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Iraqi womb-men 

By Betool Khedairi 

Just back from my 2003 book tour.

Growing up in a middle-eastern business family, somehow my life has always revolved around men. For some reason, this year, it’s been mostly about women. 

Maybe, my mother was with me all along, as she had promised. Shame she missed the fall of the Statue last April, then the arrival of the British troops in Basra- great background for a David Niven coffee ad, finally the pick up of  “Shsh, lower your voice” from that spider hole in December by the Americans.

She was an extraordinary creature of patience. She contained her emotions, never complained. She loyally waited for her husband to come back from his work travels. She silently waited for her son to come back from war. She even read a book in a hospital room waiting for her babies to be delivered! She perfected this ‘waiting’ thing only to make mother and daughter so different. I just can’t understand the term ‘to wait’ her way. If marriage doesn’t work, get divorced. If your career isn’t satisfying, change it. If you can’t have children, adopt them. It seems that the ‘by default’ female is transforming through generations, especially when you come of age in a place like Baghdad.

Well, like- I presume- my fellow twenty two million compatriots, I silently couldn’t wait for regime change which dragged for thirty five years before it took place. And after going through three wars over twenty three years, I am loyally impatient for the shift of power to be given back to the Iraqis next June. I am also anxious about an independent new constitution, and certainly can’t wait to see if the decree 137 is really going to be passed one day!

A lot of men died. Wars, disease, sanctions, mass graves and lately vendettas. It is said, that fifty percent of the Iraqi population are now women. That’s quite a number of females who need to be on anti-depressants. I haven’t been back for seven years. It is frustrating not to have contact with the ladies over there on a daily basis. To start with, I stood powerless in front the TV watching my Western half attacking my Eastern half. Pochantos, you have no idea! And I couldn’t do anything for the four hundred women who were kidnapped, raped and killed during the bombing and chaos. Thousands couldn’t continue their studies, couldn’t get married, or get proper medical check ups, or milk for their children: the list just goes on. How do I offer consolation from the outside? By sending, lets see- eleven million-  Prozac pills twice a daily, times so and so weeks, times how many years?! Or do I just sit at my desk and write?

If my mother was alive, she would be sending mounds of charity parcels. She would also have edited the title of my piece to: “Cons-tit-ution of Iraqi womb-men“. In spite of the tragic subject, I can see her giggling next to me saying:  “Go on dear, what have you to loose?” Indeed, what do I have to loose? What would set me back: a writer’s block? Censorship? Or exile? My country has been liberated after all! So I put my work in my back-pack and started traveling. 

Tour highlights:

February. Bahrain. I gave a reading at the Riwaq Gallery. In the audience, an American lady thought we still used camels for transport in this part of the world! An Arab lady wasn’t comfortable with the description of my mother’s breast cancer. She said that I dissected her illness in a horrible way. I never thought about this consciously until I was asked why I did that. No, it wasn’t because I hated my mother! Then I realized that I was actually trying to cut cancer up in little pieces so that I can over come my fear towards it. Feel familiar anyone?

March. Berlin. My country was under attack. Overnight I developed stress acne, got an anti biotic allergy on the way, then overdosed with the anti allergy pills and got off the plane in Frankfurt instead of Munich. Eventually, I managed to get to Berlin in time for my reading at The House of World Cultures. My lost suite cases were found, but my soul wasn’t. It was a media frenzy of questions about what I thought of Saddam, the country’s future and why so many Arabs were entering Iraq from the borders? It was soothing though to know how supportive the German public was; they understood war. 

April. Los Angeles. Gave a reading at UCLA. It felt serious walking around Hollywood promoting my work as contemporary Iraqi literature, then I was amazed at how many students were studying and already spoke Arabic well. It seems their government was preparing translators to go with the military into Iraq. 

May. Houston. At the Rice University reading, a woman came up to me and asked if she could embrace me. She said: “I apologize”. She was nearly in tears: “for what my country has done to yours”. That was my first encounter with the American term ‘group hug’ which I learnt for the first time in my life from Sesame Street, or was it Barny? Of course, a lady can’t be ungrateful to other people’s offerings: “Thank you Maam.”

June. Marrakech. The Global Summit of Women- or what the brochures called “Davos for Women”. Six hundred successful women from all walks of life were there to discuss business opportunities. The Moroccan ladies were as soft as their city. At mid-day, when the sun blurs one’s vision, I wouldn’t lean on the hazy pink mud walls. They looked like play dough, if you leaned on them for shadow, your shoulder might just sink into them. An interesting contrast between Arabic, petite, elegant à la française, diplomatic ladies, and American, big, loud, classically well dressed, direct approach women. Of course, a writer should never generalize or stereotype, but a novelist can’t help notice the details. That was when an American Embassy official stated, off the record: “The US doesn’t have experience in occupation, therefore Baghdad is in such a bad state. She also added that they had no idea how complex the Iraqi society was. I said: “Ask your Allies; the British know how to do it.” At least they say ‘please’ and ‘thank you’. And I couldn’t believe it when a State Department lady asked me: “Do you think there’s going to be a revolution in July? Iraqis normally rise up during this month.” I said: “Actually, the combination of the stifling heat and summer bitter eggplants might have a negative effect on their mood!” 

Excuse me for picking on this one, but don’t they take lessons in body language? A woman was addressing a group of Iraqis with her legs crossed in a square like manner- similar to the way males sit in our part of the world. She was talking while fiddling with her loose heel. In the Western mentality it gave the signal “I feel very comfortable”. In the Arab mentality it means “I am insulted; your shoe is in my face.” Perhaps I should send this sketch to the HSBC to add to their collection of international sign language interpretations.

Why did I attend? I was invited by the bureau of the New Iraq- I suppose- to fill in one of the empty chairs of the absent Iraqi delegation. At first, I was skeptical. Still dealing with my built in conspiracy theories. It comes with the territory; something my westerner friends couldn’t relate to I found. Then I thought, why not? There is no government to represent anyway. I normally don’t accept last minute invitations, but again, it would only be lady like to acknowledge to my hosts: “I appreciate you thinking about me.”

But I was fascinated by the South Korean ladies presence. They fluttered around like Mesdames Butterfly proud of their achievements. Outstanding, especially the lady who gave a lecture on negotiating skills. She explained cross cultural misunderstandings when it came to signing multi national corporation business contracts. She summed it up: “Study impressions; laughing in the far-eastern mentality doesn’t necessarily mean that the person is content, in this culture, people tend to laugh when they are embarrassed.” “Search for the unemotional silent one in the meeting, they’re the one who could be taking the final decision.” “Always bring your interpreter. Never trust the other party. They will not lie to you, but you need to talk to your interpreter about the points that weren’t interpreted.” “Don’t underestimate age, the junior face could be powerful.” “Oriental true meaning of yes, doesn’t mean yes. They just don’t want to be impolite.” “A contract in Korea means we are ready to talk, but Westerners think it is a final deal. Signed papers do not mean it will always work out.”

October. Texas. Houston airport. It took me five hours to convince the officer that I was here by invitation from American universities. I was ordered to sit on the side with a bunch of middle-easterners to be interrogated. We were not allowed to use our mobiles, nor allowed to leave our place. If we needed the bathroom or water, we had to ask for permission. I was followed to the ladies room. The female target is back to her seat. Now start asking her a million questions beginning with why do you have an Arabic name and how come you have an Iraqi passport?! Then my credit card was registered followed by my fingerprints. My photo was taken by an eyeball camera- Smile- for the Patriot Act. Two months later, when my tour ended, I was escorted by airport officers who made sure I took the plane back to London.

Washington. After the reading at George Washington University. An Indian lady stopped me to say: “I met quite a few Iraqi women, you ladies are tough”. I said: “it’s not that we chose to be strong, it’s that we don’t have many men left to back us up anymore”. I wished she would stop watching me, following me all over the place.

Boston. At Tufts University a young male Arab student whispered in my ear just before starting the reading: “Watch out, plenty of Jews around.” At Bentley University, just as I finished my reading, a young female student in the audience asked me: “Are you for real?” “What do you mean?” She said with excitement: ”When you mentioned that your mother is Christian, your father is Muslim and your best friends were your Jewish neighbors.” “Yes, all that is real, we never lived with discrimination in the Iraq I came from.” She said:” but my parents always told me to watch out for Muslims and not to mix with Arabs”. I could only think of one thing to say to her: ”In that case, I’ll give you a hug, and you go think about it.” I should have introduced those two young students.

November. Chapel Hill. I was honored to open the Conference:  The Theatrics of War: Media, the US and Iraq, at the University of North Carolina. When I asked one of the Jordanian organizers, why there were no Iraqis invited to the conference, when this is a gathering to discuss the war in Iraq? He replied with a humble smile “it was a mistake“. “Hmm”, I said, “well, governments are making mistakes, and some of their officials are admitting it. In the case of the conference, there will always be another workshop, but in the case of government oversights, especially when it comes to tampering with seven thousand year old nations like Iraq, who is going to clear up the mess? and how much did the media really cover?”
December. Copenhagen. I did promise myself that I would one day go back, since as a child, I lived there for a while with my father. It was the Little Mermaid I wanted to touch base with. I was surprised when a friend told me that the statue’s head was chopped off in the nineties and removed by a group of angry Danish women. Then I was pleasantly surprised to learn that this Iraqi lady was involved in the translation of the works of Hans Christian Anderson into Arabic. Perhaps we could introduce them into Iraqi children’s schools in the future. The story of the matchmaker used to be my favorite.

January 2004. Amman. A radio presenter called me for my views on the situation of females in Iraq if the suggested decree 137 was to be approved by the Coalition Provisional Authorities administration. After the formal questions were answered, a local off air chit-chat took over. She said: “I slipped in the snow in Prague yesterday, I fell and broke down crying. It really hurt; not the icy pavement as much as the fact that I am still in exile. When do we get to see ‘home’ again? 

Would we go back? To what looks like an updated version of a three star Mesopotamia; It’s flag cut up in, first horizontal slabs, then the symbol turned into vertical stripes with the regime change – has any one noticed the twist of design in the posters which hang up behind the Government Council when in meeting? They used to look like the charts showing the no fly zones, dividing the map of Iraq into North, Middle, South; now they simply don’t!

I toured universities in the West requesting students not to believe all what their media is telling them. Iraq is not Afghanistan. We were not wrapped in black from head to toe. We had mixed swimming pools, cinemas, a school of music and ballet, and the Iraqi National symphony had female musicians. We went to universities, and yes we had women judges. Women had equal salaries to men. They were not forced to wear the Hijab or get married before the age of sixteen. They did not have to put up with a rival wife if their husband decided suddenly to marry four women as the Shari’a permits. Women had civil rights! Something that the decree 137 might consider changing under the new Iraq. That’s right, why don’t we stand by and watch the change? Let’s witness a new resentment build up between men and women. Let’s allow the break up of families and perhaps some runaway brides and more crimes of honor. No, I’m not against religion, or the head scarf, and I’m not a feminist- whatever that means, but cutting down on civil rights is like rationing the nation! 

Why cripple Eve to see if Adam can survive alone! Why pick the flowers before they bloom? We want our rights to remain intact- if not bettered. We demand to re-build where men can’t; it’s our country too!

There is a local saying: “Iraqi women are like Persian carpets, as they age, they become more beautiful and valuable.” No one mentioned being ‘stepped on’ for so long!

Betool Khedairi, born in 1965 of an Iraqi father and a Scottish mother, lived in Iraq until she was 24. She now lives in Amman. She is the author of a novel, A Sky So Close which is being translated into French, Italian and Dutch. The author gave readings at: The Women’s Institute of Houston. Houston University. Rice University. UCLA. Book Woman. George Town University. The Palestine Centre. Bentley University. Tufts University. North Carolina University. Princeton University. Florida State University . www.betoolkhedairi.com
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