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By nature, humans are social creatures. Geneladlyseem to have an innate need to belong. This led
me to the question, at what point did | as a hufeahthat | had a particular set identity? Did boke

it or was it imposed? Why did | hold onto it? Howl @ benefit me? And more importantly, was the
identity | clung to innocent, or had | fallen irttoe trap — as so many of us have — of unassumingly
donning a politicized identity that others had tee@

| spent much of my life in an “identity crisis”. Boin the USA, my father was a Pakistani doctor, my
mother was a nurse. We moved to Riyadh, Saudi Arabeen | was small. My first close friends were
Swedish and Scottish, Lebanese Maronite Christign\uslim, Palestinian, Turkish, Phillipino, White
American, African American, Pakistani, EgyptianghA&ni, Jamaican, Canadian, Kenyan, and, of
course, Saudi. An ideal world. Our family travetedhe US, France, Britain, and Switzerland. |
believe it was an extremely privileged childhood.

Around 8" grade | began to understand that although | wiisg&audi Arabia home, the Saudis
themselves regarded me as an alien and simplysd gubest. Part of the reason it began to even
matter to me that | should be Saudi, was becawseationality that | did have (US) | did not likdy
experiences at the Saudi Arabian International 8eRoyadh(SAIS) were bitter to say the least. Being
called a “Paki” threw me into the world of colonizand colonizer. | recognized my skin was brown,
that | was indeed the native and they the setfées$-ranz Fanon terms it).

My parents focused on ensuring my sister and lehgdod Islamic education and upbringing. They
used to express how they would be so proud ofws ifovered our hair when we went to school. |
was a parent pleaser. But ironically, althouglvedi in a country where covering head to toe was the
law for women, within the confines of an Americam rinstitution | was mocked and humiliated for
being so different. But then again it is precigaltitutions like schools that encourage and peigiet
“cultural conformity” and as it was an American sohyou had to look, dress and act like one to be
accepted.

This is when | realized that | was not allowed éovihomever | chose. | learned to fear. | became
frustrated with my insecurities and somehow deteeahil could never be an American because
Americans seemed like cruel and extremely arrogaaple. This made it all the more important that |
consider myself a Saudi: it was the home | lovld;geople were of a religion and faith that I loved
But we did not receive Saudi nationality in spifenty father’s best efforts to make it our permanent
home. As | grew older | discovered how imperfeet tbuntry | called home was in its treatment of
women and in its prejudices. Yet | had to reconitile with the fact that some of our closest and
kindest friends were Saudi.

So there | was, not caring to be Pakistani (I tibddr granted but it was not my homeland; it wag m
parents. And how could | belong to a land whereptheple made fun of my accent when | spoke their
language?) Neither did | want to be American. Thiy @entity | wanted — Saudi — | was not allowed
to have. So | went back to the US for boarding sthad was stuck with the label of “foreign student
for the next 8 years.

The one identity that no one could determine for tinat | had complete liberty to choose and which
gave me a sense of control over who | was and timwhbelonged, was that of my faith. Islam was an



identity no one could question. It representedhalideals | loved. So in my second year at unitxers
decided to wear the head scarf. | was determinstidav my faithfulness to Islam and | wore my
identity proudly wherever | went.

But what gradually occurred to me was the respettkéndness | was receiving in the USA. Indeed,
when | wore the scarf to college, my professorsevexen more kind and attentive to me. People asked
me to share my faith with them. It was amazing. 3&e Americans who had hurt me before were
now welcoming me. By time | graduated | was prauthé anrAmerican Muslim.

But in my recent self-searching, it occurred tothed when | had put the hijab on, | had not done it
from religious conviction. It was to take back aohbf choosing how people would identify me. If |
wore the veil, then people's attention would fooasny religion and not my skin color and ethniclty.
believe | fell into the trap of manipulation of iéy. The hijab was not innocent; it was done vath
ulterior motive, though at the time | would haveebeinable to recognize it myself. Only in retrospec
recall the emotions and the pain of being labeled.

My religion made me fearless. | chose what idemégple would focus on, not what they wanted to
impose on me. This is still true today. The onljedence is that | have had to ask myself sincerely
whether or not | believe the hijab is somethinggielisly mandated. If | were simply wearing theabij
for identity, | should remove it now even here whalt Caux in order to remain true to myself.
Otherwise it could be said that | too bought ifte politicization of identity.

Let me share with you a quote from an article brescently entitled “ldentity and Victimhood” in
which the author Diane Enns asks: “...does the nedglong become an absolute and exclusionary
need only when it is threatened by external foroa; when thorugh discriminatory pracitces one’s
belonging suddenly becomes an act of resistance®ebask only how hatred has been made into a
community but never how that community has beenentad of hatred?”

Facing discrimination in my youth undoubtedly led down a path | may not otherwise have chosen.
If it were not for a boy who laughed at me and tolel how stupid | looked with a scarf on my head,
perhaps | would never have felt the urgency to weas soon as | got the courage. If it weren'ttfier

fact that Saudi government did not allow me to ttadt country my own, | may not have become so
fierce in demonstrating my religious identity.

Then again, if it had not been for the excellentaadion | received and particularly the kindness an
the respect shown to me in my later youth in théddnStates, today | might have been among those
who still hated the majority and would have remdistuck in a victimhood mentality.

Clinging to Islam was also a spiritual survivalt Bu am honest, | have to admit that wearing tijab
at the time that | did was a form of resistancenétbeless, the ultimate question | must ask myself
regularly to reevaluate my life and my missionhigve | fallen into the trap of the cat and the ratf

| seeing myself as a victim in the world of politied identities today, or am | taking the initi&io be
who | want to be? Have | already been defined bgrst so that | can no longer choose to define
myself? Why must | be the rat in a world of catd7ather be a giraffe whose line of vision goed we
beyond what can see.

If it took me so long to discover and only pargiadiet out from under the politicized identities insed
upon me, how much more difficult is it for thosdphess in conflict-ridden areas in the post-colbnia
and post-9/11 world to escape the defined boursiand the labeling they encounter? | strongly feel



that what we are doing here at Caux, is steppingdrright direction. Because although Conflict
Management practices have brought attention taddmity discourse taking place, what they have not
done sufficiently yet is to (as Diane Enns says)éeiirogate identity itself, neither what we conside
what we consider a human need to belong, nor thgettaus transtion from what we might call an
innocent belonging to a deadly one.”

| believe it behooves those of us who have haghtividlege of experiencing Caux to look inward and
ask of ourselves: Do we cling to our identities #mase of our parents because there is a benigh nee
to belong, or is it an act of resistance due tohisal trauma and insecurity? For years it becguoite
comfortable for me to live within my shell of hagionly a Muslim identity. It was not until IofC's
Connecting Community Fellowship Program in the EdhiStates that | regained my sense of identity
as a human and that | shared it with all of hunyanit

What will my children go through when they are disgnated against for being Muslim, with relatives
who are Shia (my husband is Iranian) and of Pakiistaritage, and in my daughter's case, of being
female? What | do hope is that | can instill inrthevhat | have learned here. That they must firgt an
foremost identify with their Creator and with afllmumanity. Only after that must they consider tthei
other identities as relevant to who they are.
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