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Abstract  

This paper explores Heather Raffo’s Fallujah as a performative intervention  that rewrites 

gendered trauma by reconfiguring the entwined tropes of motherhood and martyrdom 

within the context of post-war Iraq. Anchored in gynocriticism, Elaine Showalter’s 

feminist literary framework that centers women’s writing, experience, and expression, 

this study argues that Fallujah resists patriarchal and orientalist portrayals of Arab 

women as passive victims by foregrounding their emotional, maternal, and political 

agency amid devastation. The research aims to investigate how Raffo crafts female 

subjectivities that defy hegemonic discourses of martyrdom often shaped by male-

dominated cultural, religious, and political narratives. Key questions driving the analysis 

include: How does Raffo represent maternal grief as a site of resistance? In what ways 
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does Fallujah subvert traditional symbols of sacrifice and honor through its female 

characters? And how does the dramatization of trauma challenge silencing mechanisms 

in Arab and Western discourse alike? Methodologically, the study undertakes a close 

textual analysis of Raffo’s Fallujah, examining narrative structure, monologues, imagery, 

and character development through a gynocritical and trauma studies lens, particularly 

drawing on the works of Judith Herman and Cathy Caruth on trauma, and Showalter on 

women’s literary voice. Findings suggest that Fallujah portrays motherhood not as a 

reductive role but as a politically charged identity that reclaims the right to mourn, to 

remember, and to critique. The play’s maternal figures articulate loss and trauma in ways 

that both disrupt nationalist martyrdom and challenge the militarized masculinities that 

sustain war narratives. By writing back to patriarchal taboos, Raffo carves a space for a 

gendered witnessing of war, positioning women not as peripheral casualties but as central 

agents of cultural memory and resistance. 

Keywords: Heather Raffo, Fallujah, gynocriticism, motherhood, martyrdom, gendered 

trauma 

 
 

للكاتبة هيذر   فلوجةمسرحية الأمومة والشهادة: إعادة كتابة الصدمة الجندرية في  

 نسويةالنقد العدسة   من خلال  رافو

 هدى خميس دليان
 جامعة تكريت  -كلية التربية للبنات  -قسم اللغة الانكليزية

 و
 ا.د. أنسام رياض عبدالله  

 جامعة تكريت  -كلية التربية للبنات  -قسم اللغة الانكليزية
 

 لص ستخ الم 

 
ا  الةةد  تاجةةم الئةةدرم ال ندر ةةم رةة   فلوجةةم تتناول هذه الدراسةةم رحةة   م  لهةةذر رافةةو هو ةةاها ائةةا يعاد ةةا

خةةةإل دةةةةاعل تلةةةخل  التةةةداخ  هةةةل  ونةةةادلتف اسرورةةةم واللةةةهاعل فةةةف سةةة ا  رةةةا جاةةةد ال ةةة   فةةةف الاةةةة ا   
ا رةة   النلةةد النحةةو     وهةةو اارةةار النلةةد  النحةةو  الةةل  ذةةووالت  الةةذ   ( ،Gynocriticismوااطإقةةا

ع ةلةةا  تاجةةم ال ةة   لحةةلطم  فلوجةةميل وت  بتهةةا وتارل هةةا ، تت ةةدا الدراسةةم ةةة    م ةةم تنةةاول رحةة   م ي  ةة 
ال  ت ع اسهو م والاستل اق م للنحاء الا ب ات  ض ا ا اخت ن الحلر م ت اه رةةا  اةةاال  رةة  خةةإل دهةة ا  
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ال وااةةا الاارم ةةم واسرور ةةم والح اسةة م وسةةو الةةدرار  وتهةةدإ هةةذه الدراسةةم دلةةا ال لةة  ةةة  ال  م ةةم 
لها ال ا احةةو م تت ةةةدة اللطاجةةات ال ه  نةةةم  ةةةول اللةةهاعل التةةةف   لةة اا رةةةا ت لةةةخ  تةةف تئةةةو  ههةةا رافةةةو يواتةةةا

رةة  هةةل  اسسةةملم ال  ور ةةم التةةف توجةةل هةةذا الت للةة    .الحةة ع ات ال لاة ةةم والدين ةةم والح اسةة م الذ ور ةةم
ل رةةو  التلللد ةةم ا فلوجةةم ك ةةت ت  ةة  رافةةو  ةةعن الارهةةات   وقةةع لل لاورةةمّ جةةر  رةة   ت لةةو   رحةة   م 

للتض  م والل إ رةة  خةةإل ذلئةة اتها النحةةاد مّ و  ةةت تت ةةدة عرارات خ ةةم الئةةدرم  ل ةةات ااخةة ا  
ا، تات ةةةد الدراسةةةم ةلةةةا ت للةةة  ائةةةف عقلةةة  ل حةةةة   م  فةةةف  ةةة  رةةة  اللطةةةا  الا بةةةف والت بةةةفّ رنه  ةةةةا

 ات رةة  خةةإل ةدسةةم ، يتناول الرن م الح ع م، وال واولوجات، والئور ال رع م، وتطةةور الللئةة الالوجم
النلةةةد النحةةةةو  وعراسةةةةات الئةةةةدرم، لا سةةةة  ا رةةةة  خةةةإل ية ةةةةال جوعيةةةة  هل رةةةةان و ةةةةاوف  ةةةةاروا  ةةةةول 

تئةةو ر اسرورةةم لةة    فلوجةةم تلةةل  النتةةادى دلةةا ين  .الئدرم، وإلل  ذووالت   ول  وت ال  يل اسعهف
، والنلةةد  فالللئةةة ات كةةدور اختعالةةف، هةة   هو ةةم رلةةة وام س اسةة اا تحةةتالد  لهةةا فةةةف ال ةةداع، والتةةذ   

اسرور ةةةم فةةةةف ال حةةةة   م تنطةةةة  جاللحةةةةارل والئةةةةدرم جطةةةة   تلةةةةو   خطةةةةا  اللةةةةهاعل اللور ةةةةم وتت ةةةةدة 
الةةذ ورل الاحةةخ  م التةةف تتةةذ  سةة ع ات ال ةة    ورةة  خةةإل ال تاجةةم ال ضةةاعل لل    رةةات اسهو ةةم، تاحةة  

ات فةةةةةف الةةةةةذاك ل ال لاة ةةةةةم رافةةةةو ر ةةةةةالاا للةةةةةهاعل احةةةةةو م ةلةةةةةا ال ةةةةة  ، وت لةةةةد   النحةةةةةاء  اةةةةةاةإت ر  ع ةةةةة  
 .وال لاورم، لا  ض ا ا هارل  ات

الئدرم ال ندر مفلوجمهذر رافو،   :الكلمات المفتاحية  ، النلد النحو  ، اسرورم، اللهاعل، 
 
  

1. INTRODUCTION  

In  contemporary war literature and drama, representations of Arab women often 

oscillate between two extremes: the silenced victim and the glorified martyr. This binary 

not only simplifies the complexity of women’s experiences in conflict zones but also 

reproduces patriarchal and orientalist narratives that erase female agency. In her opera 

Fallujah (2016), American-Iraqi playwright Heather Raffo challenges these limiting 

portrayals by foregrounding the voices of mothers who have endured both personal and 

national trauma. Through a gynocritical lens, which seeks to re-center women’s writing, 

experiences, and emotional vocabularies in literary analysis (Showalter, 1977),  Fallujah 

becomes a powerful site for rewriting the intertwined narratives of motherhood and 

martyrdom in the aftermath of war. 

Heather Raffo, born in Michigan to an Iraqi father and American mother, is a 

prominent playwright and performer whose work engages deeply with issues of identity, 

gender, trauma, and diaspora. Her seminal play 9 Parts of Desire (2004), based on 

interviews with Iraqi women, received critical acclaim for giving voice to women often 

marginalized in both Western and Arab discourses (Iskandar, 2011). As a cultural bridge 

between East and West, Raffo has consistently used her platform to humanize Middle 
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Eastern women’s experiences in a post-9/11 context. Her authorship is marked by an 

unapologetically feminist ethos, creating layered female characters who express 

vulnerability and defiance in equal measure (Nadje Al-Ali, 2018). 

In Fallujah, an opera inspired by the real-life experiences of U.S. Marine Christian Ellis 

and set during the Second Battle of Fallujah (2004), Raffo contributes the libretto, 

weaving together stories of American soldiers and Iraqi civilians. While the original 

narrative focused on the psychological trauma of American veterans, Raffo’s intervention 

inserts maternal grief, cultural devastation, and the psychological wounds of Iraqi 

mothers, thus shifting the lens toward a gendered witnessing of war (Raffo, 2016). Her 

treatment of motherhood as both a biological and political condition interrogates 

traditional martyrdom narratives in Arab and Islamic culture, where the mother of a 

“martyr” is often celebrated while her suffering is overlooked or glorified. 

This study aims to analyze how Raffo reclaims maternal voices and reframes martyrdom 

through a gynocritical framework that foregrounds women’s experiences, emotional 

resilience, and cultural resistance. It will draw upon feminist trauma theory, particularly 

the work of Judith Herman (1997) and Cathy Caruth (1996), to examine how Fallujah 

dramatizes both individual and collective trauma.  

In answering the raised questions, the paper contends that the play not only complicates 

the depiction of Arab women in war narratives but also affirms Raffo’s commitment to 

political theatre as a form of healing and resistance. By situating motherhood at the heart 

of trauma and transformation, Raffo challenges the gendered silencing of wartime 

suffering and reimagines martyrdom as a space of protest rather than passive sacrifice.  

2. LITERTURE REVIEW  

The interplay between gender, trauma, and identity in dramatic literature has long been a 

subject of critical discourse, particularly within feminist and poststructuralist 

frameworks. Scholars have increasingly turned their attention to how female-authored 

texts and performances mediate gendered trauma, resistance, and subjectivity in contexts 

of war and socio-political upheaval. This review situates Fallujah by Heather Raffo 

within the emerging interdisciplinary conversations around gynocriticism, trauma theory, 

and gender performance in drama. 

Elaine Showalter’s foundational theory of gynocriticism calls for a critical approach that 

centers women’s writing and lived experience, departing from male-centered literary 

traditions (Showalter, 1977). This lens has proved vital for exploring works that 

challenge gender binaries and disrupt patriarchal narrative forms. Abdullah and Khalaf 

(2021) offer a feminist critique of Eugene O’Neill’s plays, highlighting how dramatic 

structures reinforce patriarchal norms while suggesting the necessity for more nuanced 

representations of female subjectivity in theatre. Almaaroof (2024), in her analysis of 

Caryl Churchill’s Top Girls, demonstrates how female characters navigate and resist 

institutional power structures, thus offering a methodological blueprint for exploring 

similar dynamics in Fallujah. 
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Trauma theorists such as Caruth (1996) and Herman (1997) emphasize the fragmented 

and deferred nature of traumatic memory, especially in the aftermath of political 

violence. While much trauma literature focuses on male combatants or generalized 

victimhood, the gendered dimensions of trauma, particularly maternal trauma, remain 

underexplored. Almaaroof and Rostam (2023) contribute to this conversation by 

examining the interrelation between memory, imagination, and identity through the 

framework of attachment theory. Although their study focuses on short stories, the 

psychological mechanisms they uncover are directly applicable to Raffo’s portrayal of 

maternal loss and its enduring psychological residues. 

Further extending the trauma-memory nexus, Jassim and Almaaroof (2024) explore how 

soft power constructs gender attitudes in Tennessee Williams’ A Streetcar Named Desire,  

suggesting that ideology, gender, and memory are entangled through performative 

structures in drama. This analysis is useful in understanding how Fallujah challenges 

dominant cultural scripts by reimagining motherhood not as passive mourning, but as 

active resistance. 

Judith Butler’s (2004) theory of gender performativity underlines how gender is produced 

and maintained through repeated acts within socio-cultural contexts. Num’an and 

Almaaroof (2023) extend this insight in their dual articles on Some Girl(s) by Neil 

LaBute, demonstrating how gender identity is a site of constant negotiation. These studies 

highlight the instability of masculine authority, a theme Raffo confronts in Fallujah 

through the subversion of martyrdom tropes, often coded as masculine, and reassigning 

them to female characters through maternal grief. 

Moreover, Abdullah, Suood, and Mohamed (2024) investigate how soft power and 

media, specifically Walt Disney animations, affect children's value systems. Although 

focused on children’s media, their findings reinforce the broader argument that cultural 

products subtly encode and transmit gendered ideologies. Fallujah functions similarly, 

but subversively, by disrupting the gendered assumptions embedded in wartime 

narratives. 

Almaaroof and Madhi (2024) address identity crisis through a postmodern eco-critical 

lens, linking psychological alienation to environmental and sociocultural dislocation. 

This idea parallels the psychosocial fragmentation seen in Fallujah, where identity, place, 

and motherhood collapse under the pressures of war and diaspora. Their interdisciplinary 

model affirms the necessity of reading female trauma not in isolation but as embedded in 

broader ecological and political landscapes. 

Despite the rich and evolving body of feminist and trauma-informed criticism in drama 

studies, there remains a critical gap in scholarship addressing: The intersection of 

motherhood and martyrdom in Arab-American or Middle Eastern diasporic theatre. The 

application of gynocritical theory to female-authored war narratives, particularly those 

that centre maternal subjectivities as acts of resistance. A feminist trauma reading of 

Fallujah, a text that uniquely foregrounds the Arab mother as both a bearer of loss and a 

political agent, is noticeably absent in current literature. This study fills the gap by 

combining gynocriticism, trauma theory, and gender performance to foreground how 

Fallujah reclaims the maternal body and voice as sites of memory, resistance, and 
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cultural critique. In d oing so, it offers a model for reading female-authored trauma texts 

beyond Euro-American contexts. 

3. METHODOLOGY  

This study adopts a qualitative, interpretive methodology grounded in feminist literary 

criticism, particularly gynocriticism and trauma theory, to examine Raffo’s play. The 

analysis draws on close reading as its primary tool, focusing on language, symbolism, 

structure, and character development in the play’s libretto. The aim is to uncover how the 

narrative constructs gendered trauma and challenges prevailing patriarchal norms through 

maternal subjectivity. 

The gynocritical approach, as formulated by Elaine Showalter (1977), moves away from 

analyzing women writers through male literary traditions and instead centers women’s 

experiences, language, and cultural expressions. This framework is crucial for 

understanding how the play positions female grief and motherhood not as passive states 

but as active forms of witnessing and resistance. Gynocriticism allows for the exploration 

of how Raffo’s text inscribes female trauma into a cultural and political discourse often 

dominated by male voices and nationalist ideologies. 

To deepen the exploration of trauma as it is gendered and narrated, the paper also 

incorporates key insights from feminist trauma studies. Judith Herman (1997) identifies 

trauma as not only a psychological condition but also a narrative rupture that demands 

both testimony and recognition. In war literature, such ruptures are frequently associated 

with the male soldier’s psyche; however, this study shifts attention to maternal trauma, 

engaging with Caruth’s (1996) notion of trauma as “an overwhelming experience that 

resists full integration into consciousness or narrative.” This theoretical lens is critical for 

analyzing how Raffo crafts maternal voices that simultaneously convey pain, resistance, 

and memory. 

The intersection of gender, war, and narrative is further examined through postcolonial 

feminist theory, particularly in relation to Arab and Muslim women’s representation in 

both Western and Middle Eastern discourses. Scholars such as Nadje Al-Ali (2018) and 

Lila Abu-Lughod (2002) caution against homogenizing portrayals of Arab women as 

either victims or heroines, arguing instead for complex, situated readings of gender in 

contexts of conflict. By foregrounding Iraqi women’s voices in Fallujah, Raffo disrupts 

these binaries and constructs what Abu-Lughod (2002) calls a “politics of partiality,” in 

which local histories and emotional truths complicate global narratives of war and 

liberation. 

Combining these theoretical strands, the methodology enables a critical reading of 

Fallujah that reveals how Raffo uses maternal characters and motifs to rewrite the 

dominant narratives of martyrdom, memory, and national trauma. The analysis engages 

both textual evidence from the libretto and contextual knowledge about the Iraq War, 

emphasizing how literary form and political content intersect to produce a feminist 

counter-narrative  to patriarchal taboos. i.e., the study presents another point of view 

rather than the patriarchal one. 
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4. ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION  

Raffo’s Fallujah reorients the lens of war trauma from the traditionally valorized male 

soldier to the silenced Iraqi mother, effectively subverting dominant patriarchal narratives 

of martyrdom and national sacrifice. While the opera initially centres on the 

psychological breakdown of the American Marine Philip, Raffo’s libretto introduces a 

pivotal female figure, the Mother, who bears witness to the intimate destruction of her 

family and homeland. Through this character, Raffo constructs a maternal voice that is 

both emotionally raw and politically conscious, emblematic of what Elaine Showalter 

(1977) defines as a “female subculture” within literary production, one rooted in shared 

experience, silence, and resistance. 

The Mother’s opening lines are imbued with a mournful defiance: “My son did not carry 

a gun. He carried the oud. The last thing he played was a lullaby.” (Raffo, 2016, Scene 

3). This lyric immediately establishes a counternarrative to martyrdom: the son is not a 

fighter but a musician, and his final act is not one of violence but of creation and comfort. 

In contrast to traditional narratives where the martyred son embodies national heroism 

through bloodshed, here the maternal memory resists sacrificial logic. The oud, a symbol 

of cultural continuity and tenderness, replaces the weapon, thereby dismantling the heroic 

frame imposed by both Western and Middle Eastern nationalist discourse. 

Raffo’s characterization aligns with Caruth’s (1996) theory of trauma as a “speechless 

terror” that must be transcribed into narrative in order to be processed. The Mother’s 

monologue becomes this act of narration. However, her trauma is not only psychological 

but also socio-political. As Judith Herman (1997) argues, trauma in war is compounded 

for women because their suffering is often privatized or denied legitimacy in public 

remembrance. The Mother refuses this erasure: “He is not your shaheed. He is not your 

war. He was mine.” (Raffo, 2016, Scene 7). Here, the possessive pronouns “yours” vs. 

“mine” enact a powerful rejection of collective ownership over individual sacrifice. The 

statement destabilizes the masculine-nationalist framing of martyrdom (often glorified in 

both Western media and regional religio-political rhetoric) and reclaims maternal grief as 

a political act. It echoes Lila Abu-Lughod’s (2002) argument that Arab women must be 

read not through a savior/victim binary but through the complexities of situated 

knowledge and embodied memory. 

From a gynocritical perspective, the Mother’s voice performs what Showalter (1977) 

identifies as “the double-voiced discourse” of women’s writing: simultaneously engaging 

with and subverting male-dominated narratives. Raffo constructs her as a character who 

speaks not only as a grieving mother but also as a cultural subject aware of how her son’s 

death will be co-opted: “They will use him. His death will be their story, not mine.” 

(Raffo, 2016, Scene 8). This line resonates with trauma theorists like Herman (1997), 

who insist that the struggle over narrative is central to the healing process. The mother’s 

awareness that trauma will be re-narrated through the lens of nationalism, martyrdom, or 

religious valorization reflects the broader feminist concern with narrative ownership . Her 

speech is an intervention, a way of resisting both silence and distortion. 
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Moreover, Raffo repositions motherhood as an act of insurgent memory. The play does 

not offer redemption, closure, or forgiveness, often expected outcomes in male-authored 

war narratives. 

Instead, it centers what Cathy Caruth (1996) calls the “unclaimed experience” of trauma, 

unresolved and recursive, yet vital in its retelling. The Mother does not seek to forget; she 

seeks to speak, even when her speech is fragmented or ignored. 

Another symbolic scene reinforces the contrast between militarized masculinity and 

maternal mourning. As Philip’s trauma crescendos, the opera juxtaposes his violent 

hallucinations with the Mother’s calm but harrowing refrain: “Who teaches the mother 

how to bury her child?” (Raffo, 2016, Scene 9). This rhetorical question is not simply an 

expression of grief, it is a political accusation. It indicts systems that normalize violence 

while offering no language or ritual for maternal suffering. In this sense, the play aligns 

with feminist scholarship that sees mourning as an ethical and political act (Butler, 2004). 

By posing motherhood as a lived site of trauma and resistance, Raffo breaks with 

patriarchal scripts that devalue female pain and silence maternal protest. 

The opera’s structure itself supports this re-centring. While the soldier’s psychological 

descent is linear, the Mother’s narrative is cyclical, marked by repetition, fragme ntation, 

and lyrical recurrence, forms often associated with feminine expression in literature 

(Cixous, 1976). Her voice does not conform to Aristotelian catharsis but rather inhabits 

what Showalter (1981) describes as the “female sentence” which means a syntactical and 

stylistic mode of writing that reflects women's embodied experience, often marked by 

emotional intensity, circularity, and resistance to rigid, patriarchal narrative forms. It is 

emotive, intuitive, and disruptive to male-centric narrative norms. 

Through Fallujah, Raffo thus stages a radical reimagining of motherhood, not as passive 

endurance but as active witness and cultural intervention. By linking maternal identity 

with political consciousness, and by challenging the glorification of martyrdom, the play 

performs a gynocritical act of rewriting gendered trauma. It recasts the mother not as the 

background mourner of war, but as its central voice of moral reckoning. 

Raffo’s dramaturgical technique of juxtaposing the disintegration of the American 

Marine’s psyche with the stoic endurance of the Iraqi Mother highlights the asymmetrical 

burden of war. Yet it also disrupts the Western war narrative where Arab suffering is 

often rendered as background to Western trauma. The Mother’s grief is not an exoticized 

tableau; it is a narrative axis that exposes the uneven distribution of grievability, a term 

Judith Butler (2009) uses to describe the socio-political frameworks through which 

certain lives are deemed worthy of mourning, while others are systematically devalued or 

rendered invisible. In the context of Fallujah, this concept becomes a searing critique of 

war politics and imperial violence. The opera dramatizes how U.S. military narratives 

often center the trauma of American soldiers while neglecting or erasing the suffering of 

Iraqi civilians, particularly mothers. By giving voice to the Mother’s persistent mourning, 

Raffo challenges this ethical asymmetry and reclaims the Arab maternal body as a subject 

of grief, not a background to someone else's war story. Her grief becomes a form of 

political resistance, insisting that Iraqi lives, often ungrieved in global media and military 

discourse, are not only mournable but central to any just reckoning with war. 
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Indeed, martyrdom in Fallujah is not glorified. Rather, it is portrayed as a cruel erasure of 

youth and future. The repeated motif of the oud, an instrument of culture and continuity, 

serves as a counter-symbol to the weapon. The son’s final lullaby, recalled by the 

Mother, functions as both an elegy and a metaphor for interrupted generational 

inheritance. This aligns with Caruth’s (1996) notion of trauma as an interruption of 

temporal continuity: “Trauma is not locatable in the simple violent or original event in an 

individual’s past but rather in the way that its very unassimilated nature, the way it was 

precisely not known in the first instance, returns to haunt the survivor” (p. 4). 

The Mother, then, becomes not just a figure of mourning but of transgenerational trauma, 

carrying memory and rupture across temporal lines. Her refusal to forget is, in itself, a 

form of resistance. As she says: “I count the days by absences, his footsteps, his oud, the 

words he never said. You want me to be quiet? But he’s still here, in the silence you gave 

me.” (Raffo, 2016, Scene 10). This eloquent defiance mirrors Herman’s (1997) view of 

recovery as a reclamation of voice and narrative. The silence imposed on the mother is 

not passivity; it is a culturally sanctioned form of erasure. By vocalizing what remains 

unspoken in nationalist mythologies, namely, the intimate cost of war for women, Raffo 

stages what Showalter (1981) calls the wild zone—a space of female experience and 

creativity that exists outside male-defined language and symbolic systems, enabling 

forms of expression inaccessible or illegible within patriarchal discourse.: an area of 

narrative that resists assimilation into patriarchal paradigms. 

Additionally, Fallujah engages with the Orientalist gaze, not through confrontation, but 

subversion. The Mother is not a veiled object of pity, nor is she framed through 

sensationalist imagery. Instead, she possesses emotional and intellectual depth. This 

nuanced representation responds directly to critiques by Nadje Al-Ali (2007) and Abu-

Lughod (2002), who argue that representations of Middle Eastern women in Western art 

often oscillate between invisibility and fetishism. Raffo resists both. She constructs  a 

maternal consciousness that is both culturally specific and universally resonant, 

embedding Iraqi motherhood within the shared human condition of grief, dignity, and 

remembrance. 

Crucially, the play refuses a redemptive arc. Unlike classical tragedy or therapeutic 

drama, there is no closure, no reconciliation. Instead, the opera play offers emotional 

complexity: rage, tenderness, fatigue, and pride. The Mother does not find healing in 

forgiveness, nor does she become a vehicle for a Western soldier’s redemption. Rather, 

she becomes a persistent voice of ethical accountability, as seen when she addresses the 

soldier directly: “You walk away with ghosts. I sleep with a grave in my bed.” (Raffo, 

2016, Scene 12). This line not only collapses the private/public binary, drawing the war 

into the domestic space of the maternal bed, but also indicts the unequal distribution of 

trauma. 

The Western soldier may suffer post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), but the Iraqi 

mother suffers ongoing traumatic stress: a grief without end, without recognition, and 

without societal support. Her trauma is not post- but present, a condition absent from 

Western psychocentric models of healing. 



Journal of Language Studies. Vol.9, No.3, 2025, Pages (348-359) 
_______________________________________ _______________________________________ 

357 

 

Furthermore, the opera’s lyrical fragmentation and musical interruptions mirror the 

psychological fragmentation of the Mother’s mind, reinforcing trauma theory’s assertion 

that trauma resists coherent narration (Caruth, 1996; Herman, 1997). The non-linear 

structure, repetition of images (the oud, the lullaby, the grave), and lack of narrative 

resolution reflect what feminist trauma theorist Dori Laub (1995) describes as bearing 

witness to an event that has not yet ended. Through this layered strategy, Raffo enacts a 

gynocritical poetics of pain and protest. The Mother’s language, rich in metaphor and 

musicality, resists the clinical, linear discourse often used to categorize trauma in male-

centered war narratives. It instead exemplifies what Hélène Cixous (1976) describes as 

écriture feminine, a form of feminine writing that emerges from the body, emotion, and 

unconscious, privileging fluidity, intuition, and non-linear expression over phallocentric 

logic and structure. Her voice becomes not only a character in the opera but an aesthetic 

principle, reshaping the dramatic form around maternal witnessing. 

In sum, the play resists the silencing tropes of both patriarchy and orientalism by 

allowing the mother to speak her trauma, not as an emblem but as a narrator. Raffo’s 

gynocritical intervention insists that martyrdom is not noble but violent; that motherhood 

is not passive but political; and that trauma,  when voiced by women, becomes a radical 

act of cultural survival. The opera, therefore, does not just tell a story, it demands a new 

ethics of listening, one attuned to the gendered sounds of war. 

5. CONCLUSION  

This study has examined how Heather Raffo’s Fallujah rewrites the gendered 

experiences of war by repositioning motherhood not as a sentimental trope but as a 

politically charged site of memory, grief, and resistance. Employing a gynocritical 

framework, in conjunction with trauma theory and postcolonial feminist thought, the 

analysis has revealed how Raffo reclaims maternal subjectivity from the margins of 

martyrdom discourse and foregrounds it as a source of narrative authority and ethical 

resistance. 

Through the character of the Mother, Raffo challenges the hegemonic war narratives that 

valorize male sacrifice while rendering female grief invisible or apolitical. The maternal 

voice in the play does not seek redemption or resolution; rather, it insists on the right to 

narrate trauma outside patriarchal, militaristic, or nationalist frameworks. This textual 

and theatrical intervention disrupts both Western narratives of the “liberated” Arab 

woman and regional constructions of maternal martyrdom, allowing for a more nuanced 

and embodied portrayal of Iraqi womanhood in wartime. 

To return to the core research questions and answering them the paper shows that Raffo 

constructs the Iraqi Mother as an emotionally rich, narratively central figure whose 

trauma is ongoing and intergenerational. Her voice directly contrasts the linear arc of the 

American soldier’s psychological breakdown, presenting trauma as a cultural wound 

rather than an individual pathology. 

The Mother’s refusal to let her son’s death be claimed by religious or nationalist rhetoric 

reframes martyrdom as a site of loss, not heroism. Her voice critiques and undermines the 
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glorification of sacrificial motherhood, instead offering an alternative ethics grounded in 

remembrance, rage, and cultural survival. 

By applying gynocriticism, this study has demonstrated that Fallujah constructs a 

“female sentence” (Showalter, 1981), nonlinear, cyclical, and emotionally textured, that 

resists the dominant narrative closure of male war stories. Raffo’s aesthetic choices allow 

for a distinctly feminine expression of grief and witness, embedded in lyrical language 

and symbolic resonance. 

Methodologically, the paper combined close textual analysis with trauma theory (Caruth, 

Herman, Laub) and feminist literary criticism (Showalter, (1977) Cixous(1976), Abu-

Lughod(2000)), enabling a multilayered understanding of the opera’s portrayal of 

motherhood. This interdisciplinary approach revealed how Raffo’s work resists the dual 

silencing imposed by Western orientalism and local patriarchy, offering instead a 

resilient, grieving maternal subjectivity that reclaims both narrative and memory. 

In broader terms, the play contributes to feminist performance studies by cantering Arab 

female subjectivities in the global theatre of war. It invites scholars and audiences alike to 

recognize the ethical imperative of listening to maternal voices, voices that hold the 

tension between personal love and collective suffering, between silence and testimony. 

Thus, Raffo’s play is not merely an opera about war, it is a radical feminist intervention 

that rewrites the very grammar of trauma and the gendered politics of remembrance. 
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