
 http://ejw.sagepub.com/
Studies

European Journal of Women's

 http://ejw.sagepub.com/content/12/3/363
The online version of this article can be found at:

 
DOI: 10.1177/1350506805054275

 2005 12: 363European Journal of Women's Studies
Halleh Ghorashi

Research
When the Boundaries are Blurred : The Significance of Feminist Methods in

 
 

Published by:

 http://www.sagepublications.com

On behalf of:
 

 WISE (The European Women's Studies Association)

 can be found at:European Journal of Women's StudiesAdditional services and information for 
 
 
 
 

 
 http://ejw.sagepub.com/cgi/alertsEmail Alerts: 

 

 http://ejw.sagepub.com/subscriptionsSubscriptions:  

 http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.navReprints: 
 

 http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.navPermissions: 
 

 http://ejw.sagepub.com/content/12/3/363.refs.htmlCitations: 
 

 at Vrije Universiteit 34820 on March 30, 2011ejw.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://ejw.sagepub.com/
http://ejw.sagepub.com/content/12/3/363
http://www.sagepublications.com
http://www.wise.medinstgenderstudies.org/
http://ejw.sagepub.com/cgi/alerts
http://ejw.sagepub.com/subscriptions
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.nav
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav
http://ejw.sagepub.com/content/12/3/363.refs.html
http://ejw.sagepub.com/


Open Forum

When the Boundaries are
Blurred

The Significance of Feminist Methods in
Research

Halleh Ghorashi
DE VRIJE UNIVERSITEIT

ABSTRACT This article focuses on the ways that the author’s somewhat in-
between position as both an outsider/researcher and an insider/ex-political
Iranian activist now in exile has contributed to the process of research on Iranian
women exiles in the Netherlands and the United States. Feminist attention on life
stories as a method, and feminist anthropologists’ attention to particularity,
involvement and reflexivity give the author the space, and inspire her, to explore
the issue of positioning. This makes it possible for her to engage with the issues of
home, identity and belonging, not only as a scholar but also as a woman in exile.
In this way, the reflexivity resulting from this involvement enables her to re-
evaluate her own identity, sense of belonging, and life in exile, next to rethinking
these essential themes within the social sciences on the theoretical level. The
blurred boundary of the self and the other in her research has its moments of
complication, but in the end, these complicated moments seem to be not only
necessary but rewarding, in many ways.

KEY WORDS belonging ◆ exile ◆ feminist anthropology ◆ home ◆ identity ◆
Iranian women ◆ life stories ◆ positioning

I was 26 years old when I came to the Netherlands in 1988, as an exile
from Iran. Although young in years, I felt as if I had undergone an inten-
sive course in life. Often I felt as if my shoulders could not carry my
memories: both the beautiful and the horrific. At the age of 17, I
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participated in the Iranian Revolution of 1979 as a leftist political activist.
From 1981, I experienced years of suppression, living day by day in fear
of being killed or arrested. Once in exile, I felt as if I had entered an empty
space, where neither present nor future mattered; the only thing that
mattered was the past. How could I deal with the memories of so many
high ideals and so many disappointments? I entered a domain in which
feelings of displacement and in-betweenness became part of daily life.
Questions of identity and home started to have a central place in my mind
and in my life.

My academic education in the Netherlands as an anthropologist
provided me with some tools to approach this encounter with exile.
Reading new theories about identity, home and exile attracted my interest
but left me confused. The emphasis on the dynamic and changing aspects
of identity and constructed meanings of home and culture seemed
appealing, but also left me with many unanswered questions. Why were
exiles like me unable to feel at home in their new countries? Why were
exilic experiences so strongly coloured by the past and nostalgia for a lost
home? If identities and the meanings of home are so flexible, as often
assumed, why are exilic subjects not able to come to terms with their
position in life based on their achievements in their new countries? I
remember reading Said’s Culture and Imperialism and coming across a
passage from Hugo of St Victor:

The person who finds his homeland sweet is still a tender beginner; he to
whom every soil is as his native one is already strong; but he is perfect to
whom the entire world is as a foreign place. The tender soul has fixed his
love on one spot in the world; the strong person has extended his love to all
places; the perfect man has extinguished his. (Said, 1994: 407)

Hugo’s vision provided me with a conceptual framework within which to
position myself. I started to question my exclusive love for my homeland,
when I appropriated Marxist ideas while active in a leftist organization. In
those years, I distanced myself from the idea of a national homeland and
began to believe in the Marxist ideology that saw ‘the world as a
homeland’. Later I completely lost the illusion of a sweet homeland when
political violence made me a refugee in my own country. Thus, my first
experience of being a cosmopolitan citizen was formed partly through my
Marxist belief but mainly by the harsh experience of becoming an internal
exile. That marks the time when I can say that I passed the stage of ‘a
tender beginner’. Once in exile in the Netherlands, I realized the reverse
of this process. I began to develop strong nostalgic feelings towards Iran.
I started to idealize Iran as my homeland: the only country where I could
truly belong. As the years passed, this imaginary Iran became stronger in
my mind, which led to feelings of displacement and emptiness in the
present. The painful consequence was that I was banned from the only
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country that I considered as my homeland. A sense of emptiness
shadowed my life in the Netherlands, a life that in no way was an isolated
one, because I was quite successful there. However, this feeling of living
in-between spaces (there and here) and time (past and present) created the
unsatisfactory situation of longing for my sweet homeland. So I retreated
to the stage of ‘a tender beginner’.

In 1995, when I began a project about Iranian women exiles in the
Netherlands and the US, I wanted to know what happened to our gener-
ation of women who participated in the Iranian Revolution and now live
in exile. What happens to cosmopolitan1 minds like ours when we enter
exile? Do we all return to the nostalgic, nationalistic thoughts of ‘a tender
beginner’, or are some of us able to become the ‘perfect’ one: ‘to whom the
entire world is as a foreign place’? But before I consider the condition of
these women in exile, it is important to contextualize their revolutionary
background in Iran.

A REVOLUTION THAT CHANGED LIVES

In my research, I listened to the stories of women leftist activists who were
forced to leave Iran because of their political activities during the Iranian
Revolution of 1979. Women’s involvement in the Iranian Revolution of
1979 took place at many different levels. Their most intense participation
was during the two years following the overthrow of the Pahlavi regime
(1926–79). This was a period of political freedom resulting from a power
vacuum. A number of political groups came into existence, and were then
permitted by law. These groups advanced a wide range of ideologies,
including various forms of Marxism, Islamism, liberalism and women’s
rights. Both the extent of the freedom enjoyed during these years and the
opportunity for political involvement gave Iranian women the chance to
acquire political identities in an extensive manner for the first time.

The ‘spring of freedom’2 did not last long. Confrontations had been
growing between secular/leftist political parties and the Islamists in
power from the very beginning of the revolution. Those confrontations
took a turn for the worse on 18 June 1981. From that date on, the streets of
Tehran and other Iranian cities began to witness terrible violence.
Islamists began institutionalizing their absolute power. All other political
groups were declared illegal, and the majority of their followers were
arrested, tortured, or killed. Those who had the chance left the country
and became exiles. A new start in a new country went hand in hand with
the memories of a lost home and an insecure future.

The women who were part of this research had participated in the
Iranian Revolution of 1979 within leftist organizations. They had left Iran
when the years of suppression started after 1981. My fieldwork, which
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took eight months in each country, was concentrated in Amsterdam in
1996 and Los Angeles in 1997. During this time I listened to the life stories
of 20 women in each country. I also did several months of participant
observation within the local Iranian communities to grasp the dynamics
that existed in both contexts. The main focus of the comparative research
was to understand the impact of the new countries on the ways that the
women told stories of the past, present and future.

The most striking outcome of this research was that these leftist politi-
cal activists, with their relatively common pasts, positioned themselves
completely differently in their new countries. The women in the Nether-
lands felt like strangers and were afraid of the future. ‘What is going to
become of us here? We will never find our place here, but is there any
place for us left in Iran?’ Their sense of non-belonging in the Netherlands
does not mean that they were not part of the society. The contrary is the
case: they speak the language and are active participants within society.
But why did they feel like strangers there, and why were they afraid of the
future? The women in Los Angeles have similarly contributed as active
participants in their new society. The big difference was that they felt that
they belonged in their new country. They felt at home in Los Angeles and
were not afraid of the future. ‘If I have been able to gain so much within
the 10 years I have lived here, then I will achieve even more in 20 years.
Why should I be afraid of the future then?’ To explore the differences
between the two countries I have elaborated on a combination of factors
that involve levels of experience, structure and discourse. Unfortunately,
the methodological focus of this article does not leave any space to
explore these factors (for more on this, see Ghorashi, 2003a, 2003b).

SADNESS AND PASSION: BOTH A RESEARCHER AND A
POLITICAL ACTIVIST

The question that kept me busy from the first year of this research project
was how to combine my personal experiences as a leftist activist in exile
with the research I was planning to conduct. I was enormously inspired
by the works of feminist anthropologists such as Lila Abu-Lughod (1991)
and Ruth Behar (1996). In their works these scholars give special attention
to creative as well as critical writing (Behar and Gordon, 1995: 7). Stress-
ing the particularity of experiences against simple generalizations leaves
space for ‘writing against culture’, which subverts the process of othering
within anthropology (Abu-Lughod, 1993: 13). These scholars draw atten-
tion to the construction of research material that was to a large extent
shaped and influenced by the personal background and experiences of the
researcher. From the beginning I have intended to present my writing in
a way that not only gives room to emotions, but also opens a window to
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my personal background as both an activist and researcher. In addition, I
wanted my work to touch people’s hearts and minds. The feminist
anthropological choice in reflexive and experimental writing provided me
with a perfect framework.

To collect material for this study, I used a range of field methods and
techniques: participant observation, life stories and short interviews on
specific topics. By giving the women I interviewed the space to narrate
their lives, the life story method (Berger et al., 1991) was essential to the
research. Historical dimension gives space to the experiences and the
choices of the women in their new countries, and it also highlights recol-
lections of the past and their impact on the present. The life story method
gave space to an interaction between past activism, present experiences of
exile and future expectations. What these women went through during
the political changes in Iran, the reasons for their flight and their problems
in the new countries are often very painful subjects that are usually diffi-
cult to talk about in an interview. Since these are situations that the
women would rather forget, survey methods that merely provide a
dispersed picture of such experiences would not succeed in giving the
women the opportunity to express their feelings within a dialogue
(Anderson and Jack, 1991). The role of the researcher within this method
is mostly to listen to what those interviewed have to say. A researcher
should raise some orienting questions, but the character of the interview
should be such that the narrator feels free to express her complex and
conflicting experiences.

MIRRORING EFFECT OF LIFE STORIES

The intensity of the narratives of the women I interviewed affected me
enormously throughout the research period. During my fieldwork in the
Netherlands, I discovered that I would travel back to the past because of
the character of some of the interviews. I experienced nightmares on
several occasions, but did not really ask myself why. I had in fact antici-
pated this, as I had expected some of the interviews to affect me deeply.
However, I later realized that I did not have nightmares after all of the
interviews. I read the transcripts of the interviews again, and was amazed
with the result. I noticed that some of the interviews created an atmos-
phere in which I travelled back in time. This was a result of the vocabu-
lary used by the women. They were using the revolutionary words of the
past, a vocabulary that for all of us belonged to the past. Those old revo-
lutionary terms unconsciously carried me back to that past. To clarify this
point, I give an example of the vocabulary of those years. I also explain the
context because it was not just the words but the context that had such an
impact on me. The word that had the most impact on me was dareiha,
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which means ‘the valley ones’. When one of the women used it, we both
became very emotional and our eyes filled with tears. She said:

Another strong propaganda at that time was that between imperialism and
communism there is a kind of valley that should be filled with our blood.
We are the ones who should fill that valley with our flesh and blood; we are
the valley ones. Then you do not think of being able to see communism
itself, you think of just sacrificing to fill the valley as a bridge for others.
Because I was the valley one, I could only think of the ways to develop my
defensive and revolutionary methods, instead of thinking about having
children or not.

Other words that caused me to travel back in time were the names of
different sorts of machine guns: Kalashnikov and J-3; ghahrze enghelabi:
revolutionary violence; khalq: people; and falanj: dogmatic. I found it
amazing that I had not thought of those words for many years and yet
they were a very important part of my life for at least two years. During
the revolution, we were taught in high school how to use machine guns. I
remember that I found it fascinating, and felt that I was already a partisan
by taking part in those classes. These words became symbols of the politi-
cal passion of those years. A nostalgic passion comes back every time
those words are mentioned. In this way, revolutionary words became
mediators between the past and the present and showed how the past
remained an essential part of the present. Expressions were drawn from
different periods, and raised deeply embedded emotions. The revival of
those words created in me the feeling of being completely transferred to
another time, as if I had lived another life. Through those words I relived
the events of those years in my dreams as if they were real. For example,
in one dream I was chased by Islamic police and was running for my life
when I ended up in a dead-end street and woke up. Those events seemed
so far away, but still much closer than I expected. For many weeks after
conducting these interviews I felt completely exhausted. It was much later
that I learned the reason for this exhaustion.

After my flight to the Netherlands, terrible headaches became a part of
my life. Sometimes I had to deal with them four days a week. My doctor
called it the disease of the modern era and advised me to take painkillers,
so I did. After conducting my research in the Netherlands, or maybe it was
during the time of the research, I realized that my headaches had become
less frequent. It was a great feeling. I could also think about the past more
easily and I felt more relieved. Could it be that this research had become
my therapy to deal with my memories? I realized that it was. It was not so
much the research itself that helped as the discovery that I was and am not
alone with my pain and that there are others who went through similarly
tough experiences and who are also struggling towards a rather uncertain
future. We are people with lost homes and misplaced ideals, people who
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experienced both the nearness of death and the highest moments of joy in
life, and people who learned to survive. It feels like a miracle to know that
people can talk about lost ideals and hopes, and be surrounded by
emotions. It is amazing to talk to others without words, using just the
movements of our bodies, the tears in our eyes, and the coldness of our
hands. These moments of intense emotions gave me strength to deal with
the difficulties of my research and to deal with my own past as it surged to
the forefront. Many of the women I interviewed told me that my research
affected them deeply by giving them the opportunity to talk about their
experiences or by feeling closeness and understanding when they could
not find words. Some Iranian men read my articles and told me how
deeply they felt a strong common spirit with those who shared the experi-
ence of the revolution and exile. This made my work more than scholar-
ship. It made it about sharing stories, matching experiences, and helping
each other lift the dominant shadow of the past as much as possible. Being
inspired by feminists in general with their attention to life stories as a
method, and feminist anthropologists for their attention on particularity,
involvement and reflexivity, my work became more about touching hearts
than minds, and about changing lives rather than observing them.

INTERSECTION OF THE PRESENT AND THE FUTURE

When I began this research I assumed that I would be touched by the
stories of other Iranian women about their past experiences, but I could
not imagine that this research would change my view on life in exile and
the future so drastically. The life stories showed me that I was not only
escaping from the past but also from the present. In spite of my hard work
in learning the Dutch language and finishing my MA in a rather short
time, I realized that I was not happy; I was escaping from reality by
working like crazy. My feelings of not belonging, of emptiness, became
obvious when I was transcribing the interviews of the women in the
Netherlands related to the future.

When I first transcribed the women’s voices, and listened to the un-
certainties of their lives, I had to cry. Realizing how bleak they felt
reminded me of my own feelings of uncertainty about the future and the
pain of a lost home. It was a rather emotional scene behind the computer,
typing and crying. Although I am not at all a poet in any way, I came up
with the following, which captures how I felt at that time:

It feels so cold inside,
I feel a loss,
The loss of warm eyes,
Eyes I knew from my childhood,
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Eyes that talk to me without words,
Eyes I know by heart,
I feel a loss,
The loss of emotion,
The loss of holding and smelling the known body,
The loss of being accepted without explaining,
I miss the emotion, the summer in my life.
I miss the people who shone in my life.
I need the sun to warm my bones,
I need the sun to bring a smile to my lips,
I need the warmth of the sun to live.

The logic, the winter, is new to me,
But I will die without the sun. (Ghorashi, 1998: 25–6)

This poem expresses the emptiness of my life in exile at that moment. But
it is more than that. Contrasting warmth, sun and emotion to cold, winter
and logic shows the way I glorified the past that was different from the
present. In this way my sense of belonging was related to a selected and
imaginary past that contained all the things I was missing in the Nether-
lands. The poem tells us about the exilic experiences of the writer with
strong nostalgic feelings towards the past. The sense of being othered, of
not belonging in her new country, and of the insecurity about the future
fuelled my creation of a past that gave me hope to stay alive. In this sense
my exilic experience was similar to that of the women I interviewed in the
Netherlands. This exiled feeling changed during my nine-month stay in
California for my fieldwork. The following excerpt from my fieldwork
notes in Los Angeles records my feelings.

For many Iranians who were brought up during the time of the Shah,
‘Irangeles’ feels more like Iran than the Islamic Iran after the revolution. I
felt more at home in Los Angeles in many ways; I could relive so many of
the similar images of my childhood that I had lost already when I was in
Iran. An example:

One of the sweetest memories I have from my childhood is our trip to my
aunt’s villa in northern Iran in summers. I loved the green, the sea, and the
play with the children there. We went there with the whole family and many
children. We woke up early in the morning with birds singing, rushed to the
sea, and stayed there the whole day. We had the choice either to go to the sea
or to the swimming pool. It was a marvellous time. We went there with our
bicycles and the whole day was full of joy, playing, swimming, quarrelling,
running, and eating. During the night, another picture that I never forget is
the smell of barbecue in the garden and several tables settled for adults to
play cards. Almost all of our parents played cards deep into the night. We
ate, played, and at some point just fainted from exhaustion. My nights
mostly ended with the sound of crickets. The morning started with birds
and the nights ended with crickets. Of those memories, the sounds stayed
part of my life for a long time.
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After the revolution, I did not hear those sounds any more. We went to
northern Iran every summer but the scene was completely different. The
city of my memories had changed to a city full of Islamic police. That city
which was considered as a base for wealthy people became the centre of
hatred for revolutionaries. We were not allowed to swim, and having fun
became a sin. At some point they said that biking was forbidden for
women. I could not believe it and just took my bicycle as usual and
headed towards the sea. An Islamist policeman who was hidden behind
the trees jumped out and pointed his gun at me. I was totally shocked and
just stepped off the bike and went with him to the police office. I was
afraid of getting into trouble because of my political background, and for
such an unfortunate reason for arrest as riding a bicycle. So I stayed as
polite as I could, they called my father, and he guaranteed that I would
not ride a bike any more. Another time we were barbecuing in our garden.
The garden was surrounded with trees, so my aunt did not wear a scarf,
hoping that nobody would see her. At some point, Islamic police attacked
the house and wanted to talk to ‘the man of the house’. So my father came
and they were very rude to him and told him that if he could not control
his women they would do it for him. My father felt insulted, and our
barbecue and the rest of the week were spoiled. I remember that after that
incident we did not have barbecues outside and preferred to stay inside
the house with the curtains closed. These were the last pictures of the
beautiful city of my memories before I left Iran.

Strangely enough, I felt at home within a month of my arrival in
America. The lost home that was neither Iran nor the Netherlands took on
another dimension when I came to California. One evening I was invited
to a party at the house of a distant relative. Most of my cousins were there
too. When I entered the house I was shocked by what I saw. The decora-
tion of the house, tables ready for playing cards, the smell of barbecue and
the big plate of fruit hit me immediately. It was such a familiar scene. My
grownup playmates and I stayed inside and talked. I heard the sounds
again. There were no birds or crickets outside, but I clearly heard them
singing. I realized that the feeling of home has little to do with your
country of origin, but very much to do with the place you can revive your
memories. I was not in Iran or northern Iran recapturing my memories; I
was in Los Angeles. And there I felt at home. It was a displaced home,
which fitted into my constructed memories. A combination of different
factors made Los Angeles home when the ‘real home’, Iran, lost its
meaning as home. Nevertheless, this feeling of home for a refugee is
fleeting and momentary. It is something that one searches for, but it does
not last long. Home and homelessness become feelings of mere moments
for migrants, moments one cherishes and dislikes at the same time.
Feeling closeness but fearing betrayal, the question that keeps you busy
becomes: will this moment betray me?
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Unfortunately, that moment betrayed me. But it took a while before it
happened. During my fieldwork in California I was happy with my
research, the friends I found, the Iranian parties, and the ceremonies that
I attended. I even considered going back and living in California. Never-
theless, the feeling changed when I came back to the Netherlands.

The first weeks after coming back to the Netherlands I was happy and
full of energy about what I had done in the US. I realized that I had really
missed the Netherlands, my friends and colleagues, and my life there. I
missed my own space in the Netherlands: a space in which I was not
limited because I was a woman. I could live the life I wanted to. I related
these feelings to my experiences in California later when I started to have
nightmares. In my dreams, I was being choked in my sleep by groups of
Iranians, familiar and unfamiliar faces coming closer and closer with their
hands towards me. After thinking about the nightmares, I realized that in
spite of the positive feelings I had about the Iranian community in Cali-
fornia, I was also often bothered by the extent of social control there. I
often heard stories about my personal life that were spread around. This
showed me the power of network and rumours.

I also did not like the consumption-oriented life in California. I hated
the system in which your financial credit meant everything. I often felt
uncomfortable on those occasions; however, experiencing the home sweet
home again, and being busy with my research covered those feelings up.
Once in the Netherlands those incidents became a strong part of my life
in my subconscious. When the nightmares in the Netherlands started, I
not only had to deal with my feelings related to LA, but also my dis-
illusionment with the past. In the poem I explained how I created an imagi-
nary homeland that was warm, sunny and full of emotion. My feelings of
uprootedness in the Netherlands fuelled the creation of an illusionary
homeland to which I wanted to belong. Then I started to ask the question:
who are you kidding? The discomfort I felt in Los Angeles with
traditional ideas regarding women’s roles and the gossip going around
would be even worse in Iran. In Los Angeles, many of my friends spoke
positively about the ability to interact in two spaces, the Iranian and the
American one. Thus, in LA Iranians can distance themselves from
negative traditional elements, but this distance is much more limited in
Iran with an oppressive government and a strong patriarchal tradition.

Disillusioned by that unreal picture of Iran and faced with the negative
aspects of California, I started analysing fieldwork material. It was a year
later before I discovered that I had become much more positive about my
life in the Netherlands. Based on the comparison with the US, I realized
that I liked my life in the Netherlands. In the 12 years I had lived in the
Netherlands, I had become Dutch. Differently Dutch, but still Dutch. By
being Dutch, I do not mean having Dutch nationality (which I have), but
feeling part of the Netherlands. I realized that the process of othering in
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the Netherlands had preoccupied me for a long time. I was busy seeing
life in the Netherlands through a negative lens. The process of doing this
research also made it possible for me to answer some questions about my
life related to home, the past and the future.

The construction of my exile experience started when I felt that I was
being treated as an unwanted other in the Netherlands. This made me
furious, because I had worked so hard to be part of the society. It felt as if
it was never enough. Then I started to distance myself from society by
criticizing everything Dutch: the weather, the individualism, the coldness
of people. In the last year, based on my experiences in Los Angeles, I
started seeing my life in the Netherlands in a different way. I realized that
I appreciate my individual space; call it individualism if you will. I have
wonderful Dutch friends who are not cold and distanced. I like neither the
consumption-oriented lifestyle of Iran and America, nor the exaggeration
of the plain lifestyle of the Netherlands; however, if pushed, I prefer the
second. The lifestyle I choose is a strange one, anyway, it will never fit
entirely into any one structure. It has a hybrid character, existing in the
shared space of cultural difference, which includes a variety of partial
lifestyles and cultures including Iranian and Dutch.

It was then when I realized that home is where I feel at ease; where I can
be the person I want to be, where I have the job I always wanted and
where I have friends I like. Although I realized that now home is the
Netherlands, who knows for how long? But I also realized that feeling at
home is something that takes work. In the Netherlands I miss the Iranian
cultural activities that I grew up with. I miss the social network I had in
Iran, and that I experienced in LA. Nevertheless, my life in the Nether-
lands had changed me in ways that I could not ignore: I became even
more aware of my individual space and what my father called ‘my rebel-
lious choices in life’. So it is possible that Iranian women with my back-
ground, my friends in LA, feel at home and belong in California. The
trajectory of life of my companions and me in the Netherlands has been
different: we have been spoiled by our individual space here. We are too
Dutch to feel at home in either Iran or in California. What we can do is to
make the Netherlands our home, as I have started to do already. The
Netherlands becomes home when we start looking at its positive sides,
the chances we have here, the friends we have, and the space we have
created to be the person we want to be. Feeling Dutch is not about being
accepted by the Dutch or becoming like the Dutch, by ignoring one’s
background. It is about claiming Dutchness based on being different,
being Iranian. Becoming Dutch is then about being Iranian-Dutch.
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CONCLUDING REMARKS

The rich narratives of the women in this study have enabled me to rethink
the notions of identity, home and belonging. When it comes to the life of
migrants and refugees, home is often equated to the past. Departing from
this static and fixed approach, home becomes synonymous with the
country of origin where people are supposedly rooted and which they
have left behind. Scholars within the field of refugee studies have also
contributed to this way of approaching home by making ‘the assumption
that the homeland or country of origin is not only the normal but the ideal
habitat for any person’ (Malkki, 1995: 509). In this way, home is directly
equated with the national borders of the country of origin. Malkki links
this so-called sedentary bias to the claim that we live in an era of ‘the
national order of things’ in which ‘rootedness’ in a culture and a
geographic territory is considered to be the natural and normal feature of
humanity. She disputes this kind of approach by deterritorializing the
concept of home.

But if ‘home’ is where one feels most safe and at ease, instead of some essen-
tialized point on the map, then it is far from clear that returning where one
fled from is the same thing as ‘going home’. (Malkki, 1995: 509)

To consider the country of origin automatically as ‘home’ also assumes
‘that refugees’ attachment to their homeland and their desire to return to
it are “natural” givens’ (Al-Rasheed, 1994: 199). Through the methodo-
logical choices in my research, such as life stories and reflective position-
ing and writing, I have been able to bring these theoretical insights into
practice and rethink the notion of home and belonging, not just in regard
to my research materials, but also in my own life as an exile. By adopting
a deterritorialized notion of home, I show that the feelings of belonging
and foreignness do not have to be related to a fixed place, either the
homeland or the new country, but that they are related to one’s position
in life. The sense of belonging is not related to a soil as assumed by Hugo
of St Victor: be it identifying with the ‘native soil’ or ‘every soil in the
world’, or denying it all together. But it is rather to what a place can offer
and how one can become part of a life in a certain place. In this way, the
notion of place is not fixed but it is fluid. It is the meaning of a place that
is then essential. The creation of meaning comes from memorized experi-
ences of certain places. These memories, which change over the course of
time, remain part of one’s life; and it is through these memories that
feelings of belonging can be created. The point here is that it is not the
place as such that is important, but the matter of positionality in a place.
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NOTES

1. I use this word to refer to the Marxist ideology of the world as a homeland.
2. What many, including me, called ‘the spring of freedom’, was regarded by

some (such as those associated with the Pahlavi regime) as a period of horror.
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