All about Iraq: Re-modifying older slogans and chants in Tishreen [October] protests

Abstract

This paper analyses five main slogans and chants performed during the first three months of
Irag’s 2019 Tishreen [October]| protests. It aims to trace their origin to examine the
transformation in the narratives created by each version. Drawing on a social approach to
narrative and a social semiotic multimodal approach to communication, | treat slogans and
chants as an evolving genre and performance, capable of triggering, constructing, and
negotiating a different set of narratives in each adaptation. Such narratives arguably
determine their impact. Unlike earlier versions, Tishreen chants and slogans succeeded in
conjuring up collective and cross-sectarian narratives that could challenge master political
narratives and heighten an Iraqgi identity in the first place. It would, therefore, be hard to erase

them from memory.

Introduction

The idea behind writing this paper first emerged back in December 2019. As an activist, |
was translating from afar the slogans raised by Iraqi protestors during the first three months
of the 2019’s protest movement, known in Iraq as Thawrat Tishreen [October Revolution]
and sharing them on my social media account as a scholar-activist.! Despite the immediate
and violent crackdown against the protestors, what started as a small protest movement on 1
October quickly ‘snowballed into a countrywide mobilisation that involved all of Iraq’s

central-southern provinces on 250ctober’ (Lovotti and Proserpio, 2021: 645). According to

11n this paper, | use revolution, protest and uprising interchangeably to refer to Thawrat Tishreen.



Iragi academics, journalists and observers (e.g. Hasan, 2020; Nadhmi, 2020; Al-Shams,
2021a; Cornish 2019; Rubin 2019), the Tishreen uprising was the largest and most
influential protest movement in Iraq’s contemporary history.

Framed within the prominent slogan of ‘Nureed Watan’ [We Want a Homeland], the chants
marked a remarkable shift from the sectarian discourse generated by post-2003 ruling parties.
Furthermore, they departed from past political and sect-centred narratives, reconstructing a
national identity shattered by the post-2003 ethno-sectarian Muhasasa [quota] system.
Indeed, the new rhetoric played a crucial role in mobilising others to join the movement,
resonating with Iraqi diasporas as well (Lovotti and Proserpio, 2021).

As an lIragi academic and activist, 1 could not resist thinking about the sources of these
slogans. Where did they come from? And why were they able to appeal to many lIraqis?
Bridging the gap between scholarship and activism, | wanted to be involved in this critical
historical moment by documenting its most important chants and creating an academic space

to reflect upon their significance critically and emphatically.

Slogans have gained noticeable academic attention (e.g. Denton, 1980; Sharp, 1984; Lu,
1999). Different scholars have attempted to study their various functions. For example,
Denton (1980) and Sharp (1984) have examined their use in the political discourse. Lu (2004)
and Kaul (2010), among many others, have focused on the ideologies constituted by slogans.
Many studies have explored their rhetorical function (e.g. Bitzer, 1981; Billig 1991, 1995;
Lu, 1999). Several scholars have analysed slogans raised during the Arab Spring uprisings,
particularly the Egyptian Revolution (e.g. Colla, 2013; Lahlali, 2014; Carle, 2021). Al-Haq
and Hussein (2012) have studied four hundred slogans collected from different protests
squares in Tunisia and Egypt, drawing on a sociolinguistic approach. Al-Sowaidi et al. (2017)
have undertaken the first detailed political discourse analysis on Arab Spring slogans chanted

in various countries, examining their linguistic features.



Studies on protests slogans in other countries, including Lebanon and Irag, remain scarce. For
example, Nassar and Al-Harahsheh (2020) explore the socio-pragmatic functions of 202
slogans raised by Lebanese protestors in 2019 and 2020. Srour (2021) has researched their
ideological features drawing on van Dijk’s (1997) Ideology Schema. As for the Iraqi protests,
there is an emerging Arabic-language scholarship by Iragi academics on the linguistic and
rhetorical features of the slogans used during the 2015’s protest movement and the 2019’s
October uprising (e.g. Mahmoud and al-Rawi, 2019; Al-Shams, 2021a; Al-Shams, 2021b;
Atiya, 2021; Muhyi and Ali, 2021). English-language research is still lacking. An exception
is a recent work by Lovotti and Proserpio (2021), which interviews some of the activists who
participated in the first wave of the protests to investigate the factors that shaped their
decisions and led to different forms of spontaneous participation. In its final section, the
paper sheds light on some of the protest slogans raised during the ‘early moments’ of the

uprising.

Therefore, my paper provides an original contribution to English-language literature on Iraqi
studies and social movements by offering an in-depth analysis of the protests’ most powerful
chants and tracing their origins to examine how they change over time. | will do so by
viewing chants and slogans as performances, which evolve as a genre without necessarily
having the same impact in each modification. Drawing on a social approach to narrative
(Somers, 1992; Somers, 1994; Somers and Gibson, 1994; Baker, 2006), | analyse the
different narratives established by each version. My data set was collected from various
online sources, including YouTube videos, news articles, Facebook posts, and tweets.
Throughout the paper, | also refer to other slogans and use international organisations and

media reports as secondary sources to evidence my claims.

The primary rationale behind choosing these chants pertains to their circulation and

transformation across different times and places. These slogans/chants constituted collective
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and cross-sectarian narratives in their most recent editions, subverting the religious and
political narratives triggered by earlier versions and reconstructing new national identities.
Furthermore, each of the five chants has played a vital role in mobilising other people to join
the protests, whether through their live performances or later dissemination via social media
platforms. There are, of course, countless other slogans or chants that deserve to be
thoroughly researched. My paper, thus, calls for other researchers to focus their attention on
Iraqi protests’ slogans/chants in their future studies. Since research on Iraq in the post-2003
context has primarily adopted a top-bottom approach, time is now due to turn our attention to

bottom-top approaches to emerging Iraqi studies.

The article will proceed as follows. First, it will present an overview of Tishreen
slogans/chants underpinned by the theoretical assumptions that will guide the data analysis. It
will then provide a background to Tishreen protests and the events leading up to October 1.

The last section will investigate the narratives established by the chants under scrutiny.

Tishreen slogans/chants as an act of performance

Tishreen protests were known for the abundance of slogans and chants raised to challenge the
status quo (Al-Shams, 2021a, 2021b). These were communicated in a variety of modes,
including the written, spoken and visual. Demonstrators also combined classic Arabic, Iraqi
dialect and English language to deliver their messages to diverse audiences. However, Iraqi
dialect characterised most of the slogans/chants, contributing to their familiarity and wide
dissemination among Iragis (Al-Shams, 2021a).

Slogans and chants are often used interchangeably in the literature (e.g. Colla, 2013; Nassar
and Al-Harahsheh, 2020; Carle, 2021). Despite the overlap between the two, a distinction is
still necessary, especially in the Iragi context, for reasons | will explain later. The word

slogan is derived from the Gaelic slaughghairm, which means ‘army cry’ or ‘war cry’ (Sharp,



1984 cited in Al-Sowaidi et al., 2017: 622). Slogans are shorter than chants and can be
communicated through different mediums, including ‘banners, wall graffiti, audio-visual
instruments, chanting, speeches and songs’ (Al-Sowaidi et al., 2017: 622). For example,
Nureed Watan [We want a homeland] mentioned in the introduction was the protests’
prominent slogan. According to an activist interviewed by Lovotti and Proserpio (2021), the
slogan was inspired by a TV interview with an older man who was in the protests square in
Baghdad on October 1. When asked about what he and other demonstrators wanted, his
response was, ‘we don’t want anything, we just want a homeland’. According to the activist,
‘That answer went so viral that it became the motto for the [2019] October revolution’
(Lovotti and Proserpio, 2021: 656). The slogan was a short yet effective phrase that
powerfully captured the collective grievances of all Iraqis, no matter their background or
secondary identities. Another famous slogan identifying Tishreen protests was Nazil akhuth
haqgi [l am taking into the streets to reclaim my right]. It reflected a shared deprivation and
class struggle, which went hand in hand with the Iragi national identity expressed in Nureed
Watan (Nadhmi, 2020). The slogan reverberated across Irag, became a popular hashtag on
Iraqi Twitter, and was shortly adapted into a song associated with the Tishreen uprising.?
Therefore, slogans carry the same characteristics of chants when chanted, blurring the
boundaries between the two.

The etymology of the word ‘chant’, on the other hand, demonstrates that the term is derived
from the Latin cantare, meaning ‘to sing’.®> Chants always involve sound, rhythm, and
singing (Manabe, 2019). Following Jakobsen (1978), | view chants as genres of a specific
discourse. Furthermore, | draw on a social semiotic multimodal approach to communication
(Kress, 2009) to stress the dynamic changing nature of genres as they set up new processes

between the participants themselves. As Miller (2015) reminds us, a particular genre is

2 See Rahma Riad - Nazel Akhud Ha'i (2019) / i 3al J3b - o=l ) 4ea 5 - YouTube
3 See chant | origin and meaning of chant by Online Etymology Dictionary (etymonline.com).
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socially and culturally recognised and perceived. In other words, genres constantly evolve
and cannot be static (Kress, 2009; Luders et al., 2010). In Iragi culture, there are various
types of chants. For instance, hosa or ‘aradha is a poetic chant that emerged in the south of
Irag and was used during tribal conflicts and wars to instil enthusiasm among people. Hosa is
improvised and performed by a talented person, known as al-Mihwaal, who starts the chants
with the phrase ‘ha khouti ha’ [Oh, my brothers, repeat after me!]. There is also Ihzooja,
which is very similar to songs but often sung by a group of people (Al-Khalidi, 2021). War
songs are sometimes referred to as Ahazeej [plural form of Ihzooja] or Anasheed [plural of
Inshooda]. All sub-genres of Iragi chants have evolved historically. Al-Khalidi (2021) notes
that hosa, for instance, has merged with poetry and songs. Tishreen chants are often
described as either hosat [plural of hosa] or Ahazeej. They combine Hamasa [Zeal] poetry,
which revolves around solidarity, support and persistence and Hija [diatribe poetry] (Colla,
2013) directed against ruling parties.

Slogans and chants are more than just ‘linguistic texts’ (Colla, 2013: 38). Many scholars view
them as an act of collective embodied performance (e.g. Ismail, 2011; Colla, 2013; Butler,
2015; Aulich, 2020; Carle, 2021). Performances constitute the ‘aesthetics of the protests’ that
cannot be detached from politics (Aulich, 2020). Butler (2015: 11) highlights this relationship
between aesthetics and politics when she writes about live performances’ ability to place ‘the
body in the midst of the political field’, delivering ‘a bodily demand for a more liveable set of
economic, social, and political conditions’. Aulich (2020: 271) illustrates how chanting in the
moment creates an intensity and ‘a cacophony that engages our interest, seduces our feelings,
produces our reality and demands responsibility in action’ (Aulich, 2020: 271). Chanting in
the face of danger adds another layer of intensity and urgency because it reveals protestors’
bravery and determination, inviting others to join the crowds. lIragi demonstrators were

targeted by live ammunition and snipers (See Amnesty, 2019b), but they relentlessly



continued to voice their outrage and demands through chants. As Jasper (1997) argues,
repression can be morally shocking and may likely provoke people to be involved in further
political action (Also refer to Lovotti and Proserpio, 2021).

The impact of chants is not limited to the present moment. They can have a long-lasting
effect when they are recorded and disseminated through social media. Aulich (2020: 272)
calls this process ‘the aesthetics of the trace of the demonstrations in analogue and digital
media, the imagination and memory, and their distribution systems and wider cultural
contexts’. Recording, filming and circulating chants on the internet is at the heart of their
production and performance. In her study of the Egyptian Revolution slogans, Colla (2013)
shows us how Egyptian activists deliberately chose to record and disseminate their
performances online. Despite the violent crackdown on lIraqi protestors, they similarly
insisted on filming their performances and distributing them on social networking sites to
empower their message and reach a wider audience. The circulation on social media also
gives protestors ‘an astonishing resilience and morale’ (Tunali, 2018: 389). Moreover, it
helps the performances to be recalled and remembered.

But what are the sources of chants and slogans? Carle (2021: 16) maintains that performances
draw from a shared ‘heritage and a popular culture’ that includes songs, religious texts, older
slogans, political speeches, etc. Since the majority of the Iraqi protestors were Shia Muslims,
most of their chants were inspired by Shia-centered slogans and Ashura religious rituals.*
Furthermore, some chants were an inspiration of the Iran-lrag war enthusiastic, patriotic
songs or Ahazeej. A question may arise here: how was it possible for the demonstrators to re-
use chants that could be problematic for other segments of the Iragi population- whether due

to their links with the Saddam regime or a particular sectarian identity?

4 The Day of Asura marks the death of Imam Hussein, Prophet Muhammed'’s grandson, at Karbala Battle. It is
commemorated by Shia Muslims on the 10" of Muharram, the first month of the Islamic lunar calendar.
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To answer this question, Tilly’s (2008) concept of ‘repertoire’ helps explain how
chants/slogans can evolve and change meanings. Rather than being spontaneous, public
performances are scripted and incrementally improvised and revised (Tilly, 2008; Colla,
2013) whilst their authors remain anonymous (Al-Sowaidi et al., 2017). Tilly (2008) calls this
process ‘repertoire’, which entails multiple performances tried and tested repeatedly. A single
version is, thus, insufficient for turning one slogan or chant into a repertoire (Colla, 2012). In
the short term, performances remain limited in their ability to change and transform (Tilly,
2008).

Chants, thus, represent ‘historically grounded performances’ (Tilly, 2008: 4) that require
repetition over time to become recurrent. For a slogan or a chant to resonate among people, it
must be familiar and easy to recognise, recall, and memorise (Carle, 2021) but can always be
modified and amended to fit new contexts (Colla, 2013). Chants of religious or political
nature were familiar to lraqi protestors, who managed to revise and modify them by
removing any sectarian or former Baathist regime references, replacing them with new and
positive vocabularies that changed the narratives linked with their sources. However, it was
not always possible to avoid controversy, especially in the case of Iran-lraq war songs, as
discussed later in the paper.

In other words, the newly adjusted chants mediated the original versions and dismantled their
narratives. | use mediation here following Grusin (2016: 126) to refer to any physical or
material ‘object, event, or process in the world, impacting humans and nonhumans alike’.
Through this mediation, the new narratives echoed by Tishreen chants constructed a new
reality and identity (Somers, 1992; Somers and Gibson, 1994). They were able to do so
because they changed the defining features of older narratives: their relations with other

events, actors and identities (relationality), the reasons why they had their specific storylines



(causal emplotment), and their sequence (temporality) by including and excluding particular
vocabularies (selective appropriation) (Somers, 1994: 616).

Before investigating the new narratives, it is first necessary to contextualise Tishreen
Revolution by placing it with other local and regional protest movements to understand the

shifts in their slogans and narratives.

A background to Tishreen Uprising

Although the Tishreen protest movement can be thought of in terms of other local, regional
and international movements worldwide, it is crucial to highlight its uniqueness. Unlike the
authoritarian context of Arab Spring uprisings, for instance, Tishreen protests emerged within
a context of a hybrid regime in which elements of political competition mix not only with
totalitarian practices (Robertson, 2011) but also with Islamist oligarchy, theocracy,
kleptocracy, and multiple parties with armed groups (Mustafa, 2019; Hasan, 2020; Nadhmi,
2020). The post-2003 ethno-sectarian Muhasasa system, rampant corruption in Iraqi
institutions, and the weak rule of law have had political and social repercussions. These
structural conditions have contributed to a fragile Iragi state and a climate of political turmoil
and instability in Iraq attested by the 2006-2007 civil conflict and the rise of the terrorist
group Islamic State in 2014 (Mabon, 2017). They also helped fragment the Iragi national
identity favouring secondary sectarian or ethnic identities (Hasan, 2020; Nadhmi, 2020).

In such context, waves of demonstrations have occurred in Irag since 2011 for almost the
same reasons: seeking fundamental rights, functional governance, social justice, and calling
to address corruption and unemployment. Even though similar motives drove each protest
episode, they diverged in their organisation and slogans. Unlike the 2011’s protest cycle,

which was led by the Iraqgi intellectual elite, the 2015°s protest wave started as a grassroots



movement. Still, it was later exploited by political parties and figures, particularly the
controversial religious figure and al-Mahdi Army militia leader Mugtada al-Sadr (Ali,
2021). In 2011, demonstrators denounced the corruption, sectarianism, and nepotism that
characterised Nouri al-Maliki’s government (Al-Rawi, 2014). Their main slogans were
Jathab Nouri al-Maliki (Nouri al-Maliki is a Liar), Kala lil fasad [No to Corruption] (Al-
Rawi, 2014: 917). In 2015, there was a shift in the Iraqi protests’ demands characterised by
the new slogans of bism al-din bagona al-haramiya [In the name of religion, the thieves have
stolen us], and Khubz, Huriyya, Dawla Medeniyya [Bread, Freedom, and a Civil State] (Ali,
2021: 4). Instead of a call against corruption, there was a rise against the whole religious-
political establishment (Ali, 2021).

In 2018, another wave of protests erupted first in the oil-rich province of Basra in the south
before spreading to other areas. Contrary to the previous two movements, the 2018’s protest
cycle unfolded as spontaneous, organic, and leaderless. Initially driven by water shortage in
Basra province and constant power cuts amid unbearable heatwaves, the demonstrations
quickly transformed into a rising against the post-2003 status quo (Mustafa, 2018). One of its
main chants was nmut ‘ashara, nmut miya, any qaful ‘al gadhiya [10 of us would die, or
100 of us would die, I won’t give up the cause]. The chant reflected the persistence and
resilience of the demonstrators in the face of state-sanctioned violence. It was adapted during
the Tishreen protests (more on this in the following section).

The protest timing was significant as it followed Iraq’s general elections, boycotted by the
majority of Iraqgis, which revealed the deepening gap between the people and the political
class as a whole. Growing anger over political parties was translated into concrete action as
demonstrators burnt their headquarters and offices in several provinces in the south.
Simultaneously, the protest marked a mounting fury over Iran’s interference in Iraq’s affairs

as Shia protestors highlighted the ‘Iraqiness’ of their identity ‘as opposed to political leaders,
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whom they see as loyal not to Iraq but to an interfering Iran’ (Mustafa, 2018). Like the
previous episodes, 2018’s demonstrations were violently repressed (Ali, 2021).

Tishreen uprising can be seen as a continuation of Basra’s protest movement. The Shia
millennial generation formed the backbone of the two waves (Nadhmi, 2020). Although more
significant in scope and more potent in its slogans, the Tishreen uprising was similar to the
2018’s protests in its leaderless and decentralised nature. However, its timing was
significantly different to past years’ demonstrations. Rather than a response to frequent power
cuts during the summer heat, the revolution occurred in October following cycles of localised
smaller protests led by different people, including engineers, graduates, and doctors, who
protested against unemployment or a dysfunctional health sector; respectively. The majority
of these protests were suppressed by force (Mustafa, 2019).

October’s protests also followed a campaign to demolish illegal houses and vendors’ stalls in
different provinces, including Karbala and Basra, causing outrage among the impoverished
people. Moreover, the protest came in the aftermath of the removal of Lieutenant General
Abdul-Wahab al-Saaedi, admired for his nationalistic approach in the military campaign
against the Islamic State (IS), from his position as commander of the Counter-Terrorism
Service and his demotion to a lower post at the Ministry of Defence. The marginalisation of
al-Saaedi enraged many Iraqgis. It seemed that all these factors accumulated, leading up to the
protests explosion on October 1 (Mustafa, 2019).

In a similar fashion to the Arab Spring protests, the Tishreen revolution came in the wake of a
social media campaign mobilising people to take to the streets in a large anti-government
protest. Contrary to previous episodes of demonstrations, famous activists were not involved
in this campaign. Rather, the mobilisation was led by new faces- mainly Shia youth- who did
not appear affiliated with any political party. By late September, they were rallying for a

‘revolution’ on their Facebook pages. For instance, Muhammed Habib, one of the early
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protestors to be shot dead, wrote on his Facebook page on September 30 that ‘It will be a
huge public revolution in Baghdad...The date will be October 1. Labeik ya ‘Irag [Here we
come, Iraq]...We will take to the streets protesting ... Enough silence about what’s going on
in Irag. We cannot just watch Iraq being destroyed when we have armies of jobless and poor’
(Habib, 2019).

The Tishreen uprising occurred in two stages: on October 1, ‘the spark’ and then on October
25, ‘when the spark [had] become a Revolution’ (Lovotti and Proserpio, 2021: 647). In the
first stage, protestors borrowed from Arab Spring uprisings’ famous slogan ‘The People
Want to Overthrow the Regime’. Raising this slogan for the first time marked a crucial
change in protests movements’ demands, departing from previous calls for mere reform
(Nadhmi, 2020). It seemed that the new rhetoric prompted authorities to securitise the
protestors as a threat (Neo, 2020) and alienate them from Iragis. For this purpose, the
spontaneous and peaceful protest was met with ‘deadly force’ using snipers and live fire and
a campaign of harassment and intimidation (Amnesty, 2019b). Authorities also imposed an
internet and media blackout to cover the repression and undermine the protests (Chulov,
2019). On October 8, demonstrators decided to suspend the protests to commemorate Imam
Hussein’s Arba’een.®

On October 25, the protests resumed and quickly became the most influential social
movement in the country’s recent history (Lovotti and Proserpio, 2021). For months,
demonstrators occupied and reconstructed protest spaces, mobilising people, reconfiguring
new identities and imagining alternative realities (Tunali, 2018). As discussed earlier, the call
for a homeland and a system overhaul circulated new narratives that defied the legitimacy of
the post-2003 political system and reclaimed a collective Iragi identity (Mustafa, 2019;

Hasan, 2020; Nadhmi, 2020). This does not mean that the Shia identity of the demonstrators

5 Arba’een marks forty days following the Day of Asura in which Hussein Bin Ali, prophet Muhammed’s
grandson, was killed during the Battle of Karbala.
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was kept invisible. Instead, the two identities were integrated separately from Islamist ruling
parties and the Iranian regime’s version of Shiism. Imam Hussein flags, for instance, were
juxtaposed with the Iraqi flag, freeing a revolutionary symbol from the control of the ruling
parties, which have long claimed to represent it (Nadhmi, 2020).

The violent crackdown, assassinations and intimidation have never stopped. According to
international organisations, hundreds were Killed, and thousands were injured (See Amnesty,
2020). The use of force coincided with a deliberate disinformation campaign, seeking to
destabilise and undermine the protests’ narratives by demonising the demonstrators and their
supporters (Mustafa, forthcoming in 2021). The repression and the ongoing assassination
campaign against Iragi activists and journalists partially contributed to fragmenting and
weakening the uprising, but local protests continued to erupt at several points in 2020
(Lovotti and Proserpio, 2021).° Although protestors’ grievances were not addressed, the
uprising led to unseating the Adil Abdul Mahdi government and reforming the elections law
(International Crisis Group, 2021). Moreover, the uprising seems to have produced a political
influence as several political parties affiliated with Tishreen have been founded. Some have
participated in the latest early parliamentary elections held on October 10 2021, winning a
few seats (Rasheed and Davison, 2021). Other activists, on the other hand, have decided to
boycott the elections for many reasons, including the absence of accountability and
shortcomings in the electoral system itself, and build an opposition base that would ‘continue
to call for the overhaul of the political system from the outside’ (Alkhudary, 2021).”

Over the past two years, Iragi youth have commemorated the uprising on the ground and

virtual spaces, re-circulating its main slogans and chants (See Aljazeera, 2021). The new

8 For a discussion of the factors that undermined the Tishreen uprising, refer to the latest report issued by the
International Crisis Group Iraqg’s Tishreen Uprising: From Barricades to Ballot Box | Crisis Group.

7 The latest elections have witnessed another low turnout due to the boycott movement (See Rasheed and
Davison, 2021).
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narratives have become a referent point for Iragis. The last section in this paper offers an in-

depth analysis of five powerful chants, their origins, and narratives.

The narrative of belonging and sacrifice

Many of Tishreen uprising slogans and chants underlined a sense of belonging to Irag and
people’s sacrifices for a better country. One particular chant that was sung every Sunday
vividly recalled that narrative. Sundays witnessed the participation of large crowds of
university students in Tahrir Square in Baghdad and other protest squares in the south.
Indeed, students played a remarkable role during the Tishreen protests, also known in Iraq as
the Students’ Revolution. Sunday is a working day in Irag, and students’ participation in the
protests meant they were simultaneously striking by boycotting their classes, whether in
secondary schools or universities (Ibrahim, 2019). As the students entered the tunnel leading
to Tahrir square, they sang the Iragi National Anthem, followed by the following chant (See
Figure 1):

‘Haya shabak ya watan, haya, dhahat bidamha wa rufa’t arraya’ [These are your youth, oh

our homeland, who have sacrificed their blood and raised your flag].

Figure 1: Students in the tunnel leading to Tahrir Square in Baghdad®

8See Lwoadll i e"adla Ol sl Gl (sla 4jla Gl gl Gl gla e ol b cllid gla " - YouTube
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The chant persuasively reaffirmed the national identity of the young protestors, their sense of
belonging to their country, and their sacrifices. The repetition of haya [these are] in the first
line helped fulfil ‘emotional, artistic, ritualistic...and rhetorical functions’ (Al-Khafaji, 2005:
6). Moreover, this rhetorical device can convince others and construct new identities (Reisigl,
2008). The young protestors emphasised that they first and foremost identified as Iraqis,
pushing away other secondary identities. The sacrifices here refer to those demonstrators
killed by snipers’ bullets, grenade stunts, or live ammunition by security forces, as well as to
those activists assassinated by militias. They may also allude to those who fought IS and the
civilians killed by the latter and al-Qaeda before. Taking into the streets was another sacrifice
and act of defiance because students knew their livers were in real danger.

Notably, this chant first surfaced in 2012 as a religious inshooda praising Fatima, Prophet
Muhammad’s daughter and wife of Ali bin Abi Talib, Muhammad’s cousin, fourth caliph,
and the first Shia Imam (Kashani-Sabet, 2005).° The inshooda was based on a Shia poem
representing the portrayal of Fatima in Shiism as ‘an exemplar of chastity and religiosity for
women’ (Lammens 1912:133 cited in Kashani-Sabet, 2005: 2). It was later adapted by
supporters of Muqgtada al-Sadr, hailing members of the Peace Brigades armed group founded

by al-Sadr in 2014, allegedly to support Iraqi security forces during the battle against IS by

9 553 s3¢a m S oLl € o8 5yl - YouTube
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protecting Islamic and Christian Shrines (France24, 2014). Its lyrics were: ‘Haya saraya ibn
al-sadr haya, dhahat bidamha wa rufaat alraya. Haya rijalak ya Muqtada haya, lil mot
nubga wiyak wafaya’ [These are the members of al-Sadr’s son brigades (in reference to
Mugtada and the Peace Brigades armed group). They have sacrificed their blood and raised
the flag. These are your men, Mugtada. We will remain loyal to you till death].° The
narrative constructed by this chant radically differed from its altered version. It underscored
an allegiance to al-Sadr, reinforcing the identity of the Sadrist movement and their unlimited
support to their leader. Al-Sadr is revered by his followers partly due to the religious status of
his father, Grand Ayatollah Muhammad Sadig al-Sadr, who was assassinated by Saddam
Hussein in the 1990s (Arraf, 2016). The chant captured his followers’ loyalty: they were
ready to sacrifice their lives not for Iraq per se but rather for al-Sadr. The flag here possibly
referred to the Peace Brigades.?

The repetition of this chant in different contexts has helped in its wider dissemination,
rendering it familiar to the protestors, mainly the Shia. The latest version redefined the
dimensions of previous religious and political narratives by omitting the religious or sect-
centred references and infusing the chant with an Iraginess that persuaded the masses and
rallied them around a collective cause. The chant was shortly rendered into a song about the

protests.?

The narrative of sovereignty and anti-lran dissent
Tishreen protestors constantly chanted against foreign interference, particularly by Iran. Since
2003, Iran has penetrated Irag, benefiting from several factors, including geographic

proximity, economic and religious ties. Its influence has reached unmatched levels by

10 13U L)yl 6 Wllag) ) glady aSkadl Ul e Ol aa) dgiien Ladie 4dla acall ol 4 e (sl 02 54350 - YouTube
1 In the latest elections, the Sadrist bloc won the majority of seats. See Iraq election: Nationalist cleric

Mogtada al-Sadr claims victory - BBC News
122019 (sman s a1 S 5058 Jeal 4dla ol sl <lias 4a - YouTube
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empowering several Shia militias under the pretext of fighting IS in 2014. These militias have
been operating under the state-sponsored Popular Mobilisation Forces, also known as Hashed
Shaabi®. Supporting key players within the Hashed has given Iran ‘unique depth and
leverage within Iraqi society and institutions’ (11SS, 2019).

Although the protests were not chiefly about foreign interference, the growing outrage
against Iran’s meddling in Iraq has increased. During the demonstrations, this anger was
communicated through many slogans and chants. One famous slogan was the following:
‘Iran bara bara, Baghdad tubga hura’ [Iran out, Iran out! Baghdad remains free] (Al-ain,
2019). Like the last chant, the repetition of bara [out] was a rhetorical device employed to
stress the demonstrators’ denunciation of Iran’s involvement in the country and their
aspirations to see Baghdad and, by extension, Iraq free from its dominance.

Anti-Iran dissent and the call for sovereignty were enhanced when protestors in Baghdad and
several southern provinces performed war songs from the Iran-lraqg War era, including the
enthusiastic war ihzooja Mansoora ya Baghdad [May you be triumphal, oh, Baghdad].'*
Another song called Ya ga’ trabij kafoori [Our land, your soil is camphor] was altered by
young lraqi singers after modifying its lyrics to fit the context of the protests, taking out any
reference to Saddam Hussein or the war with Iran. For instance, the line that called for
fighting on the battle front was changed into hailing Iraqis’ presence in the protests squares.®
The demonstrators frequently performed the newly revised song. For instance, it was played
following a World Cup football qualifying match between Iraq and Iran to celebrate Iraq’s 2-
1 win over Iran. Crowds of protestors gathered in Tahrir Square in Baghdad to watch the
game on a big screen. They danced, played music, and beat drums celebrating the second

goal scored minutes before the game ended (The New Arab, 2019). Thousands then took into

13 An umbrella organisation composed of pre-existing and new militia groups (mostly Shia). Hashed was formed
in 2014 in response to the fatwa issued by Ali al-Sistani, Iragi Shia most influential Marja’ to fight Islamic State.
1Gee VYV V/Y YA sl sl (e dar L3 ) saia - YouTube

15 See S ml 5 g8 2019 sl el e 5 duly sy glalud) ald - YouTube
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the streets to celebrate the win amid fireworks and music and, more significantly, to send
political messages to Iran and its proxies in Irag. This example demonstrates the relationship
between performances and politics. Activists engaged with artistic strategies (Refer to Tunali,
2018) to subvert the hierarchal structures of power, build connections among the protestors
and resist Iran’s growing influence in Iraq.

Performing war songs constituted a diatribe against Iran. Diatribe is purposefully employed
to ‘shock” (Windt Jr, 1972: 8), attracting people’s attention and reorganising their
perspectives. Several activists told the press they hoped to motivate others to join the
demonstrations after the violent crackdown caused their momentum to dwindle (The New
Arab, 2019). In other words, Iragi protestors appeared to strategically draw on shared
cognitive and cultural schemas (Rattlif and Hill, 2014) by choosing a familiar song that
restored an anti-lran sentiment whilst attempting to disconnect it from its original war and
Baathist context through reframing. The latter represents a strategic move ‘consciously
initiated in order to present a narrative in a certain light’, redefining its features (Baker, 2006:
167). The process of reframing reconstructs new realities (Baker, 2006), wherein new
perceptions are established and new responses are expected. Drawing on war songs was
controversial since they were fuelled by violent and tribal rhetoric that contradicted the
peaceful nature of the protest (Sabah, 2019).

It came as no surprise, therefore, that both the Iranian regime and Iran-backed militias were
enraged. They started to escalate their existing antagonistic narrative against the protestors,
labelling them as ‘Baathists’, ‘gangs’ or ‘jokers’ in their media outlets and news reporting
(Mustafa, forthcoming in 2021). In particular, in reference to the 2019°s movie (Joker), the

joker has been constantly used as a pejorative label to demonise the protestors and discredit
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their movement.’® The securitisation of the protestors as a threat prompted them to respond
in more powerful performances denying these labels and reclaiming the legitimacy of their
movement. The ‘moral shock’ of the violence (Jasper, 1997) induced an emotional response
of rebelliousness. At the same time, they insisted on their anti-lran position. For instance, in
southern Dhi Qar, a crowd of demonstrators chanted:

Ma rihbatna alsawtiyat...Bina ‘nad shruqiya

[We have not been frightened by the sound bombs. We have the stubbornness of the southern
people].

Nirja’ nokaflak hosaat...Wihna nsakt alsawtiya

[We would always gather and chant, and we would silence the sound bombs].

Ma nitraja’ la hayhaat...Khal tisma’na alhizbiya

[We will never back off. No way. Let all parties hear us!]

lee wala...iee wala, wisma’ dhi qar

[Oh, by God, oh by God. Listen to Dhi Qar!]

Min kul shari’, min kul bab

[From every street, from every door]

Nitla’ma nirdha bi ahzab

[We go out, and we will never be pleased by parties]

lee wala...iee wala, bina ‘nad shruqiya

[Oh by God, oh by God, we have the stubbornness of the southern people].

Wakt alsakta, ana lisan...wana m’lim alhuriya

[At the time of silence, | am the speaking tongue. And | am the freedom teacher].

Isma’wiskut ya batran...wa’lik bi ithnak tarjiya

16 The label came into circulation following the use of images depicting the Joker character amid protestors in
Baghdad. The images were produced and disseminated by an Iraqgi graphic designer(Bedirian, 2019).
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[Listen and be silent, you disgraceful, and keep this in mind like you would put a stud on
your ear!]

Mu ba’athi min ashtim Iran...An’al abu alba’thiya

[I am not a Baathist when I curse Iran...Screw Baathism!].

Hur w rafidh lil asnam

La Iran a wla Saddam

[I am free, and | refuse idols

Be it Iran or Saddam].

Ana mu’lim lil huriya

[I am a teacher of freedom].

This long chant had sound, rhythm, loud and musical clapping. It constituted an energetic and
fervent performance that reiterated the protestors’ fearlessness, solidarity and determination.
While the lyrics were original, the performance imitated Ashura religious rituals, commemorating
the death of Imam Hussein, Prophet Muhammad’s grandson, and often known as ‘Husseini
marches’. During these marches, crowds of pilgrims gather to recite religious slogans written on a
billboard held by a person in front of the masses (Hejja, 2019). The significance of framing the
political performance with a religious practice known among Shia Muslims was two-fold. First, it
was rich with symbolism because it reaffirmed the identity of the crowd as Shias who rejected
their Shia rulers. Second, it was a tool of gathering the support of those who might have been
hesitant to join the protests. Its poetic lyrics involved collective and implicit Hija [insult poetry]
without naming a particular target. Instead, it generally used parties to address those in power
who were repressing the protestors. Herein lied its impact: in its collectiveness. As Colla (2013:
43) describes, Hija represents ‘a political weapon [that] strikes at the legitimacy and rectitude of

the powerful’. The protestors were refusing all parties whilst reiterating their anti-Iran dissent.
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Disassociating themselves from Saddam Hussein and the Baathists, they reclaimed their
legitimacy and identity as ‘shrugiya’- people from the south of Iraq (Muhyi and Ali, 2021).
According to late prominent Iraqi sociologist Ali al-Wardi, the term goes back to the Sumerian
era when it meant the ‘original citizen’ (Al-Wardi cited in Hasan, 2015). Historically, the
adjective began to acquire derogatory meanings when Middle Euphrates tribes primarily used it in
a contemptuous sense to offend tribes living on the Tigris River to their east (Al-Wardi, 1956:
161). According to Hasan (2015), the term has turned into a political and racist vocabulary to
label the southern Shia population in Baghdad and elsewhere in the south. By reclaiming their
identity in its original positive sense, the protesters established ‘group solidarity’ (Coles, 2016:
425) and reversed the dominant discourse (Foucault, 1978: 101).

Invectives are not without consequences (Colla, 2013). On November 28, a few days following
Dhi Qar insult performance, a range of security forces attacked the protestors in Nasiriyah, the
provincial capital of Dhi Qar, reportedly killing 25 persons and injuring many more (Amnesty,
2019b). The assault is known in Iraq as Al-Zaytoon [Olive] Bridge massacre in reference to the
bridge where the live ammunition took place (Teller Report, 2020). Nasiriyah massacre prompted
people from other provinces, including from the west and north of Irag, to march into the streets,
condemning the killings and supporting the demonstrators and Tishreen movement as a whole, as

discussed in the following section.

From Basra to Nasiriyah to Tikrit: The narrative of solidarity

In early December, many young protestors marched in several provinces in the west and north
of Irag, including Mosul, Tikrit, and Anbar, in solidarity with Nasiriyah. Moreover,
University of Mosul and Tikrit University students held vigils mourning the victims. They
wore black clothes and chanted Tishreen slogans. Nevertheless, the students faced immediate

repression and could not continue their protests (Abbas, 2020). Even though several Sunnis,
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Kurds, Ezidis and Christians joined the protestors in Tahrir square in Baghdad (Abbas, 2020),
this was the first time Sunni Iraqgis protested in their provinces. Prior to these demonstrations,
Sunnis chose not to fully engage with the Tishreen movement for several reasons, mainly
related to fears of accusations by the government of supporting IS or pursuing its agenda to
retake liberated provinces (Badawi, 2020). More importantly, Sunni activists were threatened,
arrested and intimidated by parties and security forces (Al-Saray, 2020), which proved that
the protests posed an existential threat to all ruling parties. Clamping down on the protestors

was necessary to maintain the status quo.

Sunnis participation in the Tishreen movement marked a crucial cross-sectarian moment
during which the national identity prevailed above all other secondary identities. One of the
main slogans chanted by crowds of the students in both Tikrit and Anbar was inspired by the
previously mentioned chant associated with Basra 2018’s protests: nmut ‘ashara, nmut
miya, any qaful ‘al qadhiya [10 of us would die, or 100 of us would die, I won’t give up
the cause]. The modified copy was: nmut ‘ashra, nmut miya, yubga sot al-Nasiriyah [10
of us would die, or 100 of us would die, Nasiriyah’s voice shall remain]. But these were not
the only two renditions. The two versions were variants of an older slogan, which could be
traced back to a video posted on YouTube in 2010 in which a crowd of Shia Muslim pilgrims
commemorated the death of Imam Hussein, chanting: nmut ‘ashra, nmut miya, yubga sot
al-ja’afariya, qulo ‘na rafidhiya, yubga sot al-ja’afariya [10 of us would die, or 100 of
us would die, the Jaafari (Shia) voice shall remain. Call us Rafidhi (rejecters), the Jaafari
(Shia) voice shall remain].}” The 2010’s chant foregrounded a Shia identity embedded within
a narrative of sectarian tension. Rawafith or rafitha,literally meaning rejecters, is an anti-

shiism religiously-laden label that some Sunni or Salafi extremists have increasingly used

7 See 3 4 il & m A - YouTube
18 Likewise, there are other derogatory terms in Shia discourse used to label Sunnis, including the term ‘nasibi’
(defamers of the House of the Prophet—i.e. the line of Shi’a Imams) (Haddad, 2011: 191-92).
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since 2003 as a frame for a ‘sectarian dogma’, excluding Shias from Muslims (Haddad, 2013;
Haddad, 2014: 13). To undermine its pejorative sense, some Shias have adopted the term as a

‘badge of honour’ (Haddad, 2013), as depicted in the example above.

By replacing the ‘Jaafari’ with ‘cause’ in the context of Basra’s 2018 protests, the slogan
completely transformed the above narrative and its features into a narrative of a common
cause. Changing ‘cause’ to ‘Nasiriyah’ or ‘Dhi Qar’ in the context of the Tishreen uprising
highlighted the resistance of the demonstrators despite the ongoing violence they were facing.
Chanting the latest adaptation of the slogan by Sunni protestors circulated a narrative of
solidarity with Nasiriyah. But it was more than just a chant. Videos disseminated from Tikrit,
for example, portrayed a group of demonstrators beating on their chests: a mourning ritual
often practised by Shia Muslims during Ashura (Abbas, 2020) (See Figure 2). According to
Abbass (2020), chest-beating in Sunni majority areas was seen as an example of dominance
by Shia political parties over less powerful Sunni groups in what represented an unfair
political equation devoid of any national meanings (Abbas, 2020: 57). | argue that performing
chest-beating by Shia militias in Sunni areas incites sectarian sentiments because it enforces a

Shia identity over Sunni communities.

In contrast, enacting this body movement by Sunnis was emblematic of a collective protesting
attitude against the government practised by both Shias and Sunnis (Abbas, 2020). This
symbolic performance, its filming and posting on social media sites, brings us back to the
point of scripted performances. Sunni demonstrators made a strategic choice to draw on a
religious ritual often practised by Shia Muslims, delivering a message of support with
Nasiriyah’s demonstrators, endorsing Tishreen narratives and concurrently challenging the

government and ruling parties.
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Figure 2: Tikrit University Students Beating their Chests'®
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The narrative of a non-Islamist rule

The last section in this paper explores another longer chant sung by a group of Nasiriyah’s
protestors in early December 2019 and was another invective targeting political parties,
particularly Shia rulers. Like the previous Nasiriyah’s tirade, the current one found its roots in

the aesthetics of Ashura rituals (See Figure 3):

Nireedlina gaid mu mithil hay algumamat

[We want a leader, not like these trash leaders].
Nireedlina gaid mu min thiyool al safaraat

[We want a leader who is not a tail of embassies].
Ma nireed qaid ja fari, taliha yitla’ sarsary

[We don’t want a Jaafari leader, who would turn to be corrupt].

19 See b_pie &igai- YouTube
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Nireed qaid sharif wmu muhim ‘dna aldiyanat

[We want an honourable leader. We no longer care about religions].

Figure 3: Crowd of Dhi Qar demonstrators chanting.?®

e
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A few observations could be made here. Firstly, the lyrics implicitly reversed an earlier
slogan that had first come out during the 1991°s Intifada by Shia Arabs and Kurds against
Saddam Hussein and the Baathists: Maku wali ila Ali, win reed qaid ja ‘afari [There should
be no commander except Ali (in reference to Ali bin Abi Talib, Prophet Muhammad’s cousin
and the fourth caliph), and we want a Shia ruler] (Ibrahim, 2014). The slogan mirrored the
Shia population’s desire to be ruled by Shia leaders who can follow Ali bin Abi Talib’s
approach in governance, which is claimed to be just and fair (Hasan, 2019). It was, then,
widely exploited and redeployed by post-2003 politicians, religious leaders, clerics and their
supporters to construct a narrative of Shias’ righteousness to rule. Since then, it was met with

controversy. For the most part, the slogan has been criticised for its sectarian and divisive

0 gee 4l e Sldba sl - YouTube
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language, feeding divisions among Iragis and distancing all other communities, including
Sunnis and non-Muslims (Al-Khayoun, 2006). Ibrahim (2014) went further to argue that even
during the 1991°s uprisings, the slogan failed to establish a united Iraqi identity and rhetoric,
triggering a sectarian narrative instead.

Secondly, and consequently, Nasiriyah’s chant directly rejected Shia politicians’ politicised
narratives of victimhood and their right to rule. It furthered a narrative of a non-Islamist or
arguably a secular rule. Secular activists participated in Tishreen protests (Neurink, 2019).
Their presence is part of a larger secular trend among groups of young people in Iraq and the
Middle East region. According to 2019’s polling surveys by the Arab Barometer, ‘There has
been a decline in religious faith and trust in religious parties across the Middle East and North
Africa’ (Habtom, 2019).2 It is important to note that there was no consensus among Tishreen
protestors on a call for a secular political system. Rather, it was contested by diverse groups
of protestors and activists. Communicating such demand through a religiously and culturally
inspired performance possibly aimed to embolden the participants and others to rise against
Islamists.

Thirdly, the insult poetry was evidenced by the use of three
words: qumamat [trash], sarsary [corrupt or immoral] and thail [tail]. The three slang words
collectively insulted all those who have ruled Irag post-2003. The third one, in particular,
gained circulation among protestors shortly after the protest erupted. It was first adopted to
attack the political class with allegiances to Iran. Thail or thiyol [tail or tails] were two labels
constituting a diatribe to shame the ruling class and Iran-backed militias for not being loyal to
Iraq and counter the derogatory label the ‘joker’ used to charge protestors and activists of
being US agents. In this sense, tail(s) has created a counter-narrative whereby those in power

are accused of being Iran’s agents. The label has been extended in its use to target anyone

21 Also, see The Arab world in seven charts: Are Arabs turning their backs on religion? - BBC News
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who defends the ruling class and Iran-backed armed groups. Both the ‘joker’ and ‘tail’ have
been contesting, escalating a polarised narrative and establishing two opposing identities.
Neither label has been able to push away the other or to dominate the space in total.

Fourthly, the schism between the Shia population and their leaders could not be clearer: the
new generation could no longer be deceived by past narratives invoked by the 1991°s slogan.
The demonstrators vividly said that their rulers’ religious or sect backgrounds no longer
carried any weight or significance. Together, they discredited the political class by saying
that their primary demand was for a good leader to rule. It made no sense whether the leader
was Shia so long as he would fail the people. His religious beliefs did not matter. The last
chant distanced Shia protestors from their leaders’ narrative of a legitimate Shia rule and

identity, revealing an aspiration for a non-Islamist or even secular governing system.

Conclusions

Tishreen chants did not operate in a vacuum. They were influenced by diverse performances
revised by the protestors to produce new shared narratives. Stimulated by a song of a
religious nature, the first chant illustrated the reclamation of lIragi identity and nation.
Chanting new versions of the Iran-lraq war articulated the protestors’ resentment with Iran’s
role in Iraq and their desire to see Iraq free from foreign interference. Drawing from Asura
rituals showed the appropriation of religious performances to heighten an Iraqi Shia identity
and a denial of the ruling parties, their sectarian discourse, Islamism, Baathism and Iran. In
Sunni provinces, performing Shias’ practice of chest-beating could be seen as emblematic of
the solidarity with Tishreen and its narratives. Arguably, the impact of these chants was far
more transcending than their earlier adaptations. But will they resist change? This question
recalls Tilly’s argument about performances and their incremental and limited

transformation. Slogans or chants would constantly evolve. New contexts and different
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participants will enable their rendition. For example, a new video disseminated on social
media displays a group of the Popular Mobilization Forces chanting an adjusted edition of the
first chant examined in this paper.?> Replacing Watan [home] with hashed [These are your
youth, oh our hashed] not only drops Iraq from the narrative but also constitutes a different
identity and sense of belonging. Does the latest version have the same influence as the former
Tishreen chant? Previous research leaves this question unanswered. My paper has
demonstrated that while slogans or chants keep changing, they vary in their influence
according to the broader narratives they help invoke. Tishreen chants will be remembered for
their collective narratives centred around Irag. Other adaptations may be of a less impact

limited to those groups that subscribe to their narratives.
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