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Conclusion n 

Negotiatingg Identities and the Sense of Belonging: Shi'ite Multipl e Identit y Claims: 

Althoughh they are the majority of the population in Iraq, the Shi'ite identity is constructed in the same 
wayy that minority peoples would be in most situations . As Tonkin observed, minorities are likely to 
havee a sharper sense of their special identity than would a majority sector of the same society. (Tonkin, 
1992:130)) Due to the brutal and prejudicial practices of the government, the Shi'ite, although they 
constitutee a larger percentage of the Iraqi population, are treated as a minority group in terms of infringed 
rights,rights, cultural disrespect, and even persecution. Because of this, the Shi'ite have had to re-construct their 
ownn identity in the face of the oppressive minority, in order to re-build cultural self-confidence. 

Throughoutt their entire refugee process, from the borders of warring Iraq to the exiled alienation in 
Holland,, the Iraqi Shi'ite women have had to negotiate and renegotiate their identities in order to survive, 
ass individuals and as a community. As refugees, they are defined by their displaced state; their identity-
seekingg is thus a critical response to their notion of themselves as uprooted peoples. As they lost the 
physicall  sense of home, they had to develop a sense of placement within themselves. Thus they found 
strengthh and solidarity not with actual land, but with the collective remembrance of their homeland and its 
religiouss significance. Yet, even before they took refuge in Saudi Arabia, the Iraqi Shi'ite community was 
beingg displaced from their own culture, religion and rights by the Ba'athist's regime. For over two 
decades,, this community has been working to establish a sense of belonging. As they moved from the 
Shi'itee holy towns of southern Iraq, to the Rafha Refugee Camp, to European resettlement, they have 
claimedd numerous aspects of their own identity in order to cope with challenges and hardships of each 
neww place. The women, in particular, have faced yet another obstacle to their survival in that the family 
structuree of their culture, which is the female realm, was lost along with their move from Iraq. 

Inn conclusion I would explore the narratives told by the Iraqi Shi'ite women as they reconstruct their 
identitiess as Iraqis, as Shi'ites, and as women, during their life in Iraq, the displacement of the refugee 
processs and in exile. This negotiation of identity requires a strong sense of self-awareness and agency. 
Thesee two aspects I found particularly distinct within the life stories the women shared throughout the 
dissertation'ss chapters. Through the content and the genre of these narratives, I was able to understand the 
variouss threats they encountered during their experiences as refugees. 

Onee of the most important challenges thee women faced was the threat of their own government in the war 
yearss leading up to the Uprising. As described in Chapters Three and Four, the Shi'ites maintained a 
peripherall  position in Iraq in relation to the national agenda of the Ba'athist regime. During the Iran-Iraq 
War,, however, the Shi'ites were conscripted to the frontlines en masse, and thus forced to defend 
themselvess in a war they did not believe in and for a state that oppressed them. The Shi'ite women I 
interviewedd spoke of their deep patriotic attachment to their country Iraq (see chapter four and five). 
Saddam,, however, using adept propaganda, disputed this patriotism and rendered it invalid. The Shi'ite 
claimm to a national identity was problematized by the divergent, state-regulated nationalist identity. As 
discussedd in Chapter Three, Saddam's nationalism was an implicitedly Sunni Arab Nationalist -defined 
Iraqii  nationalism that sought to persecute any dissenter. This official Iraqi national identity was defined in 
exclusionaryy narrow ways. The Shi'ite were excluded from this identity in that they were Shi'ite. Saddam 
positionedd the Iraqi Shi'ites within his propaganda, as Persian-Iranian influenced, and thus, not truly 
Arab-Iraqi. . 

Inn Iraq the women felt that they were not Iraqi but someone without a nationality. Therefore, they 
conceivedd of themselves as "Shi'ite" firstly and Iraqi secondly. However, because of the persecution by 
thee government against their religious beliefs, they tended to identify themselves as "Arab" to counter the 
government'ss assertion that they were in fact Persian. In underlining their Arab identity and language they 
defiedd the government's attempt to disinherit them from an Iraqi and thus Arab national identity. They 

Onn subject of Shi'ite identity see ai-Alawi, 1990: 39-78 
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emphasizedd their  Arab nature by way of their  Arab eloquence, their  use of poetic language, and the 
importancee they placed on their  discursive ability in Arabic in general. They called Iranians "sdjam" which 
meanss in classical language an Arabic person who does not speak Arabic (as barbar, in Greek, came to 
signifyy a non-Greek speaker). The Shi'ite talked about the sdjam as people who do not keep their  word, 
whoo were sneaky and stingy. These are characteristics that Arab nationalism has come to convey as very 
succinctlyy anti-Arab. By denigrating the Persian character, the Iraqi Shi'ite attempted to construct a hyper-
Arabb self (more Arab than the average Arabs) to justify their  claim to Arab citizenship. They were very 
awaree that the government was tryin g to use the Persian connection to discredit them and accuse them of 
beingg spies and anti-patriotic . 

Ass the Iraqi Shi'ite contested this narrow definition of patriotism, reclaiming their  own Arab and Iraqi 
identity,, the state further  persecuted them for  not being Ba'athists. In other  words, the official sense of an 
Iraqii  national identity had littl e in fact to do with Iraqi or  Arab heritage; instead, it was reduced to mainly 
onee component: namely, belonging to the Ba'ath party. As the Iran-Ira q War unfolded, so to did the Iraqi 
Shi'itess defense of their  own Arab-ness. Marginalized as enemies to the state due to their  religion, then-
resistancee to the government, and their  alleged Iranian ancestry, the Shi'ites worked hard to negotiate their 
iUGiiiii.j rr  aa n i a u , « mi wunuim 

Whenn the Shi'ites rose up against their  government in 1991, they did so at the urging of the international 
community,, especially the United States, who pledged support if they would rebel against Saddam. When 
mee Uprising was crushed and no foreign power  came to their  aid, the Iraqi Shi'ite felt betrayed yet again. 
Thee Iraqi Shi'ite were isolated by their  dual identity, (see chapter  four) When deported to Iran, their 
felloww Shi'ites in Iran would have nothing to do with them. The wider  Muslim community did not support 
theirr  cause. Their  own government was waging a war  against them. And the international community, 
includingg the journalists ignored their  plight. The levels of betrayals only deepened. 

Thee Shi'ites were forced to negotiate their  identity even more upon fleeing their  homeland. In Rafha 
Refugeee Camp, they felt betrayed yet again by the Saudi Arabian government which provided adequate 
facilities,, but refused to allow them to integrate into Saudi society. The Shi'ites had been de-territorialized 
ass refugees, (see Chapter  Five) The Shi'ite Diaspora had begun to unfold; and thus, their  identity claims 
becamee more complicated. In Saudi Arabia, both their  Iraqi and Shi'ite identities were perceived 
unfavorablyy due to die political circumstances of the second Gulf War  and the particularl y virulent picture 
off  Shi'ism painted by the Saudi religious establishment. Therefore, the refugees presented themselves in 
moree acceptable identity terms i.e. the lovers of ahal al-bayt rather  than the Shi'ite of Iraq. 

Thee complexity of their  negotiated identities108 deepened upon resettling in The Netherlands. Displaced in 
termss of land and respect, die Shi'ite Diaspora becomes increasingly important in asserting Shi'ite 
identity.. Often, this struggle involved maintaining multipl e identities. According to the women's 
narratives,, to preserve their  families, their  religion, and their  culture within the uprooted Diaspora setting, 
theyy were continually making choices about which identity claims to highlight and which to down play. 

Inn Holland, die Shi'ite refugees had to overcome the dominant image of Muslim women as weak, 
submissive,, and backwards. They also had to resist the dominant image of helpless refugees. Through 
theirr  narratives to me, the Iraqi Shi'ite women explained how they worked diligently to maintain their 
culturee and religion through renegotiating an Iraqi Shi'ism far  away from its Iraqi roots (see chapter  six 
andd seven). Consequently, in Holland what becomes crucial for  these refugees was to enhance and 
highlightt  their  Shi'ite Muslim identity. The collective remembrance, as we explored in Chapters Six and 
Seven,, within the Rituals recreated in Holland served this purpose. Their  allegiance to their  own culture 
andd religion through die remembrances of the ahal -al Bait symbolize the re-establishment of their 
identity,, in the context of dieir  collective memory and personal lives as Shi'ites. This notion of re-rooting 
themselvess in Shi'ism pertained to their  individual sense of identity as well as the collective identity of 
beingg a community characterized by resistance, suffering, and remembrance. 

1088 For more information about the complexity of negotiating identities see Heller, 1987; Dancan, 1994; Hall, 1996; Shahidian, 1996; 
Stokes,, 1996; Preis, 1997; Jacobson, 1997; Kuiper, 1998 
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Communityy of resistance and opposition: 

Throughoutt their history and heritage and on through their refugee process, the Shi'ites have been defined 
byy their resistance and opposition to subjugation109. The historical marginalization of the Iraqi Shi'ites and 
thee subsequent persecution created different levels within the agency of their resistance. The Shi'ite 
communityy has experienced and witnessed traumas and torture, as these women expressed through the 
contentt and language of their verbal narration. Their resistance was shown most clearly in the narratives 
off  the majalis, which talk continually about the oppressor and the oppressed, the tyrant and the person 
whoo seeks justice. (al-Wa'li, 1997:48-50) This narrative could be disturbing to people in power. 

Anotherr level of agency and resistance is that the majalis help people to listen to their history and to talk 
aboutt it, in order to place themselves within their history. Every story is collected and thus is retold again 
andd again in this historical path. Another level of agency and resistance occurred in the Ashura discourse. 
Thee women I interviewed, throughout their histories, were explicitly and implicitly aware of the various 
politicall  and social forces mat threatened to repress them. Their narratives in and of themselves had a 
historyy of being silenced as dangerous. Thus, the heritage of history-telling itself has affected the political 
identityy of the Iraqi Shi'ite in Saudi Arabia and in The Netherlands, emphasizing their political-religious 
identification. . 

Thee Battle of Karbala represents for all Shi'ites the prototype struggle between the oppressor and the 
victim.. (al-Haydry, 1999: 307-364) The Shi'ite women, as we have seen in their narratives, utilized this 
historyy as a means of solidarity, resistance, and survival. Implicitly and explicitly they worked this story, 
whichh is an inseparable part of the story of the Holy Family, into their own lives and their own narratives, 
findingg a sense of place in this remembrance. 

Communityy of memories: 

Ass described throughout the study, the Shi'ite women have united within the activity and identity of 
remembrance.. Most particularly, the chief remembrance is that of the Holy Family of the Prophet, 
includingg the life and martyrdom of al-Husayn at Karbala. Though fourteen centuries have passed since 
thiss event, the Shi'ite are defined by their rituals of remembrance of this history. This notion of recalling 
iss also central to their personal narratives. The practices of recalling their religious history are important 
ceremoniess that remind them of their own origins in religion and in culture. Also, since the site of the 
Battlee of Karbala and the holiest shrines of Shi'ism are in southern Iraq, these ceremonies also serve to re-
connectt them to their homeland, from which they are exiled. In this way, the community of the Iraqi 
Shi'itee is structured and strengthened by their collective practices of memory. 

Byy contextualizing every struggle for justice or identity they experienced in their own lives within this 
holy,, historical struggle of the ahl-al bait, the Shi'ite are able to root themselves within their own 
communityy of remembrance. This also affected, as we discussed in Chapter Seven, their own telling of 
theirr life-stories. These narratives were filled with references and allusions to the history of the ahl-al bait. 
Thee roots of remembering uphold the nostalgia of the Shi'ite community, even in exile. Thus they are able 
too find strength in the histories and the re-telling of such histories. 

Communityy of suffering: 

Alongg with this notion of remembrance, the Iraqi Shi'ite community is also characterized by the degree to 
whichh suffering occurs in their sense of identity. The stories of the Holy Family are of course based in 
notionss of pain and tragedy. Each ceremony about the ahl-al bait must involve tears, the beating of the 
breast,, and general sadness. This has a deep impact upon the Shi'ites view of their own history. They 
considerr themselves a people who have endured so much persecution, that they are in fact defined by their 
subjugation. . 

Thee Shi'ite women I interviewed framed their life stories with the sad tales of their religious history. The 

Seee al-Husayni, 1988 and his book on Shi'ite Uprisings throughout the history. 
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dramaticc language and expressive gestures they used served to weave this sadness into the stories of their 
ownn experiences. Needless to say, the content of their narratives held a great deal of sadness as well. 
Horrificc stories of war, torture, execution, humiliation, isolation, and depression of course are histories of 
losss and plight What is interesting, however, is that in the telling of her own tale, as we have explored in 
Chapterr Seven, no woman broke down in tears. The pain of a personal history was expressed only later in 
thee collective ceremonies of remembrance. In this way, the Iraqi Shi'ite women constructed an identity of 
sufferingg heroically endured, through their communal outlet of expressing loss and pain. 

Practices::  How they confirm their  identities: 

Whenn these Iraqi Shi'ite women share their narratives, the language they use gives a compelling beauty to 
theirr accounts. This beauty is not considered an individual talent, but rather a service to their religion, (al-
Wa'li,, 1997:52) The phenomenon of "lament poetry" in honor of al-Husayn is a genre that characterizes 
thee Rites of Remembrance as well as the women's own accounts. It is important to note that this poetry 
hass a heritage that is Arab as well as Shi'ite. In fact, many aspects of the poetic genre are rooted in their 
confirmationn of their Arab identity. As discussed in Chapter Six, the art of narration is distinctly Arab and 
L11CC CHJUUfcl lVt - WILiJi l l Lilt s n l a u i t l O U g U U gC üVl I W l U J / lU IV r VU V o w u m i w u u i i w u uw u u . v u . u vu w» p u v u j  u u w 

orality.. The Iraqi Shi'ite women elaborated their own histories with eloquent quotation of beautiful 
passagess from the Qur'an and Hadith, as a means of showing respect to their culture, but also to identify 
themselvess as Arab peoples. 

Thiss negotiated sense of self was central to their religious and cultural practices in that it continued to 
differentiatee them from the Shi'ites of Iran. Many of these women emphatically repeated in their accounts 
thatt they were assuredly Arab and not "tnjamT', or non-Arab, Persian speakers. Even implicitly, the 
languagee and genre of their narration separated the women from what Saddam's regime had accused them 
of,, namely, Iranian loyalty. Thus the very practices of their religion and their own interaction were framed 
withinn a structuring of their identity as religiously Shi'ite and culturally and linguistically Arab. 

Rooting: : 

Inn a strong effort at cultural continuity, many women I interviewed in the Netherlands took pride in their 
Iraqii  and Shi'ite customs, reflecting this pride in their homes. Many women created a sense of the 
"homeland""  in their houses by decorating the interiors with images of Iraq that relate symbolically to 
Shi'ism.. Pictures of the sacred river Naher al-Furat (the Euphrates) (see chapter six for its significance) 
andd of the palm tree (see chapter five) were prevalent. 

Inn addition, many women used cooking as a means of recreating the particular smells and tastes of their 
homess in Iraq. Smell played a large role in the narratives of remembrance: the smells of freshly cooked 
fish,fish, of the clay earth after the rains, of the Arab bread baking in the oven. Each scent carried a piece of 
Iraqq to them, and led to a deep nostalgic yearning for their land. Nostalgia was central to all of the 
narratives.. Their identity as Iraqi is based on the culture, the land, and the actual country of Iraq. They are 
rootedd in their own Iraqi identity as much as they are in the soil of Iraq. . 

'Too be rooted is perhaps the most important and least recognized need of the human soul," stated Simone 
Weill  writing in England, about her exile from France during World War n. (Malkki, 1997: 52) Liisa 
Malkkii  utilizes this quote to make the argument that roots have an important relation to identity and to the 
formss and processes of the territorialization of identity. (Malkki, 1997: 52) Culturally people connect their 
identitiess with their homeland. This is particularly the case for the Iraqi Shi'ites and their deep sense of 
connectionn to the southern region of Iraq. Thus the importance of being buried in Najaf (see chapter six), 
evenn Iranian and Pakistani Shi'ites feel a deep religious connection to the holy shrines of southern Iraq, 
includingg Najaf, believing that as a devout Shi'ites, they should be buried there so to experience the Day 
off  Judgment with their holy ancestors. With this deep connection to the actual territory of Southern Iraq, 
thee Iraqi Shi'ites who actually came from this region, profess a profound nostalgia for its soil and its 
history,, even when they are as afar away as The Netherlands. 
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Malkkii  also discusses the complexx issues of what it means to be rooted in a place as well as what it means 
too be native to a place. Increasingly it is becoming difficult to understand the "notions of nativeness and 
nativee places more and more people identify themselves, or are categorized, in reference to 
deterritorializedd 'homelands', 'cultures', and 'origins'." (Preis, 1997: 86) 

Ann instance of this territorialized connection within this culture is the ritual burial of the umbilical cord 
underr a palm tree. This custom is deeply embedded in the tradition of the Iraqi Shi'ite, linking the child, 
fromm the moment she is born, to her homeland and its icon, the palm tree, (see chapter five.) A person 
shouldd protect the land, the custom states, where her umbilical cord is buried, maintaining this connection 
forr the rest of her life. Many of the women I interviewed told me in their narratives that the land does not 
forgivee those who leave it and do not protect it. They shared their feelings of guilt that they fled Iraq and 
didd not stay to defend their homeland. In fact, many said they did not feel comfortable returning to Iraq 
becausee the land, they believed, would never accept them again. This, of course, caused many women 
deepp pain and increased nostalgia for the land of their homeland. These elements of nostalgia play a 
cruciall  role in the genre of the women's narratives. Their significance translated into metaphors and 
allusionss that colored their stories, poetry, and histories. They became important icons of what they had 
left,, but what remained within them. 

Changee in time and place and change in the genre: Agencies to keep their  identities 

Anotherr important aspect of the complexity of the Iraqi Shi'ite narratives is how the change of time and 
placee affected the stories. In keeping with the fluidity of their "history-telling" genre, these stories evolved 
inn accordance to the location of their telling. I ascribe such changes in narration to the changes in identity 
thatt accompanied each move in location. 
Sincee the sense of identity was so instrumental to the formation and expression of the history-telling 
withinn the ceremonies of the Iraqi Shi'ite women, each of the various identities they claimed, played a role 
inn the content and genre of their narratives. 

Thiss argument implies that the notion of identity is fluid in that it can shift according to outside locations, 
situations,, and necessities. Stuart Hall, in the introduction of his book Questions of Cultural Identity, 
proposess that identity is not an essentially static reality, but in fact is a concept that is "strategic and 
positional.""  (Hall, 1996: 3) In seeking the irreducibility of this notion of identity, he points to the agency 
andd politics that usually are involved in its formation and presentation. His points are highly relevant to 
thiss study. In discussing the issue of forced migration, he makes yet another important argument: namely, 
thatt the narratization of the self that leads to "identity" might contain non-factual elements, but is 
necessaryy to awareness. I agree with this point. (Hall, 1996: 4) The narration a displaced people give of 
themselvess has political, and discursive value. 

Manyy writers have commented on the correlation place has to identity. Doreen Massey, in her book Places 
andand Identity argues that areas should be conceived of as "networks of social relations and understandings." 
(Massey,, 1994: 154) Since many people do not have a specific territory to call home, then increasingly, 
identityy toward a place is a fluid and internalized notion. The character of a place is, she argues, in today's 
age,, usually constructed in some sense, because, increasingly, the inhabitants of the place do not actually 
inhabitt i t This point is germane to our discussion of the Iraq Shi'ite refugees. 

Theirr nostalgia for Iraq is based on memories of life in Iraq before the Ba'ath regime as well as on 
historicall  legends of the region. But, their identity toward Iraq, upon resettling, is based on the community 
theyy have created as much as it is upon the actual reality of the land currently. "That place called home 
wass never an unmediated experience," Massey states. (Massey, 1994:164) Even when the Iraqi Shi'ite 
womenn lived in Iraq, they worked hard to perpetuate and express their own connection to Iraqi land and 
heritage.. The identity of place is closely bound with the identity of culture, and for these women, also the 
identityy of religion. 

Stilll  another writer who discusses the role of territory in the national identity of a displaced people is Liisa 
Malkkii  in her highly pertinent article "National Geographic: The Rooting of Peoples and the 
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Territoriazationn of National Identity among Scholars and Refugees". She too argues that the universal 
needd for roots often conflicts with the fact that more and more people do not live where they come from. 
Shee speaks of a new globalization where, "people are chronically mobile and routinely displaced." 
(Malkki,, 1997: 52) She makes a point concerning the importance, for some people of the latter category, 
inn possessing an actual handful of soil from the homeland. (Malkki, 1997: 55) This correlates to Solima's 
youngestt daughter, who, although the least connected chronologically to Iraq, would beg visitors to bring 
herr a handful of Iraqi clay. Thus, the physical sense of a territory, though she had no memory of 
inhabitingg it, was crucial to her sense of nostalgia and identity-formation. 

Identity : : 

Inherantt in the refugee status is the image of being helpless and vulnerable. Moreoever, the very term 
"refugee""  has been contested and is often prone to hazardous misconceptions. As we discussed in the 
introduction,, images of refugees used by humanitarian and political journalism usually show pictures of 
thee refugee populations. If there is a history to the story, it rarely is told from the actual standpoint of a 
refugeee in question. On the contrary, the exiled refugees are often depoliticized, erased of their history so 
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off  course is that the population in question have become refugees precisely due to their history and 
poltics.. This is particularly the case with the Iraqi Shi'ite women. 

Fromm their persection under Saddam to their Uprising against the Ba'athist regime in 1991 to their three 
yearss in the Saudi refugee camp to their resettlement in The Netherlands, this community has been 
profoundlyy political in their attempts to maintain their own idenity in the face of oppression and isolation. 
Theirr identity was called into question at every stage of the process of escaping the threats against them. 
Yet,, nevertheless, they rooted themselves within the territory of their own culture and religion. 

Solimaa cannot conceive of any alternative to her present life in exile, but her poem speaks of these Shi'ite 
womenn who have heroically endured, "who care not for the weather...neither the discomforting cold of 
thee (Iraqi) north, nor the heat of the (southern) marshes." 

Wee are those who rise up for religion, 
Challengerss of the wicked. 
Wee will never compromise, 
Thoughh all of us should perish, 
Untill  we return to our land! 

Throughoutt all of their ordeals, despite drastic changes of location and social relations, these women have 
nourishedd roots that sink deep into a vividly recalled religious culture of resistance and remembrance. 
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