Imagined Belonging:
On historic uncertainty, estrangement and chimeric
identity

Samira Tohidi
Royal Institute of Art, Fine Art Masters program
Supervisor: Michele Masucci
19th of May, 2025



Abstract

In this essay, the artistic explorations of identity, belonging, memory and imagination are discussed
from the premise of historic uncertainty. The question of why and how artists can engage in stories
unknown or unexplainable to them is approached by drawing from personal experiences and
reflections. As a framework, the contemplations in the essay are carried by consideration of the
remarkable similarities between the legend of Odysseus and a story that I, the author, have been told
about my own grandfather. Furthermore, ideas on power and the production of history (Trouillot,
1995), imaginary-based nostalgia and nationalism (De Brigard, 2020) and critical fabulation
(Hartman, 2008) are presented. In conclusion, the concept of chimeric identity and ways to handle
historic uncertainty as an artist are described.
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My grandfather returned from the Anglo-Soviet invasion of Iran like Odysseus: Not as a hero, but in
the guise of an old beggar. Though, unlike Odysseus, my grandfather’s intention had not been to
disguise himself to bypass his enemies and test the loyalty of his people. Instead, his appearance
was the result of having escaped the military and walked the whole way home. For fear of being
recognized as a deserter he had not asked anyone for a lift. After over a week of walking, covered in
dust, worn and with an unkept beard, he had finally reached the door of his own house. However, at
his arrival my grandmother had immediately dismissed him. "I don’t have anything to spare an old
man, just look at all these children I have been left alone with," she had told her own returning
husband.

My father tells me this story and I am twenty-six when I first hear it. That evening, I had called him
from my studio because I was unhappy with my recent art-making. My new works dealt with my
relationship to the past. However, the more I tried approaching my own history, the more
uncertainty I encountered. How could I make art about my relationship to the past when I know
nearly nothing about my own heritage? My parents rarely told, or tell, me anything. Nevertheless,
that day I had decided to try to ask the right questions. After about an hour on the phone with my
father, the story about my grandfather’s homecoming magically emerged. It was a great story, so |
tried to extract more details from its teller. But it was hard. I asked: "What did the Soviet and British
do in Iran anyway?" Silence. After a while, he replied: "Who knows," and halted his recital. It was
as if I had broken a spell. Suddenly, I had made a teller lose interest in his own story. I think that as
I asked about the invasion, I had unintentionally switched my father’s narrating role for an
explanatory one. My guess is that his lack of an explanation had then made him feel insufficient as a
storyteller. Because, from his perspective there was no good explanation for why Iran had been
invaded.

I am bringing this up because I recognize myself in this type of blockage. I wonder how I can
prevent this from happening to me, in the studio and as an artist. How do I avoid what is unknown
or unexplainable to me from creating dead ends in my artistic exploration of the stories around me?
Because, I do not think that the fully accounted for stories and expressions are the only ones worth
our time. Nor are they as interesting to me as those embracing uncertainty. On the contrary, I feel
that there is creative power in embracing mystery and fantasy. But how can I considerately fantasize
about a past that I have little or no knowledge about, and why do I feel this urge?

First, I have to consider why I know so little about my past, and why I should even bother engaging
with the unknown? Perhaps what I do not know about my family history is unknown to me because
no one, including my father, thought it worth knowing and passing on. Certainly, many parts of
people’s lives are uninteresting from a historical lens. Could it even be that some lives and histories
are uninteresting altogether? For example: they were born, they farmed, they had children and then
died. That is all we seem to know about most of the people who came before us, and it is basically
what I know, at least for certain, about my ancestors. Though, I now also have the incredible and
Odyssean story of my grandfather returning home from the military. The story has the ingredients of
a legend, and thus, my ancestors certainly did much more than farm, have children and then die.
However, their stories have not been passed down to me. Instead, I was taught stories of, for



example, Odysseus. I wonder how the legend of his return was put into my head long before the
almost unbelievably similar story of my own grandfather?

The processes by which certain parts of history pass by unrecorded while others do not have been
described by anthropologist Michel-Rolph Trouillot in his book Silencing the Past, as follows:
"History reveals itself only through the production of specific narratives. What matters most are the
process and conditions of such narratives [...] Only through that overlap can we discover the
differential exercise of power that makes some narratives possible and silences others" (Trouillot,
1995, p. 25). To me, this idea about the processes and conditions behind people’s recollection of
history explains why I knew the story of Odysseus before I learned about the story of my
grandfather. The conditions surrounding my knowledge of the legend of Odysseus are strong: I was
raised in a Western country where we are taught about the greatness of ancient Greece, and so the
story of Odysseus is just something that lives rent-free in my head. On the other hand, the
conditions connecting me to my grandfather’s story are much weaker: my grandparents died long
before I was born, they were illiterate and left no written records, [ have only been to Iran twice in
thirty years, I do not speak Farsi well and my dad seems to have difficulties telling me about our
heritage. According to the above quoted Trouillot (1995), it is by examining these conditions and
processes that I will understand why my heritage is to such a large extent unknown to me. In an
effort to analyze, I am initially and unsurprisingly brought back to my childhood home. I recall my
father’s long working hours. When I got home from school I would often find him curled up on the
living room couch, exhausted, fast asleep and with his working clothes still on. Then, I would see
him wake up only to head back for another round of work. What exercise of power was this?
Capitalism, patriarchy? Had the situation been similar between him and his own father? Most
certainly, and so they probably had not discussed their heritage much either.

Drawing only from my example above, there are undoubtedly many processes that produce specific
narratives and silence others. In my attempt to make sense of it, I am still struck by how the legend
of Odysseus surpassed all these processes, while the similar story of my grandfather just managed
to escape oblivion only after much coaxing on my part. In contrast, I have encountered Greek
mythology everywhere. In history lessons, literature class, films, podcasts and theatre. The list goes
on. Considering my Iranian background, it then, very ironically I must add, seems as if the Greek
victory over Persia is still being realized within me and is replacing my stories with theirs.
However, I do not think the legendary clash between these competing civilizations alone
sufficiently explains my situation of historic uncertainty. Because in my experience, it is not simply
the idea of ancient Greece that has overshadowed my Persian heritage. Instead, I have found myself
haunted by an even greater shadow: that of ancient Persia and Iran itself.

Because of my name, I am predominately categorized as an Iranian. Personally though, I have
difficulty identifying with any of my assigned national identities, whether it be Swedish, Finnish or
Iranian. In Sweden I am not Swedish enough, in Finland I am not Finnish enough and in Iran I am
not Iranian enough. To further complicate things, I am often not even Iranian or Finnish enough in
Sweden. By this I mean that I often fail to meet the exotic expectations of some more, and some
less, prejudiced people. For example, I will sometimes be met with admiration by Swedes that will
tell me what a great and artistically advanced civilization Persia was. I will think they must know



more than me since I never heard about it in school. In secret, I will hope they do not ask me
anything, which to my despair, they almost always do. For instance, I have as an art student often
found myself spending considerable amounts of time intended for my studio visits trying to conceal
that I cannot answer the questions about Iranian history that I get from teachers and peers. So, I
have in later years conformed. Learned more about Persia and struggled finding time to study Farsi,
although I currently have no one to speak it with. This way of performing and internalizing a
Persian identity sometimes feels genuine, but also like I am wearing a costume. Nevertheless, |
often conclude that wearing the costume is a good trade-off if it can partly make my mixed heritage
make sense to others. Because in the end I want to be a person people can relate to, even if they see
only our differences and not our similarities.

Odysseus too lied about his identity many times during the course of his journey and his
dishonesties always protected him. However, my experience is that the deceptive nature of false or
simplified identity construction takes a toll on the individual performing it. To illustrate, my version
of Iranian identity is uncertain and patched together. A Frankenstein-like creature that, when I look
closer at it, reveals itself as my own shadow, shaped by the way I present myself and how this
presentation then lands onto the surface of the world around me. This being, created by unmatching
pieces of identities that I have created for myself, is an uncertain and chimeric creature. It can
disguise itself as familiar, but is at its core fictitious and bizarre. I have felt its absurdity seeping into
my artistic practice, making my works appear either dishonest or nonsensical to me. I often wonder
if I use my artworks to substitute a relationship to the past that a person like me could never have.
But on the other hand, might the idea of a certain heritage be deceptive in itself? As a personal
example, I recall my first and only time visiting family in Iran as an adult. Sitting on a Persian
carpet next to my father and his sister, I was in vain trying to follow a conversation they were
having. I was so preoccupied with beating myself up for my insufficient knowledge of Farsi, that I
initially did not realize they were not actually speaking the language to begin with. It was only
afterwards that my father told me how he had not grown up speaking Farsi, but had instead been
forced to learn it at school. This experience did not lack in absurdity, but paradoxically enough, it
left me feeling relieved and free. It validated a secret wish I had been carrying all along: that my
Farsi skills are not a deep part of my heritage or identity after all, and perhaps no language, nation
or idea of a lost civilization really is.

If identity is not rooted in nationality, then what is it? Once again, I can draw from the story of
Odysseus’ and my own grandfather’s disguised returns. Odysseus abandons an immortal and
concealed life with nymph Calypso and instead chooses to travel back home and become a hero to
his people. My grandfather abandoned the confinement and uniform of a soldier to take care of his
own family. I think both Odysseus’ and my grandfather’s decisions to return illustrate how
dedicating our lives to the people who love us is what gives life meaning. My interpretation of these
stories is that identity is rooted in a sense of belonging and love, and shaped by how we want to be
seen by the people who matter to us. However, it was only after Odysseus and my grandfather were
safe at home that they could remove their disguises and once again become a meaningful version of
themselves. Therefore, I wonder what happens if we have no safe place, or no one, to return to? Are
we then better off keeping our masks, disguises or uniforms on? Or if we do not, are we instead
doomed to a life of suffering and destructiveness, much like the chimeric creatures so often



portrayed as threats in the Odyssey? In this way, I think that prolonged feelings of estrangement are
potentially harmful to us and can make a reinforced national identity seem like the only way to
reinstate our sense of belonging. For example, as when I have been drawn to wishing I acted or
looked more Iranian, Finnish or Swedish than I naturally do. Or, when I have thought I need a
certain heritage to justify making art about my relationship to the past.

However, I would argue that a sense of homelessness is far from limited to people of mixed heritage
like me. On the contrary, I believe that feelings of estrangement are an issue for many in today’s
rapidly changing and globalized world. In the essay Nostalgia Reimagined, philosopher,
neuroscientist and psychologist Felipe De Brigard states that negative experiences like loneliness,
loss of connections and a sense of meaninglessness tend to spur nostalgia and motivate people to
restore what they perceive has been lost to them (De Brigard, 2020). In addition, he suggests that
nostalgia does not have to be based on actual memories, but could also be supported by an imagined
past (De Brigard, 2020). Using this understanding of nostalgia, he lastly points out how many
nationalistic political movements of today have successfully utilized the imaginary and motivating
aspects of nostalgia to evoke political engagement with their cause (De Brigard, 2020). I can easily
come up with examples in relation to all of my assigned national identities: the Sweden Democrats,
the Finns Party and the Ayatollahs of Iran. I think this strategy of idealizing, and even fabricating,
the past in order to reinforce nationalistic nostalgia as political propaganda, works so well today
because of increasing feelings of isolation and meaninglessness, followed by an intensified desire to
return home and to belong. Maybe this is completely natural? After all, I do not believe it to be a
coincidence that stories of homecomings are tales as old as time. Perhaps we need to remove, or
remove ourselves, from what is uncertain and foreign to feel safe. And in the meantime, what is
more reassuring than stories promising a bright future, based on the foundations of a glorious past?

It is by imagining the past that I think nationalistic propaganda finds its strength. Not only because
the past is then idealized, but I believe, more importantly because we need stories to comprehend
deep meanings. If we understand our past it is easier for us to understand our present and imagine
our future. This, of course, constructs a narrative. It seems secondary to us whether this narrative is
based on actual memory or imagination. I am hereby brought back to my initial question: what if
there are blockages and uncertainties in our storytelling that cannot be resolved? I do not think the
answer is to fabricate a past that fits our own goals. Considering my art practice, I do not want to
make the same mistake the nationalistic movements make, and fabricate a past that only reinforces
estrangement and division between people. Instead, an interesting alternative to untruthful
narratives like these is discussed in author Saidiya Hartman’s essay Venus in Two Acts (Hartman,
2008). There, she suggests critical fabulation as a way to hold onto the uncertainties in our stories
while still being critical of what we have been told (Hartman, 2008). We could for example practice
critical fabulation by telling stories that spark from the question of: what if?

In my studio and as an artist, I have recently practiced this by asking: what if the nationalists’
nightmares came true? What if we all embraced our uncertain heritages, histories and chimeric
nature? What if we became monstrous creatures who claimed to belong everywhere we wanted to?
To further surpass perceived narrative constraint, I also use daydreaming as a creative practice to
explore my relationship to the past. Because in dreams ambivalence is the norm. When drawing



upon daydreams, I often start by closing my eyes and visualizing a recent work of mine. I will then
ask myself where it exists and what the room or landscape around it might look like. Does it exist in
a cold or hot environment, or, is it surrounded by a particular sound or smell? Sometimes, the work
will take the form of a creature that will talk to me. Other times, it will attract other creatures and
forms. Often chimeric, ambivalent and uncertain in their nature. I feel that by embracing the
uncertain nature of my relationship to the past, [ have been able to create more freely and sincerely,
and also avoided justifying dishonest and glorified ideas of heritage in the name of art.

In the end, my grandfather’s and Odysseus’ stories develop in much separate ways. In the
homecoming story of Odysseus, non-human and chimeric creatures are portrayed as something to
escape or kill. The Cyclops, Scylla and Sirens are all described as tragic, irrational and dangerous.
However, I feel that even in the Odyssey the depiction of human civility and non-human
monstrosity is, to say the least, relative. This is most evident at the end of the legend, when
Odysseus slaughters everyone he perceives as an enemy on his home island of Ithaca. In short,
Odysseus turned into a monster to everyone else in order to become heroic for a few. My
grandfather on the other hand, I do not know much else about. But what if, like Odysseus, he was
destined to become a warrior and a hero? But instead, he defied his fate upon acknowledging what
he could not explain: he could not justify fighting an imagined enemy.
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