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An etiquette of condolences  

Mourning rituals are a social duty for women in Iraq. The west could learn 
from them  
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The first thing I will do when I go back to Baghdad is wash my hair in the kitchen sink, like my 
Scottish mother used to do. I need to relive my childhood rituals; it would help me believe that 
I am back home.  

But wait a minute, the sink is no longer there. My parents have both died, and our old house 
has been pulled down. Well, I suppose I must thank Allah that at least I still have my head on 
my shoulders. Our friends in Amman are mourning their 19-year-old daughter who was a 
victim of the April bombardment. They were fleeing the crazy shelling. Shrapnel sliced 
through her neck and her severed head fell into the driver's lap.  

I really want to get to Baghdad before McDonald's and the other multinationals get there and 
ruin the scenery. I want to get a glimpse of the genuine stuff, the real city before the 
Americanised reconstruction starts, the days when Baghdad was a magical place to grow up 
in, even on sad occasions. Like when my uncle's wife used to take me with her to witness 
mourning rituals in the neighbourhood. There was an etiquette on how to offer your 
condolences.  

So many mourning ceremonies I have to go back to attend. I have plenty of social duties to 
fulfil. I will have to take my shoes off and leave them by the entrance, going in barefoot out of 
respect for the household. I will have to sit on the ground on mattresses with the other ladies, 
drink bitter coffee and listen to them recounting the deceased's acts of goodness during their 
lifetime. It is traditional to offer sacks of rice, cooking oil or flour, which would be so welcome 
now, or a piece of black cloth. If I am unable to join in the collective crying, I will have to show 
my sorrow by saying: "May God bless his or her soul" every time the moaning quietens down.  

Here in Amman, on television, I am watching Iraqi ladies wrapped in black, crying for the 
civilians who died in the American attack a few days ago against what was called Iraqi 
resistance. Stop these deaths! We have already lost around 5,000 souls in the war. On the 
other side, funerals are being set up in the west to mourn the coalition soldiers who are losing 
their lives in my country amid this chaos. There, they will be sitting on chairs, or standing 
around graves, with mothers wondering what this is all about and wishing that these deaths 
would stop.  

All this reminds me of a story about mourning rituals that my uncle's wife passed on to me. 
She used to tell me that going to weddings is not as important as going to mourning 
ceremonies. You must fulfil your social commitments in times of sadness. People need each 
other in times of loss. Her story went like this: "Once upon a time, at the mourning rituals in 
old Baghdad, ladies would always miss Um Haider's presence. They would, however, 
invariably find her slippers at the front door with all the other women's slippers and think 'oh 
well, she must be around here somewhere.' Over the years, this scene used to repeat itself 
whenever the ladies were unable to say 'salaam' to Um Haider at the crowded mourning 
rituals.  

"Then they discovered that she had been cheating. Instead of carrying out her obligations to 
the deceased's families, she would send her servant with her slippers and ask her to sneak 
into the mourning rituals to cover up for her absence, making sure to leave her slippers at the 



door with the others. Then came her turn. She lost her father and started setting up for the 
occasion. Mattresses, coffee, the Koran reader, and waited, and waited. Nobody turned up. 
By sunset, she asked her servant to open the front door to give a signal to the neighbours that 
she was accepting visits. When the servant opened the door, a pile of slippers tumbled down 
on to the carpet, filling the entrance of Um Haider's home." Moral of the story: you didn't come 
to our time of sorrow, why should we be there for you?  

For the western mothers who are crying over their sons, I would like to say that their sons are 
killing our sons, and unfortunately our sons are shooting back at their sons. Perhaps we need 
mothers of the world to unite and put an end to this mess. Ladies, we need to set a new 
etiquette of condolences.  
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