one's Shi'ism. Since they feel 
theyy are in danger, they follow the religious decree to keep silent They refrain from explanations to keep 
themselvess intact and to protect their vow of religious privacy. 

Anotherr aspect of the silence is its usage as a tool of resistance. Why should they share their stories when 
thee systems have done nothing but betray them from the beginning? In the face of journalist's questions, 
refugeee authority's questionnaires, outsider's curiosity, these Shi'ite women would often simply remain 
silentt thus empowering themselves with the autonomy of keeping their histories to themselves. The third 
elementt of silence is fear. Still under the psychological trauma of the Ba'athist totalitarian regime, the 
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Shi'itee refugees understandably distrusted any outside seeker of information. To protect themselves from 
moree betrayals, the women would cling to their silence for self-preservation. 

Silence,, for the above three reasons, served as a choice. Contrary to its preconception as being an absence, 
silencee is in fact a presence in this context It usually indicated a real presence of information, emotion, 
andd importance. These women always maintained many levels of awareness concerning what they 
consideredd sensitive issues. The notion of taboo runs deeply in Islamic culture such as sex and rape. In 
addition,, the level of persecution that these women have endured compounded their sense of secrecy and 
sensitivity. . 

Althoughh they were very proud of their histories, their names, their Shi'ism, even of their cause, these 
subjectss were considered extremely private. Their privacy was a direct result of their importance—often 
off  their sacred origin. In Islam, the sacred is protected through a conscious sense of privacy and 
protection.. It would be a great disrespect to share information carelessly. Thus, there are deep cultural and 
religiouss constrants that limits what to tell and what not to tell. 

Thee Poetry of the Narratives: 

Whenn these Iraqi Shi'ite women share their narratives, the language they use gives a compelling beauty to 
theirr accounts. I am forcibly struck by the kind of poetry that they use in their recitations to describe their 
feelingss and experiences. For instance, much of the poetry they recited during the interviews were verses 
off  lament for al-Husayn. Below I have included one particularly stirring example which was recited by 
Solima,, one of the key informants, in describing her feelings at Rafha Refugee Camp and her sorrow upon 
hearingg of the death of The Grand Sayyid Abu al-Qassim al-Kwi, the head of the entire, world-wide 
Shi'itee community. 

II  want to implore you O Najaf; 
Answerr my question 
Iss it true that the crescent of 
Knowledgee deserted our world? 
II  want to implore you O Najaf 
Pleasee hear me 
Iss it true that death had? 
Takenn the learned one? 
Itt is my wish to die before him 
Itt is was our wish that the soil; 
Off  his grave had buried us not him 
II  wish that my body had rested; 
Inn earth before him 
Andd my eyes had not seen that morning 
Myy heart was affected unbearably 
Myy loving heart was broken by his departure 
Everyonee would have sacrificed himself for him 
Hadd it been possible 
Hee was the cure for our souls 
Elderr and youth would have 
Scarifiedd their souls for him 
OO Najaf, tell us about the family 
Howw much suffered after his death 
OO Najaf, tell us what happened to our protector 
Andd the wound of Abu al-Kasim made my heart il l 

Ass I have explained in Chapter Six, one can understand why the women used such "lament poetry" more 
frequentlyy than other styles of Arabic poetry. The phenomenon of "lament poetry" in honor of al-Husayn 
didd not arise in Shi'ite literature as a direct result of the tragedy of al-Husayn. As a genre, it is not simply 
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ann emotional reaction, but in fact constitutes a specific religious duty. Doctrinally speaking, every faithful 
Shi'itee should work throughout their  life to preserve the poetry of piety and lament for  the memory of the 
Holyy Family. According to a Shi'ite Hadith, the members of the Holy Family (ahal al-bayt) and the Shi'ite 
Imamm Jafar  al-Saddiq said, "God has built a housee (bait) in Heaven for  whomever  recites a line (bait) of 
poetryy about us". In another  Hadith, Imam Jafar  al-Saddiq said, "Whoever  recites poetry about al-Husayn 
andd makes thirt y others weep, will have Heaven as the reward."  During the interviews these Hadiths were 
mentionedd many times. 

Poetryy played a large and compelling role throughout the stories I gathered in this study. The poetry 
includedd verses from religious sources, such as the Qur'an or  Hadith, from Shi'ite literar y culture, and 
evenn from the hearts of the women themselves. I was often taken aback by the spontaneous poems that 
arosee suddenly during a woman's pause in her  lif e story. 

Thee language of the stories themselves contained beautiful layers of poetry. Inherently, the Arabic 
languagee is rhythmical and lyrical . Throughout Arab history, poets and narrators have held a high position 
inn the esteem of all classes. The art of verse is a sacred art according to Islam. In describing a nostalgic or 
heart-breakingg moment of their  lives, often the language of the story will move into a poetic style of 
speaking.. This is not a conscious decision on the part of these women, but rather  a deeply embedded sense 
off  rhythm when speaking of affairs of the heart. 

Inn addition to poetry, the Iraqi Shi'ite, being of Arab and Bedouin origin, also value elaborate, proud 
usagee of the Arabic language in and of itself. This is because eloquence in Arabic solidifies their 
threatenedd identity as Arab by Saddam government. In contrast to the Shi'ites of Iran, whose culture is 
moree Persian than Arab and whose language is Farci, the Shi'ites of Iraq have deep roots in the Arab 
culturee and language. Although, there are cultural differences between the Shi'ite of Iraq and the Shi'ite of 
Iran,, the former, as we have seen in Chapter  Two "Lif e in Iraq" , were politically persecuted due to the 
accusationn of their  Iranian origin and alleged subsequent Iranian loyalty. To differentiate themselves from 
thee Shi'ite of Iran, many of these women emphatically repeated in their  accounts that they are deeply Arab 
andd not like the Shi'ite of Iran who are "a/amf meaning non-Arabic speakers. This linguistic difference 
remainedd very important to these women, because it was through their  language that they were able to 
fightfight  and resist their  political oppression. 

Thee other  function of poetry in storytelling is to ensure the preservation of the stories themselves. To keep 
theirr  identity and culture alive, it is critical , according to these women, to keep the stories themselves 
alive.. World-renown methods of mnemonics are rhyme and rhythm. These two devices are central devices 
off  all poetry, Arab included. Metaphor  also serves as means of memory aid. The stronger  the images of a 
storyy are, the longer  it will live in the personal, and thus the collective memory. 

Oftenn when I would ask a woman a question concerning her  history or  her  response to an event, she would 
answerr  my question with a poem. Without introduction or  explanation, the poem would be given as a 
directt  response to my question. Below, I have included some of the most poignant of these poems along 
withh the issue or  question that brought them forth. 

Whenn I asked Solima, one of the key informants, how she felt about the fact that the mourning ceremonies 
weree forbidden: 

Thee tyrant [Saddam] forbids us to walk in your  path 
Alas,, he accepts no mourning ceremonies! 
Hee [Saddam] says, "I  am the Ruler. 
II  want to destroy them and rest. 
Whyy do you not rise up, Ali 
Andd put an end to this? 

Whenn I asked Habiba, one of the key informants, why she came to Holland: 
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Wee will ask why Zaynab was taken hostage 
Thee people of Oomiya will be erased forever. 
Everyonee in the world must witness what we do. 

Shee referred to herself as Zaynab and the people of the Ba'ath regime as the people of Oomiya. 

Keyy and Genre: 

Ukee the poems above, often the narratives the Shi'ite women gave me were filled with complex levels of 
implicitt meanings. Within stories of explicit events and emotions would lie whole other narratives that were 
poeticallyy encoded. 

Inn analyzing the narratives of these women, I have found the concept of genre introduced by Tonkin and 
Chamberlainn and Thompson especially helpful. (Tonkin, 1992; Chamberlain and Thompson, 1998) 
Becausee these stories contain levels of implicit and explicit meanings, their construction contains many 
levelss of narrative genre. Elizabeth Tonkin, in her study Narrating Our Pasts, describes "genre" as a term 
signifyingg that various interpretations are called for. Different genres work to structure and express a 
story.. The genre of oraüty entails features of delivery such as vocal quality, chanting or singing, gestures, 
silences,, all of which are means by which the Iraqi Shi'ite women, as we have discussed previously, 
conveyy their stories. (Tonkin, 1992: 51) 

Anotherr genre that pertains to the Iraqi Shi'ite women's narratives is the genre of the use of religious 
practices.. They told tales of their religion and their practices of worship within Shi'ism. I have observed 
thee effect of these religious practices upon their narratives and the narrative genre they utilized. Through 
thiss correlation between their faith and their own life-stories, the women I interviewed developed a strong 
sensee of identity as Shi'ite individuals and as a Shi'ite community. Also their religious practices had a 
formm and model to the recitation of stories. The deep influence of this model upon their narratives parallels 
thee deep influence of their religion on their identity. 

Inn addition, the model of narration in the religious ceremony clearly has an effect upon the features of the 
deliveryy of the women's own Hfe-stories. An example of this phenomenon is the poetic expression of 
sadness.. The Shi'ite ceremonies involve many references to the Holy Family, all given with lyric 
lamentations.. This is mirrored in the narratives of the women's own stories which also involve layers of 
lyricismm and lamentation. These two qualities require familiarity with the culture and the religion. It 
requiress more interpretation than would a direct narrative. 

Anotherr genre that occurs during these interviews is the genre of interviewing, itself. Tonkin (1992) 
discussess how this genre serves as specific framework through which narratives were given, but it also 
impactedd the actual conveyance of the narration. I found this point particularly interesting due to my 
personall  experience as a transcriber. As an outsider asking questions, my role in the tellings cannot be 
ignored.. These narrations, as I hope to convey, are not for public consumption. Private to the point of 
beingg sacred, the stories of these women rarely, if ever, leave the circle of their own community. It was a 
deepp honor to be a part of their telling. The genre of interviewing may have served as an initial means of 
framingg the narratives, but the women themselves, through the depth and beauty of their narratives, 
elevatedd our interactions beyond the genre interview. 

Usingg proverbs, poems, verses from the Qur'an, and the Hadith, the women would express a situation 
insteadd of telling their own story. Similar to the above-mentioned examples, in the midst of an interview 
concerningg the day to day events of the refugee process, suddenly a poem would be woven into the 
narrative.. The daily events of life would then be lifted into a poetic realm. Or the interviewee would 
interruptt a description of some hardship she faced to recite a litany of Hadith or a Qu'ranic verse. Below I 
havee included many of the original verses that were integrated into the narratives I collected. 

Theirr history-telling were expressed in different form of genre As I explained below. 
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Genress of Feeling betrayed: 

Ass Habiba one of the key informants, said: 

Wee lived in a desert, you people 
Stilll  we struggle and wrestle with disasters 
Andd life is spent in sighs 
Thee enemies are joyous and in good cheer. 
Wee are in a desert 
Nobodyy came to help us 

Genress of complaint: 

Ass Solima, one of the key informants, said: 

00 my Imam, my loss was large 
Hee left no Imam for the Shi'ites 
Too demand our full revenge and settle 
Wee would hold the tyrants to account and settle score 
Itss people, the descendants of Ali were in agony 

Genress of yearning and longing for  the homeland: 

Ass Fatima, one of the key informants, said: 

11 want to go to your mosque [al-Husayn] 
Too see the site of your grave 
Andd bandage the wound of my heart, 
Whatt is the day and hour in which we will return? 

Qur'ani cc scripture: 

Ass she recalled the day the American struck Iraq [on January 17 1991] and how her bombarded city al-
Basraa was affected, Habiba described the terrible moment of explosion with a Qur'anic passage. "It felt," 
shee said, "like the day "when the earth was shaken to her utmost" ,05 

Remembrancee of the immortal : 

Ass the Shi'ite writer Mahdi Shems al-Din said in his book the raise of al-Husayn (Shems al-Din; 1989: 
59)) continually feel the need to return to the stories of ahl al-bait the immortal men and women, to read, 
listenn and see their histories so as to recall their lives. We go back to immortal events in history so that we 
cann make them live again in our minds and hearts. We enrich our lives through these memories; we 
ennoblee our existence through these stories. These immortal stories and the events of their tellings 
illuminatee our paths. We, as humans, we go back to the glories of the human genius so that, through their 
ideal,, we may quench our hearts' thirst for truth and beauty. 

Inn exploring this universal need to remember the immortal, it is important to ask how and why is 
immortalityy ordained for some humans, some events, and some great acts? 
Itt is because they encompass the eternity as a living reality, which is associated with the unceasing 
creativee activity of mind and heart. This is always immortal because it answers an increasing need in the 
mindd and heart of man and in his greatest aspirations and hopes. This is the factor that applies, with a 

1055 Qura'ni c verse Azilzala [the earthquake] number  99 verse number  1. See The Holy Qur-an: English Translation of the Meanings and 
Commentary.. Edited by the Presidency of Islamic Researchers, IFTA , Call and Guidance. 
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miraculouss exactitude, to al-Husayn and his revolution. These Shi'ite women go back to him in all the 
stagess of his life and we go back to him in the climax of that life: his revolution. They make it live again 
andd we try to understand i t They live with him in all its stages, from its beginning to its bloody but 
resplendentt ending. They were and still are affected ourselves in it they have discovered part of our heart, 
partt of our aspirations, part of our humanity in i t From it we have heard more than a call which summons 
thee noblest things which humann creativity encompasses. 

Thesee are the underlying reasons for the fact that his revolution has penetrated into the depths of the 
popularr consciousness of the Islamic community, in general, and of the Shi'ite Muslims, in particular. It 
hass become part of the general cultural environment of being a Shi'ite. It has shared, and continues to 
sharee even now, an important role in the formation of the Shi'ite cultural identity and social and political 
morality. . 

Wee should observe that the revolution of al-Husayn, among all the revolutions in the history of Islam, 
whichh itself abounds in revolutions, is the only revolution whose memory is still as alive and fresh to all 
Muslimss and in particular to the Shi'ite Muslim. In fact, it lives as vividly in the hearts of Muslims in the 
presentt time as it did to Muslims one thousand years ago. Of all the revolutions it is the only one that has 
enteredd into depths of popular consciousness, into the endeavors and aspirations throughout the history of 
Islam.. It is the Rising of al -Husayn: its social circumstances and its personal significance. It is the first 
revolutionn that mobilized the people and set them on the long bloody path, the path of struggle, after they 
hadd nearly lost their spirit for battling the Umayyads. 
Itt is the only one among the countless revolutions in Islamic history that has set in motion a torrent of 
poeticc and intellectual creativity, which began in the years 61 A.H. [the seventh century] and has not 
ceasedd to the present day. 

Connectingg present events with historical events: 

Solima,, one of the key informants, in expressing her feeling over the death of the Shi'ite Grand scholar 
Imamm Abu al-Qassim al-Khwi, sets an example for connecting the past with the present 

II  beseech you O Najaf what to do then? 
Whatt was the crime of those scholars? 
AHH how much injustice and ruthlessness 
Wee will take 
Wee want to know whether 
Hee died by poison or torture? 
OO Najaf tell us how did he die? 
Wass he like al-Husayn, 
Stabbedd to death? 

Placingg herself in History and the genre of Comfort: 

Thiss poem invokes the suffering of Fatima, one of the key informants, which parallels the pain of family 
separationn felt by many Iraq Shi'ite women. These women found comfort in her as a religious ideal and 
symbol: : 

Inn our hearts is the wound of separation 
Likee Zeynab after her brother died in Karbala 
Shee had no guardian and was taken by the worthless 
Againn and again Karbala is reversed on the good. 
Whatt does fate want from us? 

Thesee poems and scriptures serve to elevate the daily stories of the Shi'ite. They are used directly within 
thee narratives, braided into the life stories in the same way as the Shi'ite religion and the sense of Arab 
poetryy are braided into the lives of the Iraqi Shi'ite people. This usage brings a greater meaning to the 
ordinaryy events of daily existence. It recalls something larger within the retelling of individual lives. 
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Linguisti cc Structure: Speaking Style 

Ass I have discussed throughout this chapter, the structures of the women's narratives are anything but 
straightforward.. This in no way negates their veracity or their complexity, but in fact, as I hope to show, 
actuallyy attests to their veracity and complexity. 

Inn order to explain the nuances of the narratives' structures, it is important to review what the current 
expectationss are for an acceptable narrative form. According to most western conceptions of History in 
generall  and histories in particular, the structure should be chronological, linear, and explicit In her book 
EliteElite Oral History Discourse Eve McMahan, an American historian of narratives, embodies this view. As 
describedd in her studies of this genre, a history should follow these rules. 

Itt should: (1) tell a topically coherent story, (2) tell a narratable story, (3) tell a story that begins at the 
beginning,, (that is, one in which time moves ahead reasonably smoothly except for flashbacks that serve an 
obviouss purpose), and (4) evaluate states and events logically. This evaluation of states and events should be 
executedd in such a way that it is possible to retrieve the core of the story and thereby deduce the points being 
made.. This standard framework, McMahan explains, seems to be very clear as to how an oral narrative should 
bee told in order to be heard. (McMahan, 1989: 81) 

EliteElite Oral History Discourse describes the nature of what she defines as the standard oral history 
narrative.. The correctness of this approach, however, is challenged by Kopijn in Mary Chamberlain and 
Paull  Thompson in their book Narrative and Genre. Kopijn noted that reality proves that not all narratives 
fitfit  the framework for a "good" narrative. I agree with these challenges and moreover, would argue that in 
eachh culture and in each language, people have their own methods and customs of narrating and telling 
stories.. These non-conventional genres take different forms and cannot be generalized or imprisoned in one 
form. . 

Inn the Arab culture, in general, and in this Arab Shi'ite community, in particular, people are more implicit 
thann explicit in their narratives. The narratives of the Shi'ite women collected in this project were 
obviouslyy full of cryptic allusions to such genres as classical poetry, and sayings from their Imams. 
Narrativess were not straightforward and people used the above genres to express a situation instead of 
simplyy reporting a story. 
Theirr form of speech may be viewed as a folk art form. The judgment of what is a "good" narrative often 
restss within the community itself. A "good narrative", as defined by the Shi'ite refugees, would be one that 
wass effective in creating an emotional mood, communicating a moral insight, and moving the listeners to 
aa new level of understanding or action. In addition, in this community, the ability of the speaker in 
achievingg such result is as important as the actual narrative. 

Thee narratives of the women I interviewed, however, were practically in direct contrast to the western 
narrativee expectation, as delineated by McMahan. Far from negating them as legitimate oral histories, I 
wouldd argue that their existence calls into question the rules by which oral history is defined. 
Adrianaa Cavarero, in her book Relating Narratives: Storytelling and Selfhood, discusses a different type 
off  oral narrative106. Valuing personal experience and the narrativity of a story, she writes of the 
importancee of what she call "circular memory". According to her analysis, the autobiographical genre is 
pronee to speaking in reference to that which is familiar. In my own studies of the narratives of the Shi'ite 
women,, I have come to conclude a similar value of circular narrativity. I have found that this connotation 
off  familiarity manifests in a circular ordering of events. Flashbacks are not the exception but the rule. 
(Cavarero,, 1997: 73) 

1066 Adriana Cavarero discusses this inherent narrative and poetic quality of the Arab language and literar y traditio n in her  book Relating 
Narratives::  Storytelling and Selfhood. Focusing on the famous story The Arabian Nights, she presents the heroine Scheherazade as a 
primee example of the power  of narration, and whose stories ennoble die Arabic language, captivated the sultan, staved death, and 
generatedd new life. (Cavarero, 1997: 122) Cavarero also points to the particularl y feminine aspect of this art of narration. Scheherazade 
usess the womanly art of narration to weave numerous layers of verse and narration. 
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Thiss mode of historicizing gives veracity to the history at hand, because it provides a personal context. 
Thiss context of familiarity inherently presents the histories within a framework based in personal meaning 
andd cultural significance. In the case of the Shi'ite women, due to their deep religious faith, it also 
providess a framework based in the collective religious significance. This is crucial, in turn, in 
understandingg the history to begin with, particularly when, as in this case, the history revolves so much 
aroundd religious politics, culture and persecution. 

Storytellingg patterns: 

Inn this study, I am concerned with the patterns and functions of speaking that organize the use of language 
withinn the conduct of Shi'ite social life. As Bauman and Sherzer observed in their book The Ethnography 
ofof Speaking, "Speaking, like other systems of cultural behavior, kinship, politics, economics, religion or 
anyy other, is patterned within each society in culture." (Bauman, 1986: 25) 
Whenn a woman told me her life-story, I was struck by the fact that invariably her story would be framed 
withinn the context of her family and her Shi'ite community. As I have mentioned previously in this 
chapter,, I observed in these interviews, that the women never talked about themselves as individuals but 
onlyy in terms of their children, spouse, and parents. The personal narrative was in fact simultaneously a 
sociall  narrative. This was a recurring pattern in the 50 narratives I gathered. Rather than refer to herself as 
ann individual, each woman, nearly always utilized the first person plural "we" and "us" in telling what 
wouldd otherwise be considered a personal history. 

Nearlyy every woman, in telling her story, talked about her immediate family, extended family, the Shi'ite 
community,, and the Holy family of the Prophet. The Shi'ite women who were interviewed in this research 
havee a profound sense of belonging, as individuals and as a community, to the Holy Family of the 
Prophet.. This sense of belonging strengthened their sense of blood connection, to their own family and to 
thee Shi'ite faith, which connected them to the Holy Family. 

Thus,, in analyzing the storytelling patterns of these narratives, it is difficult to use the category 
'autobiography'.. Due to the collective standpoint and collective subject matter of each story, they are not 
classicallyy autobiographical in nature. Alessandro Portelli, in his work Oral History as Genre discusses 
thee difficulty in categorizing such oral accounts. Oral history, according to his studies combines the 
discipliness of anthropology, sociology, biography, history, and folklore. He describes this genre of 
discoursee as "history-telling". (Portelli, 1994: 25) I find this term especially astute in explaining the 
complexx nature of the narratives of the Iraqi Shi'ite women. The braiding of historical account, personal 
conveyance,, and poetical storytelling make for a genre that surpasses the traditional realm of narrative, as 
definedd by such thinkers as McMahan. 

Givingg meaning to the events: 

Whenn I asked Um Farris, an elderly informant, about her new life in Holland, she confided that she was 
relievedd and content to have finally found security. 

Inn Holland, I can practice my religious rituals freely, without the fear of someone breaking into my house 
orr the fear of being interrogated the next day. I only wish I could do this back home in Iraq, but like Imam 
Al ii  said 'You never attain a good thing without sacrificing another. When you live an extra day, you've 
onlyy come one day nearer to your death'." 

Withh the "good thing" she meant the religious freedom and the "sacrificing another" she meant the 
homeland.. For Um Farris, this saying provided a great deal of comfort for her in her struggles. Though far 
fromfrom her homeland, she had made peace with this distance through her newfound freedom to practice her 
religionn securely. 
Anotherr informant, Fawziah, one of the elderly informants, also expressed a contented relief with her new 
securityy and religious freedom. However, when I asked Fawziah, while she was talking about the 
difficultiess her son was facing in finding a job in Holland and the fact that it was not easy for her son who 
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wass trying to assimilate in to Dutch culture through education and job, she was sure he will make soon. 
Thiss was her exact wording which is a quote from Imam Ali . 

Youu are like travelers who have just begun their voyage and imagine that they have reached their 
destination,, or who have seen a mountain at a distance and think that they are already there. 

Yett another elderly informant, Habiba, in describing life in Iraq before Saddam came to power, as a good 
life. . 

Wee had a good life, but 'the world is like a snake, smooth and soft, but with a 
fatall  poison.' 

Oncee again, Imam Ali' s words arose in the conversation. For Habiba, this saying gave meaning to the fall 
off  what had once been, for her, a good life in a good land. Many of the Shi'ites derived such powerful 
meaningss from the teachings of their religion. Their recitations during the course of their life stories added 
aa collective wisdom, a layer of beauty and truth, to their accounts. 

Thee role of memory in the Shi'ite narratives: 
TheThe oral as opposed to the written history 

Thee role of memory plays a critical part in the understanding of the women's narratives. Although the 
majorityy of the women I interviewed were literate, they, as a whole, did not come from a tradition of 
readingg and writing. Thus the bulk of their knowledge had come from oral sources. In addition, they 
passedd on information in stories and in spoken lessons. 

Thiss orality has a direct impact on the notion of history. Histories are learnt by listening to an elder tell the 
story.. History books did not have a large influence on the knowledge of the women I interviewed. This is 
ann important explanation as to why dates were not important to them within their narratives. The linearity 
off  the stories was secondary. The stories were told and unfolded according to their significance to the 
speakerr and the audience. The circularity of the stories can be understood using this theoretical 
framework.framework. (Tonkin, 1992: 67) 

Thee discourse of orality is a crucial element in the work of memory within these women's lives. What is 
importantt is not what the history books objectively put forth as cause and effect, but rather what sticks in 
one'ss mind. What is remembered is what is included in the stories. The fact that an event is remembered 
repeatedly,, according to this theoretical framework, proves its significance to the narrator and to the 
audience.. Tonkin discusses the importance of the actual telling as well as the content of the telling. 
"Rememberingg and telling are themselves events, not only descriptions of the event" (Tonkin, 1992: 67) 

Unlikee the established definition of linear narrative, the memory-driven stories have their own line of 
thoughtt which, in accordance to how memory actually is utilized, is often not linear at all. This is 
particularlyy the case in such deeply traumatic psychological accounts as those of the Iraqi refugees. 
Circularityy is both a genre of narrating, but also a means of self-protection. 

Thee Role of the Mystical in Memory: 

Thiss redemptive quality of the refugee narratives is often presented in a mystical genre. The role of the 
spirituall  is paramount, as we have discussed, in the lives of the Shi'ite, and thus in their stories of 
themselves.. Each event carries its own hidden meanings, and often, these meanings have a dimension of 
thee unseen and super-natural. This is not a result of superstition, but a deeply held aspect of the Shi'ite 
religion. . 

Too give background information, both Shi'ism and Sunnism are legitimate strands of the Islamic religion. 
Unlikee Sunnism, however, Shi'ism concentrates on the family of the Prophet, attesting that the line of 
Caliphss comes from the progeny of Muhammad. This difference in historical interpretation has a huge 
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impactt on the nature of the spirituality of this sect. Shi'ism is characterized by a mystical reverence for the 
familyy of the Prophet and the symbolism in these regards. 

Thiss mystical quality influences much of the sentiment of remembrance within this religious tradition. The 
actionsactions and qualities of the religious heroes carry a weight far beyond their own context. The modern-day 
ritesrites of the Shi'ite are in honor of the remembrance of the holy family. In this framework of an oral 
tradition,tradition, these rites also are in honor of memory in general. The songs of praise of al-Husayn are 
memorizedd and their power comes exactly from this fact. Without history books or papers or notes, the 
mullayamullaya as well as those in the audience can join in telling the shared, beloved stories. This is homage to 
mysticc importance of memory in and of itself as well as to the mystical content of their remembrance. 

Inn the rites of remembrance for al-Husayn, we listen to a historical portrayal of a tragedy whose equal 
historyy has not witnessed, in which holy men were killed and raised to the highest ranks in dedication and 
selff  sacrifice as they made a pure gift of their lives. 

Thesee rites of remembrance, as this quote attests to, appreciate the holy histories we have discussed 
becausee they have risen auove tiicir own Historical context, mc inuiviuuais wituin tuc legends nave 
becomee legends in and of themselves. This, along the lines of oral history genre, is a critical component of 
aa memorable story one in which the hero surpasses his/her own context and becomes immortal. 

Memoryy serves to immortalize these heroes of Shi'ism. It disregards centuries and a millenium of 
chronologicall  distance so as to join their own stories with those of their inspiring heroes within the 
religion. . 

Changee in time and place and change in the genre: 

Anotherr important aspect of the complexity of the Iraqi Shi'ite narratives is the role of evolution in their 
stories.. In keeping with the fluidity of their "history-telling" genre, these narratives underwent a series of 
changess as the women themselves changed locations and circumstances. This is often the case with oral 
traditions.. As living accounts, it is only natural that they shift focus as the narrator moves from state to 
state—bothh physically and emotionally. Joel C. Kuipers in his book Language, Identity, Marginality in 
Indonesia:Indonesia: The Changing Nature of Ritual Speech on the Island ofSumba, makes a point I find relevant to 
thiss issue. According to his study, the movement of a community of speakers has a significant effect upon 
thee content and style of their speech. The social position of the speakers as they come to a new locale has 
aa large influence on the linguistics of their communications. He argues that identity serves as the link 
betweenn location and language. (Kuipers, 1998: 22) Kuipers argument is especially helpful as we look at 
thee three different locations of the women's narratives and the changes that took place as the narratives 
movedd from Iraq to Saudi Arabia to Holland. 

Thee stories that took place in Iraq are distinctly different than those of Rafha and Holland. Situated within 
thee complexity of the battleground-homeland, these narratives are marked by a pride and a sorrow. There 
iss a sense of loss that permeates any history that took place in Iraq. Those of Saudi Arabia, however, 
containn a deep feeling of betrayal. More angry than sad, the accounts of Rafha are told with language and 
tonee that conveys the women's sense of frustration. Also, when these women were in Saudi Arabia and 
weree relaying their stories to me, I documented a distinctly strong feeling of longing for the homeland. 
Duee to the familiarity in climate, Islamic culture, and Arabic language, as well as the nearness of the 
border,, Iraq still felt near to them in their hearts. Thus they spoke of home with an urgent yearning, many 
off  them believing they would soon return. 

Inn Holland, however, the tone and linguistics of the narratives change drastically. There is a deep sense of 
collectivee identity seeking. The theme of religious freedom arises again and again. The women are 
consciouslyy proud of their language, culture, and religion. Their view of Iraq, though, has altered. There is 
noo longer a passionate imminence to their Iraqi references. It is no longer just across the border. Now that 
thee women are resettled, their narratives of their homeland evolve into stories of nostalgia. Iraq continues 
too be their origin and their homeland, but, as their narratives express, it is no longer their home. 
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Conclusion: : 
TheThe art and function of narrative 

Whilstt working in the Rafha camp, I found that at first women were afraid to vocalize their personal 
histories.. They appeared to resort to Qura'nic modes of narrative, until they had established themselves in 
theirr new environment and had gained the confidence to use their traditional frames of narrative. 

Thee Iraqi Shi'ite women have lost many parts of their life, family, history and culture throughout the 
ordealss they have faced. But, nevertheless, one essential aspect of their identity has remained and in fact 
deepenedd during the refugee process. This is the art and tradition of narrating histories. As we have seen, 
theirr religious traditions inform their personal customs of finding healing, strength, and solidarity through 
narration. . 

Fromm the descriptions above, we can see how culturally specific history-telling, life-stories, or the 
presentationn of one's life can be. The genres used to tell one's story are a direct effect of one's religion, 
culture,, and experiences. The oral presentation of one's life shows how the individual portrays herself, as 
welll  as how self-aware she is about her own experiences and identity. Oral presentation reflects what is 
importantt for the narrators in this presentation of their life. At the same time, narrators are formed both by 
thee content and the genre of their own narration. In presenting themselves, they solidify their own sense of 
identity. . 

Ass implied above the Shi'ites definition of a good narrative is one that has an effectively delivered 
message.. This group of people speaks from a politically marginal position; their material is determined by 
necessityy and their aesthetic ideals are political as well as cultural and religious. Therefore the message of 
theirr narratives brings sympathy and pain, but also enlightenment and consciousness. If we do not 
recognizee this intention, we might fail to appreciate what is the inherent art of these narratives and thus 
misss their messages altogether. 

Givingg testimonies and denouncing oppression is therefore one way of being a "good Shi'ite". Speaking 
itselff  becomes one way to render their own sense of oppression as representative of the all too real 
historicall  suffering of the Shi'ites. Trained speaking, committed listening, and the act of denouncing the 
injusticee from which they fled are all seen by the Shi'ites as religious acts. In the religious gatherings for 
thee commemoration of al-Husayn and other members of the Holy Family, the Shi'ite individual develop a 
speakingg style that makes her/him a faithful and "good" Shi'ite. 

Inn addition to the religious function of testimonies, they are other functions involved in the testimonies 
thatt occupy important aspects of Shi'ite practice and tradition. Firstly, these testimonies create an intense 
solidarityy among the members of the Shi'ite community. Secondly, they have been, throughout history, 
andd continue to be today, a therapeutic function in exorcising a destructive, violent past Through these 
testimonies,, the Shi'ites overcome their role as victims to triumphantly turn painful pasts into a religiously 
legitimatee motivation for thriving and working in pursuit of social ideals even in exile. Thirdly, to give a 
testimonyy is to bear witness; it is to tell the unofficial story, to construct a history of a people whose 
historyy will not be told otherwise. Exiled as outsiders, they regain their identity. Theirs is a story not of 
thosee in power, but of those confronted by power, yet, which, nevertheless, are becoming empowered 
themselves. . 

Thee concept of testimony in the Shi'ite traditions is part of a broad historical concept, but the audiences of 
thesee testimonies are restricted to the Shi'ites themselves. I would often ask myself why these people did 
nott want to speak out to other audiences, to share their stories with other communities? Does the defacto 
practicee of keeping these testimonies within the Shi'ite community have a cultural, political, religious, or 
psychologicall  reasoning? Why don't the Shi'ites use these testimonies as a political act and let their voices 
bee heard outside their own community? These are some of the issues I have attempted to address in 
analyzingg my experience of interviewing the Shi'ite refugee women in the Netherlands. 
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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 collective "we"  have gone through. There 
aree stories of women at work, of forced marriages, of men who died at war. There are also statements not 
storiess of women staying home and undertaking a large portion of work and domestic activities. All of the 
narrativess are comprised of stories of hard life. They are all posted next to anecdotes of threats coming 
fromm the multipl e antagonists, such as the governments, the global community, the state authorities, all of 
whomm are cast at different levels as opposition to the collectivity of the Iraqi Shi'ite. What this concludes 
iss that, what matters for  Iraqi Shi'ite woman in question is the continuity and survival of collectives that 
shee feels constitutes her  own community, and thus herself. Therefore the story of work and collectivity is 
thee story of giving voice to the self and to the community. 
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