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Note on Transliterations


Transliterating Arabic into English is typically a messy business. This book does nothing to make it less so. In nearly all cases, I have spelled names as they were given to me by the person interviewed or as they appear in common usage—Sadat or Nasser, for instance. When possible, I have avoided using dashes and apostrophes to represent Arabic characters in an effort to make the words less complicated for the unaccustomed ear. Occasionally, the same name will appear with different spellings, usually a reflection of its pronunciation in individual countries. The name Mohammed, for instance, appears in the book as Mehmet in Turkey and Mohammad in Iran. In other cases, names may have different spellings depending on the source in which they appeared. As for transliterations of my research in Arabic, I used a phonetic system that I can safely say is my own, and I am responsible for its inevitable inconsistencies.
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Introduction


HIS WORDS CAME SUDDENLY , delivered with righteousness. His concern was Osama bin Ladin. “A hero, that’s the feeling of the people right now, that he’s fighting to save the Muslim world,” Mohammed Abdullah said. “When he dies, he’ll be a martyr.” His sentiments, unadulterated by sensitivity, left me with a sense I had felt often as a journalist in the Muslim world. In October 2001, as smoke continued to rise from the rubble of the World Trade Center and the ugly gash in the Pentagon lay bare, I traveled to Cairo, one of the Muslim world’s greatest cities, to cover one aspect of a story that, by then, had become sadly familiar to me. Off and on, for nearly ten years, I had reported and written about the attacks, the strife and the bombings that had come to define, for much of the world, the face of political Islam.1 Similar circumstances brought me here again, and much remained familiar. There was grief at the shedding of innocents’ blood in the attacks of September 11 and over the death of more innocents in the war that followed in Afghanistan. There was disbelief at the spectacle that terrorism can unleash. And, no less troubling, there was the same misunderstanding, the same yawning gulf in perceptions that seemed to follow the scars left by the attacks.


Abdullah, I soon learned, was not alone in his beliefs. To the young men that had gathered around me at a sprawling bus stop in Cairo, their beards suggesting a fervent devotion, the Saudi militant exiled in Afghanistan was a symbol of an embattled religion, the very personification of the men’s own frustrations at a faith overwhelmed by an omnipotent West. Their issue was justice, or a lack of it. Bin Ladin, they said, spoke of defending Palestinians, of ending sanctions on Iraq, of curtailing near-total U.S. sway over the region. An older man in a white peasant gown spoke up, raising his voice over the square’s circus of vendors hawking fruit and buses barreling down the street, their exhaust stirring the dust carried by Egypt’s desert winds. “He’s a man who defends his rights,” the man insisted, as others nodded in agreement. “If someone tries to hit me, I have to defend myself. He’s defending his land, his religion, his rights and himself.”


How had we reached this point? As I stood amid Cairo’s thriving chaos, I began to think about the divide that made two cultures, both defined to a great extent by religion, almost incomprehensible to each other. Many Muslims, whose disenchantment with the United States evoked an almost nihilist disdain, seemed to cast bin Ladin as militant rather than terrorist, dissident rather than executioner. His defiance of the West had assumed the mantle of heroic resistance. The world’s affairs here were defined not by liberty, nor by freedom, but instead by justice, a concept that takes on greater importance to those without it. To the men at the bus stop, the United States and, by default, the West were the instruments for depriving justice across the Muslim world, a vast territory embracing one billion people who make up a majority in some forty-five countries.2


Passions were no less ardent in the West. The attacks of September 11 were the latest, most persuasive evidence of modern-day Islam’s seeming penchant for senseless butchery. Before much of the world, and in a frighteningly short time, one of history’s most sublime prophetic messages had become a faith defined not by the omnipotence of God and the need for generosity and justice but by a darker, more menacing side of human nature. Lost were memories of Islam’s proud past: the Ottoman Empire’s centuries of glory, Arab accomplishments in mathematics, astronomy and medicine, the conquests of an Islamic army whose domain stretched from Central Asia to southwestern France and Islam’s heritage in preserving, tailoring and then transmitting Greek philosophy to medieval Europe. Instead, a new legacy had evolved in our lifetimes, and the messages of Islamic militants scrawled in blood were poised to leave a more lasting impression. The result, it seems, is yet another repetition of the fear, misunderstanding and hostility that have defined relations between Islam and the West since before Pope Urban II launched the crusades to liberate the Holy Land in the eleventh century.


The challenge of this book is to suggest another impression, to investigate a phenomenon with repercussions both for Muslims and the West and for our future together. It is a journey of sorts. Through the Turkish slums of Istanbul, the teeming neighborhoods of Cairo, the battle-scarred wadis of Lebanon and the austere Iranian seminaries of Qom, it seeks to shed light on a transformation that is far removed from the gloom pervading discussions of Islam in the West and, in particular, the United States. While this book was completed before the events of September 11 and the war in Afghanistan, its assumptions and findings remain accurate today, despite the impressions—some permanent and some doubtless temporary—that were left behind by the nation’s nightmare. Most of the book’s predictions, I believe, will survive intact.


My concern is democracy, or more specifically a transformation that I believe is under way across the heart of the Muslim world—Iran, Turkey and Arab countries—in both the style and the message of Islamic politics, even as much of the world grapples with the remnants of Islam’s most militant currents. That transformation, only now emerging, is fraught with danger but will be of far-reaching importance, both for Muslims and for us in the West. In exploring this phenomenon, my focus is twofold: to see the way in which the adolescence of many of yesterday’s militants has yielded to the maturity of a crucial segment of today’s activists and to explore a new generation that is finding a more realistic and potentially more successful future through democratic politics. Despite recent events—and while wild cards undoubtedly abound—this movement toward democracy remains undeterred.


Appropriately enough, the transformation finds its roots in 1979, the year of Iran’s Islamic revolution, an upheaval that seared itself into Western consciousness with its anger, its militancy and its excess. To many in the West, the revolution served as a wake-up call, signaling a new danger that until then few had recognized and even fewer had worried about. In the Muslim world, electrified by its stunning success, the revolution gave meaning to political Islam, or Islamism, a term that not only conveys a moral meaning but also suggests an all-embracing approach to economics, politics and social life.3 More a critique than a program, political Islam aligns itself with the disinherited, who struggle with chronic joblessness, a widening gap between rich and poor, obscenely corrupt governments, heavyhanded repression and the desolation and hopelessness of daily life. The movement defines itself through questions of identity: What does it mean to be a Muslim in a world subservient to a West that seems predatory in its politics, economy and, most importantly, culture? And it addresses the faith’s perceived decline over the past 500 years, blaming it squarely on Islam’s eclipse from modern life.


In time, this ideology came to guide Sudan’s leaders, to mobilize Palestinians in Gaza and the West Bank, to motivate activists in Turkey and to inspire poor Egyptians in Cairo’s alleys and the country’s long-neglected south. Since 1979, despite staggering failures in Sudan and Iran and setbacks in Egypt and Turkey, Islamism has become a part of mainstream life, a vibrant, diverse socioreligious movement that claims its own modernly educated intellectuals, cadres and institutions far removed from the militancy for which it is better known in the West.4


With that evolution has come maturity, namely in the politics of Islamism. In Jordan, Yemen, Egypt and Kuwait, Islamic parties that trace their roots to the once-violent Muslim Brotherhood, arguably political Islam’s most influential movement, have all undergone a striking transformation, competing in elections and making notable gains through the ballot box. Few of these parties’ demands have been met, but all have remained within the limits and confines of a democratic system. In Turkey, the Refah Party once preached a millennial vision of conflict with the West. And yet it became Turkey’s largest party in parliament in 1995 not through confrontation but rather through a persuasive message of justice and equity. Its success was a tribute to grassroots, community work that flourished in an environment in which people could express their gratitude as votes. Turkey’s generals, who view Islam as the biggest threat to the staunchly secular regime founded by Kemal Ataturk in 1923, forced Refah from power. But its influence, its numbers and its message seem destined to continue under the banner of the Virtue Party or in another incarnation under the guidance of a dynamic younger guard.


That interplay, between parties oriented toward Islam and the society around them, is one element of a phenomenon that is no less important than the bloodshed of militant Islam. As compelling is the transformation under way inside the movements themselves, a development that not only complements but also nurtures the democratic opening. Across the Muslim world, Islamic activists and their leaders are questioning their long-held goals and tactics, a rethinking that is independent of whether or not they operate in a democratic environment. Already, that search is taking root in Iran, where President Mohammad Khatami has urged the creation of an Islamic civil society in which the rule of law—not of the revolution—is paramount. He is aided by Abdol-Karim Soroush and other brave thinkers, who are questioning fundamentally the legitimacy of religious authority. Another example is Lebanon’s Hezbollah, a group born of the death and destruction of Israel’s 1982 invasion that has transformed itself from militia to movement, running candidates in elections for parliament, entering into alliances and preaching dialogue with the seventeen other religious sects that make up Lebanon’s rich but troubled mosaic. And in Egypt, the Muslim Brotherhood began organizing as the first modern Islamic political movement. Now, new currents and even a new party have risen from its sclerotic old guard, forgoing its iron discipline for a new style of politics that has dared to welcome women and even Christians.


All of this sits uneasily with Islam’s record in the West, which typically views political Islam—not without justification—as a menacing, destabilizing force. That view, at times, can be overwhelming, so much so that it seems to me to stand as the Western equivalent to the sentiments I heard about bin Ladin in Cairo. Not unexpectedly, political Islam enjoys a more balanced reputation in the Muslim world. There, it is often better known for its extensive welfare work that has made possible its viability as a democratic, grassroots movement. Through a mix of religion and social activism, Islamic activists have created a reservoir of good will, building the foundation for their success in recruitment, in gaining popular support and in winning elections. There are few better examples than the Palestinian territories, where Islamic groups in the refugee camps of Gaza, amid fetid streets a shoulder-width wide, run kindergartens, orphanages, sports clubs and libraries. Activists in Lebanon share that approach: hearts and minds, Islamic-style. In a country still reeling from a fifteen-year civil war, residents can count on dirt-cheap but quality treatment at hospitals and clinics run professionally by Hezbollah. It is the same organization linked to the 1983 bombing of a U.S. Marine barracks, which killed 240 Americans, and the kidnapping of more than fifty foreigners amid the war’s anarchy.


Remarkable, though, is that—barring Turkey—no Islamic group has yet to come to rule through popular, grassroots work. Rather revolution has served as the path to power, bringing forth avowedly Islamic governments in Sudan and Iran, two regimes with divergent backgrounds and aspirations but both espousing the basic aim of creating an alternative to the West by turning the popular slogan “Islam is the solution” into reality. Zeal and intolerance have largely undone Sudan’s experiment, a work that is still in progress. Frustration and disillusionment have begun to exhaust Iran’s revolution but, oddly, in a way that may help chart an alternative. In the Islamic Republic, a realization is growing that Islam does not have the answers to all of societies’ problems, that by itself it cannot handle every challenge, be it economic, social or political. That realization opens the door, however gradually, to the new equation, in which dissent, coalitions and even human rights can take their place in a more open playing field.


This nascent transformation represents one of our age’s great ironies. The attacks of September 11 will define Islam in the West for years to come. Yet those attacks were launched by networks that, in the end, had little to do with the Muslim world. They sprawled across disparate countries, in particular the United States and in Europe, and their cadres were made up of different nationalities with few, if any, connections to their original homes in Egypt, Yemen, Saudi Arabia and elsewhere. The violent spectacle, as we will see, substituted for a rigorous ideology. These groups were effective because they could navigate in the West, exploiting its freedoms and resources for their visions of apocalyptic resistance. As the men hatched their plot, the militant Islam under whose banner they operated was in retreat in the Middle East and much of the Muslim world. In those countries, the new politics of Islam were beginning to take hold.5


Egypt is a compelling example of this shift. For years, insurgents bombed banks in Cairo, massacred European tourists and fought almost daily gunbattles with the government in a simmering rebellion that eventually claimed the lives of more than a thousand people, most of them police and militants. Today, that violence is on the wane, despite occasional outbursts that still scar the Nile Valley. The insurgents’ leaders—in jail or exiled in Europe and Afghanistan—are at odds, their mounting disputes played out in competing leaflets faxed to Arabic-language newspapers.


In their stead new currents have emerged, most notably within the Muslim Brotherhood, a movement founded in the home of an Egyptian schoolteacher in 1928 that quickly became the most influential revivalist organization in the Muslim world. The 1990s witnessed a new leadership within the movement. It rebelled against secretive ways inherited from the Brotherhood’s early years that emphasized iron discipline and unquestioning loyalty within its ranks. The disenchantment was not confined to Egypt. Across the Middle East, where branches of the Brotherhood have long exercised influence and power, activists voiced these same complaints. The most dramatic dissent came from the Center Party. It was founded in 1996 by Brotherhood outcasts in Egypt as an alternative, a group that stated its support for elections and the alternation of power but more importantly said it believed in dissent and coalitions with non-Islamic parties. Most strikingly, it surrendered a claim of representation: the traditional assertion of Islamic revivalist groups that their message represented Islam and that they, therefore, had the right to guide the umma, or Muslim community. As Essam Sultan, a Center Party founder, put it to me in an interview: “No one in Egypt can say that I speak on behalf of the people of Egypt or I speak on behalf of the majority of the Egyptian people, like some of the parties present now say. . . . (A)ny person who says he represents the majority of the Egyptian people, he is a liar.”6 His statement is a far cry from bin Ladin’s exhortations on behalf of all Muslims.


More so than at any other time in the past, the West has an essential role in this evolution, not least to cope with the kind of sentiments I heard voiced by Abdullah and the others at the bus stop in Cairo. From 1979 on, U.S. policy toward the Muslim world has been dangerous and remarkably flawed. Typically, it has been content to view political Islam as inherently threatening or as a target of sometimes cynical opportunity. The approach has helped bring about nearly two decades of enmity with Iran and conflict with Sudan. In Saudi Arabia, our blind support for the monarchy—and, by default, its corruption and repression—has cultivated an Islamic opposition that today threatens both U.S. troops and access to the world’s largest oil reserves. U.S. policy toward Israel and the Palestinian authority has inflamed activists there, embroiling the United States in a conflict that need not be our own. In distant Afghanistan, on the cultural and political periphery of the Muslim world, the United States opportunistically armed and supported militias that drew on Islam to fight the Soviet Union in the 1980s. Today, many of those same militants are sworn enemies of America. Bin Ladin, of course, became their most influential graduate.


There is an alternative, one that will require a particular element of courage in the wake of the attacks of September 11 and the war in Afghanistan. The United States and the West face a strategic choice, and that choice will go far in determining the course of politics in much of the Muslim world. Egypt again may be enlightening. Since the Arab world’s largest country signed a peace treaty with Israel in 1979, the United States has acted as its patron, wielding substantial, almost colonial, influence over its internal and foreign affairs. This influence, however, has not entailed pressure on its authoritarian government to enact democratic reform. Both Egypt and the United States recognize that such changes, in time, would give rise to an already popular Islamic current in Egypt’s political life. That policy is shortsighted and clearly untenable. Repression has already failed in Iran and is soon to fail in the Persian Gulf and in countries like Egypt, where time and again the government has failed to stamp out the substantial support political Islam enjoys, giving rise instead to a generation of militants whose exploits still scar New York, Washington, Luxor, Islamabad and beyond. That leaves one viable alternative: The West must encourage democracy in places like Egypt with the realization that it is, in effect, encouraging Islamism by making room for its growth. It means governments might be elected that have no love for the United States. On the other hand, America’s support for those same movements—the Center Party, for instance—could bring forth a new relationship in which U.S. policy and political Islam find common ground. To do so, the West must take further steps in ending the isolation of traditional enemies, giving countries like Iran an opportunity to evolve into more democratic states. In nations like Turkey, Jordan, Kuwait and Yemen, where democratic Islamic movements are now emerging or already in place, the United States must seek to make clear that their assumption of power is not in itself an adverse development. The choice is not sentimental, and without question, the risk of such policies is great. But the potential benefits are myriad—stability in an oil-rich region, democracy in authoritarian countries, a more viable weapon against the scourge of terrorism and the first step in ending a cultural conflict that, today more than ever, threatens to escalate. Both sides must take the journey together.


This book is my attempt to understand this crossroads. It is the product of five years of research and hundreds of conversations with religious sheikhs, students, activists and politicians, many of those interviews stemming from my time as a correspondent with the Associated Press in Cairo. My attempt to chart this evolution has given me the chance to explore a swath of the Muslim world— Lebanon, Afghanistan, Sudan, Egypt, Turkey, Iran, Yemen, Syria, Jordan, Libya, Iraq, Pakistan, Israel and the Palestinian territories. At each locale, I have tried to understand as a journalist what the revival means not only to the faith and its adherents but also to the West, delving into the history and the tragedies that have brought us to where we are today. In addition, I have sought to convey the activists in those countries, as much as possible, in their own words, avoiding judgments and prejudices. The writing, though, is not unbiased and my own views will undoubtedly come forward.


In many ways, the book constitutes a personal journey as well. As a Lebanese American of Christian parents, I have long been fascinated by the power and pull of faith and, at the same time, disheartened by the stereotypes and prejudices so rampant in the West toward both Arabs and Muslims. Yet, despite my Arab roots and ability to speak Arabic, Islam has nevertheless remained sometimes foreign and all too often confusing and troubling—the attacks of September 11 being just one example. To understand it, I felt, was in part to understand myself and my fractured relation to the region, helping to unravel the nagging reality of most hyphenated Americans: the sense of being an Arab in the United States and an American in the Middle East. Within that struggle, I suspect, is a certain understanding of the difficulties posed by questions of identity, what I consider one of the most salient features of modern Islamism.


The geographical emphasis of the book is on the Arab world, Iran and Turkey. In many ways, I believe that region constitutes the heart of the revival, the arena in which political Islam will most strikingly develop, but I may be rightly criticized for ignoring a vast portion of the Muslim world—from West Africa to East Asia, including the Muslim world’s most populous country, Indonesia. I can only say that I have done my best to differentiate between custom and belief, between tradition and faith, taking pains not to apply what I have seen in one country to the religion or to the Muslim world as a whole. Those other countries, perhaps, are better left to another book. As well, salient issues such as the changing role of women and the rights of minorities in Muslim countries do not receive the attention they deserve. In defense, I do not claim to have written a systematic or comprehensive work. Rather, I have sought to bring together selective interviews, travels and history into a narrative argument that is accessible and interesting both to the lay reader with a passing interest in politics and religion to policy-makers with a stake in the region’s destiny. I expect many Muslim activists, journalists and scholars to disagree with my conclusions, but I hope that disagreement raises questions and prompts discussions that can take us a step beyond the stereotypes and misunderstandings that seem so common on both sides.






















1
A Question of Identity
From Afghanistan to Egypt, Islam as a Refuge in Troubled Times


IT WAS A LITTLE BEFORE DAWN, the lightning streaking and shimmering over the Hindu Kush Mountains, when we arrived at the camp of Afghan fighters outside the war-shattered capital of Kabul. I came with a driver, Amir Shah, a burly Afghan1 with little taste for war or religion but a sensibility instilled by time and circumstance to accept both. We were conspicuous—as any foreigner visiting Afghanistan is—but no one seemed to pay attention. They were instead preoccupied in an unsuspecting kind of way, moving in age-old ritual that had become habit. The men washed their hands and feet, figures illuminated by faint flashes of light, before they began their prayers. The minutes passed, and the men, slowed by sleepiness, came together on the soiled, ratty mats that served as their prayer rugs. Clothes tattered and flowing turbans askew, they cast their heads down, bowed, then kneeled before God, a sign of submission required five times a day. Artillery thundered in the distance, the echoes of war rolling over the lonely camp.


After prayers, one of the fighters, a man I would later know as Mirza Khan, climbed up a sun-baked mud hut that served as their barracks, opened a green, wooden artillery box and gingerly pulled out yellowed, well-worn copies of the Quran, the Muslim holy book. He kissed each one as he handed them out to his expectant comrades. For another hour, he and the twenty men sat cross-legged, some rocking back and forth with blankets draped over their shoulders, and read the word of God. Their voices sounded like the murmur of an audience. Soon after the first rays of sun had snuck over the mountains, their day had begun.


I had left my home in Cairo, Egypt, for a monthlong assignment with the Associated Press that allowed me to spend time with these devoted young men of the Taliban, a militia of thousands, fired by faith, who had poured out of the religious schools of southern Afghanistan in 1994. Their campaign, both in its speed and severity, was nothing short of breathtaking and soon stunned the world. In less than three years, the fighters had overwhelmed the scattered remnants of armies known as the mujahideen, crusaders once adored by the West for their success in ending a ten-year Soviet occupation of their country.2 The Taliban’s offensive culminated on the night of September 26, 1996, with their entry into Kabul, a city that was seized by wanton lawlessness and brutality inspired by factional fighting. The victory was probably most remarkable for being so anticlimactic. Flying a white flag to symbolize their religious purity, they rolled into the city from all directions with barely a shot fired. Their erstwhile opponents had already abandoned the capital under the cover of darkness. Almost immediately, the Taliban acted with the confidence of conquerors. Within hours, they stormed the UN compound that had sheltered a former Afghan president. They hauled him away, then hung his beaten and bloated body by a wire noose from a lamppost outside the presidential palace from where he once tried to rule the country. It was still there after dawn, a macabre spectacle for thousands who studied his corpse with horror and fascination. The Taliban, in typically resolute fashion, had announced their arrival.


For the miserable inhabitants of Afghanistan, 2.6 million of whom had already fled abroad to Iran, Pakistan and elsewhere, the victory was more bitter than sweet.3 Their city, once libertine by the region’s standards, was wrecked by years of fighting. Rubble rested uneasily against still-standing walls and doorways, and abandoned homes were overgrown with weeds. Two-thirds of the city was uninhabitable, looking more like an archaeological dig than the capital of a country. The desolation was not only physical. For the city’s residents, the best-paying jobs were those offered by aid agencies: a day shoveling rubble for fifteen pounds of flour. When I spent a month in the city in fall 1997, half of its one million people depended on food handouts. I had never seen nor imagined such misery.




[image: i_Image1]

Afghanistan 





Once in Kabul, the Taliban made a name for themselves in the West through a vindictive campaign of repression and harassment that seemed geared to making the capital’s residents, especially women, pay for living under the Soviet-supported communist government of the 1980s. In a bizarre mix of Islam and tribal law, nightmarish in its intolerance, women were beaten for not cloaking themselves in a head-to-toe shroud known as a burqa, the traditional garb of Afghan village women. High heels were banned, as were cosmetics and white socks (lest they attract the attention of men), and most women were prohibited from working outside the home. Men were told to grow their beards as the Prophet Mohammed did or face lashings and a few days in jail. Music and televisions were declared off limits.4 At Taliban checkpoints and intersections, glossy ribbons stripped from cassette tapes fluttered from poles in a not-so-subtle warning. It seemed effective: I never heard music while I was there.5


I had arrived in August 1997 to help out during the absence of our Afghan reporter, who had been arrested and beaten. Fearing more trouble, he left the country upon his release. At the time, I had begun researching the thesis that would later become the genesis of this book: the opening of Islam to democracy. Tied up in that phenomenon were questions of identity, issues that I had only begun to explore. In my years in Cairo thus far, my travels had been limited to the Arab world and countries like Iran and Turkey that bordered it. The assignment to Afghanistan was a rare chance to explore a region I saw as occupying the edge of the Muslim world, both physically and ideologically, and hopefully to learn more about the role of faith in people’s lives, even in the most trying times. Here was a country in shambles, locked in medieval conditions. Its people had known nothing but war for a generation, and through a combination of poor health, poverty and fighting, were not expected to live beyond forty-six years (in the United States, life expectancy is nearly seventy-seven years). Of its 26 million people, one in ten had no access to water that would not make them sick.6


What could faith mean to people here? I saw that question as crucial to the debate over Islam and democracy. In the Muslim world, as elsewhere, identity and politics are intimately linked, a two-way path in which one helps define and shape the other. Islam’s resonance in people’s lives holds the potential for the faith’s emergence as a moderating, democratizing force in the politics of the Muslim world. In Afghanistan, I hoped to explore the connection between Islam and identity—a specifically Muslim identity—and its attraction in times of unrest and change.


The answers, I soon learned, were not with the Taliban. Almost immediately upon arriving, I got the sense that they had no program or ideology, putting them beyond the purview of political Islam, which seems obsessed with its own modernity. Their goal was the imposition of Islamic law—a code they believed they exclusively understood—and the expulsion of women from public life.7 They left the rest to God.


The answers, I believed, were elsewhere. I went to Bandi Khana, the soldiers’ camp that was about a half-hour from Kabul, in an attempt to find them. I hoped for a glimpse of the role of Islam in the lives of these men on the front line, fighting in battles that rolled over Afghanistan’s deserts, valleys and mountains like passing clouds.


Mirza Khan was one of those men, a fighter just twenty-two years old. As I walked into his camp with Amir Shah, he was one of the first to greet us, declaring simply and starkly: “This is the life I want.” That life was along one of four fronts in the country, about twenty miles north of Kabul, where the Taliban, day after day, sparred with remaining units of the mujahideen grouped under Ahmad Shah Massoud, a legendary guerrilla commander. Khan’s was the life of a soldier: bursts of violence punctuating long periods of boredom and idleness. In Bandi Khana, the men typically roamed around the mudbrick huts and simple stone bunkers of the camp, waiting idly for something to happen. The monotony was broken only by their camaraderie—there was no rank among the Taliban, only a commander and the fighters.


Like many of those young Afghan men, Khan was strikingly handsome, his chiseled, tawny face set off by a green turban striped with white. His slight body was cloaked in a gray tunic and he wore worn black sandals. His face had that haunting look of abbreviated youth: the beard of an adolescent, its hair still wispy. Of the young men, Khan was one of the more reserved ones. When they joked, he looked to the ground. When they laughed, he tried to do no more than smile. During the time I spent at Bandi Khana, though, Khan had a certain magnetism that seemed to attract respect, even adoration from his colleagues. More than one of the youths told me Khan could recite the Quran from memory, a sign of obvious devotion.


In his modest way, Khan was eager to talk to me, fascinated by a Christian and an outsider who spoke an unfamiliar language and inspired countless questions. With Khan and his friends, I often found myself answering more than asking: Do I drink alcohol? How many times a day do I pray? Do Christians burn their dead? Do I have a girlfriend? And, my favorite, what is the weather like in America? Throughout, even when answers unsettled them, I was treated with respect and warmth that made me think the often clichéd notion of hospitality in the Arab and Muslim world actually rang true on these parched plains outside Kabul. That generosity even extended to sharing their food. Around noon, as the sun arced overhead, a van flying the Taliban’s white flag brought the soldiers’ rations—bags of vegetables, yogurt and an armful of nan, the ubiquitous Afghan bread that is a staple on the front. Our dialogue became especially festive as we prepared for an early lunch in a hut made of the surroundings: stones, mud, discarded wood, metal barrels and shell casings. For the soldiers, the truck’s arrival was one of the more exciting moments of the day and lunch was surprisingly extravagant. Sitting cross-legged on soiled, gray blankets, we feasted on potatoes and okra, rice, onions, peppers, yogurt, bread and tea. There, I heard Mirza Khan’s story.


Khan fell in the middle of a family of eleven boys and six girls who lived in Kabul through its darkest times. He spoke little of his childhood, the hardship being part of his generation’s upbringing during war (he was only four years old when the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan, setting up its base in the capital). Like many Afghans, day-to-day survival engendered few memories he wanted to share. Those he did recall were of loss and anger. He remembered Russian soldiers in Kabul, and the fury that sights of non-Muslims eating, walking and laughing in the streets instilled in him. He remembered, too, his uncle and his cousin leaving Kabul in the 1980s to join the mujahideen. His father, he said, was too old to fight. Khan, of course, was too young.


“I had no power,” he told me. “I could only hide.”


In time, partly to flee the war, he made his way to a religious school in the Pakistani town of Mardan, but his stay there was short-lived. He said he soon felt a higher calling for sacrifice, prompted in part by the urging of his teacher, who told him: “Whoever wants to become close to God should fight in the jihad.”


Khan left the school, known as a madrasa,8 catching a ride in 1996 with other students in a truck to the Afghan border. They then found a rickety public bus with no windows to Jalalabad, an embattled city in eastern Afghanistan, where they joined the Taliban. As Khan remembered it, a friend had to teach him how to shoot a Kalashnikov rifle.


“When I left, no one knew I came here,” he told me. “But I knew I had to leave. I gave my address to all my friends. If I die, I said, send my body to my family. If I live, I’ll go back myself.” He paused, then added with a mix of determination and commitment: “I got a Kalashnikov because of God.”


Khan’s friends joked that he, in fact, wanted to die, that he wanted to become a martyr, or shahid in Arabic, someone who gives his life for God.


“If I become a martyr, it’s the will of God. If the fighting ends, it’s the will of God, too,” Khan said, his turban covering short-cropped black hair. “If I live or if I die, it’s up to God because I know I am already on the right path.”


His conviction, which I considered genuine, was startling. In a West often obsessed with self-indulgence, here was a twenty-two-year-old, already a hardened veteran of war, who took to heart the actual meaning of the word Islam—submission, submission to God and, for Khan, submission to a righteous path he felt he was already traveling. I probably would not want to share that conviction, but I had to admire it. It was the devotion that struck me time and again in my travels in the Muslim world—faith infusing life, defining it and directing it at a level outsiders often find difficult to comprehend. Typically, we in the West identify ourselves by race, gender or hyphenated ethnicity, placing religion squarely in the corner of personal belief. In the camp at Bandi Khana, and across the Muslim world, that personal belief is identity, often more important than race or nationality. There is room for misperception in missing the scope of that identity. To look at Islam only as a set of fixed beliefs and doctrine runs the risk of misunderstanding the dynamic of the faith and the way it appeals in our time to a young, jobless man in Egypt, a woman activist in Turkey or a fighter likely to die on the plains in Afghanistan. Dealt a sobering reality of misery, hardship and frustration, Khan knew he wouldn’t be betrayed by his religion. His conviction was who he was.


In Jalalabad, Khan began his life as a soldier. He fought for five months in the region around the city, best known today for its rich harvest of blood-red opium poppies, the raw material of heroin that is grown by more than 200,000 families in Afghanistan.9 He lost his halfbrother Abdel-Rahman there and, even now, did not try to romanticize his time. Solemnly, Khan pulled out a black-and-white snapshot taken in Jalalabad, showing himself with a rifle, a World War I–style ammunition belt in front and the same turban he was wearing when I met him. In the picture, he was grimacing, much the same way he did when he recounted the story. I was struck by the gesture of showing me the picture, unsure if he wanted to prove to me the truth of his story or to demonstrate his record as a fighter for God. Eventually, I concluded that it was his way of showing that he had fulfilled his duty, that despite hardship, he had not wavered.


Jalalabad fell to the Taliban in September 1996, a key victory in their consolidation of control over the country. Afterward, Khan returned to his family in Kabul and stayed there for eight months. He soon grew bored with the business of trading wheat and flour and was eager to start fighting again.


“It was tough to spend night after night in the house,” Khan said, running his fingers through his thin beard. “One morning, I woke up early to pray and just decided to go. I got my blanket and came here.” 


“What Islam commands is higher than the wishes of my mother and my father,” he said matter of factly. “I’m happier here than with them.” 


After walking toward the front for about an hour, carrying only a gray blanket with a green and red border, a young Taliban commander spotted him, asked him what he was doing and brought him to the camp. He had arrived only three weeks before I met him.


Our conversation came to an end with another ritual. A little after noon, a lone soldier stood outside, giving the call to prayer. It began with “God is most great,” a phrase repeated three times. Men walked off into the desert with pitchers of water to perform the ritual washing required before they pray. They then threw their tunics down, bowed toward Mecca, Islam’s holiest city, and prayed in unison in a scene remarkable for its simplicity. A light breeze blew their turbans slightly in the wind, catching the heat from embers still burning in the fire that was used to prepare the lunch. After they finished, they shook their tunics out and threw them back over their shoulders, a moment of purpose that soon gave way to the dull routine of waiting.


We wandered outside, some men sitting on the ground, others leaning against the mud huts. Next to Khan was his Kalashnikov rifle. The Soviet-designed weapon has a romantic place in Third World militancy, celebrated as a symbol of Arab leftists and Palestinians in the 1970s and even today pictured on the emblem of Hezbollah, the Lebanese guerrilla group. Khan’s rifle, however, had a mixed message. A white-and-pink paper flower was tied with green thread around the end of its barrel. It was an odd sight, I thought, a symbol of peace when neither Khan nor any of his friends, all in their twenties, could remember anything but war. Khan seemed aware of the irony. Even here, he told me, the flower represents peace, but in an Afghan way.


“Peace will only come through war,” he told me. “If we’re killed in the bus on the way to fighting, we’re going to heaven. And if we live, we’re heroes.”


And the fighting itself, I asked him, how long will that go on?


“That’s a question for God, not for us.”


Before sunset, the men sat on mats thrown on the ground, sharing snuff, chatting or waving at the passing Taliban cars flying their white flags. Echoes of artillery rounds firing off in the distance drifted over the camp. As the last rays of sun lingered over the mountains, Khan stood up, looked out at the escarpment of the Hindu Kush and raised his hands to his ears. His voice carried the call to prayer, its plaintive affirmations mixing with the rumble of shells in the background. A flash of lightning brightened the soft horizon, and more thunder rolled across the plain. The men gathered again for prayer.


The simplicity of the scene overwhelmed me. Without the guns, the military truck nearby and the rusting water tank in the backdrop, Khan’s call could have been uttered 1,400 years ago near Mecca, as the Prophet Mohammed gathered together his small following of outcasts. Distant were the edicts of Taliban leaders: the firing of bureaucrats for trimming their beards and the beating of women with canes for breaking the Taliban’s rules against their vision of feminine excess—perhaps an arm showing from underneath a cloak. The petty battles in Kabul over whether Islam sanctioned music, soccer, photography, videos or flying kites seemed part of a nightmare remote and removed from Khan’s reality. Here, in his realm, there was no culture shock, no corruption, no rich and poor. The West and its hedonism, worship of the individual and arrogance in its power were abstract ideas, no more than words tossed about in Friday sermons. On the war-scarred plain under a darkening sky, Khan had found purity, a sense of meaning and the security of destiny. He was happier here than with his family for a reason: His faith was his family, its love unconditional. For him, there was clarity in God.


It was a theme I would encounter again—in places like Afghanistan, on the psychological rim of the Muslim world, and in cities like Cairo, my home for five years. Individuals like Mirza Khan were not significant in themselves. Rather, in understanding the connection between identity and Islam, it was what they represented: Islam spoke with clarity, offered simplicity and served as a familiar refuge in troubled times. It absorbed rebellion from the smoldering embers of Third World nationalism and appealed to the identity of an already devout people. In some ways, I thought, it was like a signpost in times not all that unlike those of another era, a period of strife and rebellion that gave rise to the founder of a new faith, the Prophet Mohammed. It is perhaps impossible to understand the power of that message more than 1,300 years after the prophet’s death without first understanding the conditions that originally gave such power to his ministry. The birth of Islam spoke similarly to another generation.
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In the harsh, inhospitable and rugged climes of western Arabia, the kind of terrain from which prophets often spring, the dejected followers of Mohammed had gathered gloomily in the home of his favorite wife, Aisha. Their prophet had died a day earlier, on Monday, June 8, 632, a passing that came somewhat suddenly. He had left no arrangements, no instructions to his followers and no advice on what should happen next. In fact, his sole gesture to the affairs of the vibrant new faith and state he had founded had been to appoint Abu Bakr, the first convert to Islam from outside the prophet’s family and long his chief lieutenant, to lead the community’s prayers. Confusion reigned in Medina, the city that had given the prophet refuge during darker days, and fear gripped the haggard men who had assembled. The future of the faith seemed in danger.


To that anxiety and unease, Abu Bakr rose, looked out across the men and uttered words that so many Muslims even today can recount by heart.


“If anyone worships Mohammed, Mohammed is dead,” he said. “But if anyone worships God, he lives and does not die.”


It was a fitting epitaph for Mohammed’s ministry, which began, according to tradition, when the archangel Gabriel appeared to him at the age of forty in a mountaintop cave called Hira. At the outset, Mohammed’s message was to the people who inhabited the trading town of Mecca. Implicitly, however, it was addressed to all those who would listen, and it spread with the ferocity that only converts can bring. To many of the first Muslims, those men gathered in Aisha’s home, its appeal was its simplicity and clarity: the goodness, omnipotence and unity of God and the need for justice and generosity among mankind—in that, the last and most perfect divine revelation.


Mohammed was born in the barren climes of western Arabia in about 570, spending most of his life there. Although remote, the town was by no means provincial. Unlike modern Arabia, which is almost entirely Muslim, the peninsula of Mohammed’s day was a festival of faiths. Important Jewish communities were settled in Medina and other parts of Arabia, though their days were numbered. Christian Arab tribes roamed on its border with Syria to the north and in Arabia itself; others lived to the south in Yemen. Mecca, as a religious and commercial capital with an annual trade fair, no doubt attracted many, either as slaves, pilgrims or merchants seeking a piece of its booming trade. There were others who entered Mohammed’s life even more directly. Waraqah, a cousin of his first wife, was a Christian and he was reported to have had conversations with Mohammed on occasion.10 Legend also has it that during a caravan to Syria, Mohammed met Bahira, a Christian monk, who identified the young merchant as a prophet.


The winds of imperial power blew across Mecca, as well. The great powers to the north were the Byzantine and Persian empires, the first stretching across Asia Minor, Greece, Egypt, Syria and other parts of Europe and Africa, the latter extending through a broad stretch of land from Iraq into Central Asia. Wars between them raged through much of Mohammed’s life, and their spheres of influence reached across the desert into Arabia. Adding to the town’s eclectic influences was a cosmopolitan element: Mecca was somewhat of a boomtown. Although not particularly ancient, the town had become a key entrepot of trade routes that traveled along the Red and Mediterranean Seas and the Persian Gulf. Through the year, its caravans ventured south into mountainous, fertile Yemen (home to frankincense and myrrh), across arid Arabia and north to Gaza, Damascus in the Syrian hinterland and on to faraway ports like Basra in present-day Iraq. The mercantile culture was developed, pervasive and rewarding, and in western Arabia, Mecca had become preeminent, monopolizing the region’s trade and, as a result, transforming a town in a sandy, narrow valley surrounded by mountains into a flourishing city whose name in English has come to mean a center of activity.


The transformation had a side effect: Mecca began to feel that its culture, traditions and values were under seige, a sense not unlike the dislocation and alienation Westernization brings to much of our world today. The source of that transformation was affluence, which was shifting the nomadic life that long defined Mecca and its inhabitants to a mercantile existence. Tribalism was giving way to individualism and business interests—both power and influence—were becoming more important, even to the extent of putting commerce ahead of clan.11 The shift was responsible in part for a far-reaching and momentous social revolution, fertile ground for a reformer.


Little is known of Mohammed’s youth, although his life was undoubtedly difficult. His father, Abdullah, died before he was born and his mother followed when he was six. As an orphan, he was cared for first by his grandfather, then by his uncle, Abu Talib, who headed the clan of the Hashim. Although not wealthy, the family belonged to Mecca’s most prestigious merchant tribe, the Quraysh.


Mohammed’s early career seemed to be frustrated by his lack of capital rather than skill and, in time, he gained a reputation as an able trader and organizer. The key to his moderate success as an adult was Khadija, an independent woman and the widow of a wealthy Meccan merchant, who hired him to lead a caravan of goods across the desert to Syria. He did well and, on his return, she proposed they marry. He was twenty-five. Khadija, who had been married twice before, was said to be forty, although other accounts suggest the number was a guess and she was probably younger. Together, they had six children, two boys who died in infancy and four girls. Their life together was prosperous but undoubtedly defined by Mecca’s restless times.


The ascent of Mohammed’s ministry was a long one and, through much of his life, he was met with skepticism if not outright opposition. Mohammed received his first revelation in 610 and began preaching in Mecca three years later. His wife was his first convert and a handful of others followed, but merchants in Mecca soon resented him—some historians say feared him—and questioned his claim of prophethood. Eventually, they boycotted his entire clan. He received a similar reception elsewhere. In one jarring episode, a rabble threw rocks at him when he visited the nearby town of Taif to propagate his movement. At times, Mohammed even suffered self-doubt. He always saw himself as a simple man, unsure why God had chosen him. Throughout his life, he never claimed divinity and, although acting as judge and messenger, never suggested that he had the power to perform miracles. Rather, he was a man, albeit one summoned by God.12


Mohammed delivered a message tailored to the time, ideas that emanated from the rivalries, disputes and wrenching changes of one locale but that are relevant to a broader world. In a changing Mecca, he preached religious and social reform. There was one god, he said, and believers in him had to reject the worship of others, whose shrines littered the desert town. Obedience to God and his prophet would bring new life to a lost and faithless community, creating a fraternity of believers whose identity built on and transcended traditional ties of tribe, clan and kin that were losing, however gradually, their strength amid the sweeping changes.


It was a message of defiance, too. The rapacity of Mecca upset Mohammed, and his message sought to create a new moral code. He condemned social injustice and exploitation of the poor, orphans and women. He urged help for the poor through alms and forbid corruption, fraud and cheating. Throughout his ministry he railed against the flaunting of wealth and arrogance and handed down strict punishments—some still in force today—for slander, theft, murder, drinking alcohol, gambling and adultery.13


The message was stern, austere and even ascetic, but its simplicity was obvious. There was right and wrong and good and bad, leaving little room for moral ambivalence. In a confusing time, when traditions seemed irrelevant and ethics were primarily to keep others in line, its clarity provided a secure refuge. That refuge—in a telling sign of the message’s power—remains relevant for adherents of all faiths, as we will see later.


By 622, though, twelve years after his first revelation, the message had found only limited appeal. Probably less than a hundred had followed Mohammed’s wife into Islam. Troubled by the failure of his ministry and burdened by the responsibility of his message, Mohammed was eager to find other ways to establish his faith. The road he chose became known as the hijra, one of the decisive events in world history.


The word hijra—or hegira as it is known in English—literally means emigration or exodus. It marks the time in 622 when Mohammed’s followers made their way to Yathrib, a town about 250 miles north of Mecca that later became known as Medina.14 Long under the shadow of Mecca, the town relied some on trade but was more prominent as an agricultural oasis that produced dates and cereals. In Mohammed’s time, it was a troubled town, riven by long-standing and sometimes violent disputes among its tribes. The strife, in essence, resulted from a lack of leadership, providing a window of opportunity for Mohammed. Some of the residents of Yathrib had met him during a pilgrimage to Mecca in 620. A year later, another delegation came, this one numbering twelve and representing the tribes and factions of the city. They asked him to come and mediate and promised to abide by his decisions and accept him as prophet.15 Mohammed, always a tactician, agreed and sent ahead deputies well versed in his message. They found success, and by the summer of 622 he was ready to send his followers to Yathrib. They made their way without incident and, in September, Mohammed himself departed with Abu Bakr, leaving a city that had always been hostile to his ministry. They took pains to avoid assassins and eventually arrived in Yathrib on September 24.


That summer would assume supreme importance to Muslims. Its beginning (July 16, 622) marks the start of the Muslim calendar and, in broader terms, signifies the beginning of the umma, or the Muslim community, a symbolic moment when Mohammed’s followers began to look beyond their tribal and clan affiliations and see themselves foremost as Muslims, believers in God, the god of Abraham. The idea of the umma—from Indonesia to America—remains powerful today, a sense of fellowship and unity that stretches across borders and language.


The Mecca of Mohammed’s time was not the only Arabian city in the throes of change. In Medina, too, Mohammed found a society in flux. There, tribesmen conditioned by an austere nomadic background defined by the desert were beginning to live a settled life. Like Mecca, a new lifestyle and the social system it brought began to emerge, throwing into question the norms, mores and traditions that had regulated Arabian life for generations. In that context, his message again found a responsive audience.16


Over the next decade, Mohammed would lay the foundation for a society that would conquer, in less than a lifetime, an expanse larger than the Roman Empire, assuring that his message would endure to the present day. In the beginning, he built his power gradually, slowly assuming rule as temporal and spiritual leader. Money came to his community through raids outside Medina, and Mohammed eventually won out over his antagonists through a mix of diplomacy and might. Even his Meccan antagonists fell to his authority, and in January 630, nearly eight years after fleeing Mecca, he triumphantly returned to the city of his birth. Although his victory saw some of its inhabitants executed—not so unusual for the time—he was generous with most, despite the long years of feuding. As a prophet, he destroyed shrines to the goddesses of Manat and al-Uzza that were outside town, and inside Mecca, he cleaned houses and the city’s religious center of idols. As reformer, he abolished most of the old offices and privileges of the Meccans.17 Soon, as general, he embarked on what would later be seen as the first Arab war of conquest, setting off along the road to Syria with an army of 30,000 men.18


Just two years later, in 632, Mohammed died. His passing was greeted with disbelief and anxiety, the questions immediate and far-reaching: Who could replace him? Who would lead the community? And, without his authority, how would the faith survive? There was not even a Quran, chronicling the revelations as conveyed by God to his prophet. Rather, Mohammed’s years of preachings were scattered in writing among his followers or tucked away in the uncannily accurate memories of his contemporaries. Looking back, it is an odd idea: Islam without the Quran and the faith without a prophet. But it was testament to the strength of the nascent religion. Despite civil war, assassinations and power struggles, the community survived and less than twenty years later, by 653, the Quran had taken its present form, conveying what Muslims believe to be the word of God. It is seen by the faithful today as perfect and complete. The importance of its completion rivals the hijra, bringing the world the faith of Abraham unadulterated and uncorrupted, free of the misunderstandings that were believed added to God’s message over the years by Judaism and Christianity. In more lasting terms, the Quran and the Sunna, the example of the prophet and his companions, provided the basis of society—a historical utopia of Islam’s early years that Muslims today look upon as a type of salvation. To reestablish the righteousness of that era as envisioned in the Quran and Sunna is to return to God, and Islamists today believe that a renewed, modern application of those texts contains the essence of their program, goal and answer.


The interpretation of the message, though, is as divergent as the faith itself. And the simplicity that appealed to Mirza Khan is complemented by ambiguity, the same ambiguity that prompted Abu Bakr’s remark to the funeral. In essence, for the faithful, the same questions remain in our time: What follows Mohammed’s death, even today? And in this modern world, an admittedly confusing time in which the faith and the context are changing more rapidly than at any time in the nearly 1,400 years since the prophet first began preaching, what is the community’s role in the modern world and what is the faith’s relationship to modern life, whether in law, in government, in politics or at home? In essence, Islamists ask, where do we go from here, and on a more visceral level, what does the faith mean to us? These questions define political Islam.


The sheer diversity of the faith complicates that definition, a breadth that never ceased to surprise me. In Sudan, I met a group of Sufi mystics in white robes who had come together on the sunparched banks of the Nile River. At dusk outside Omdurman, the twin city of the capital Khartoum, the men swayed to a drumbeat and chants of “There is no god but God.” Within their circle, barefoot men in ragged clothes, meant to symbolize their disavowal of worldly things, jumped up and down, stomped the dirt and threw themselves to the ground. Delirious with religious fervor, they shouted “God,” as the religious ceremony known as a zikr reached its wild, frenzied and unpredictable climax. Afterward, a mystic named Zubair Abu Zeid, who was dressed in lion skins and carrying a staff like Moses, approached me.


“It is worship,” Abu Zeid told me.


A few weeks later on another continent, in the long-tortured streets of the Lebanese capital of Beirut, I encountered another interpretation of that message. Organized by Hezbollah, the country’s most impressive popular movement, a march drew tens of thousands of men and women clad in black to mark the martyrdom of a revered grandson of the prophet. Cadres shouted chants through megaphones to a sea of humanity that stretched to the urban horizon. Overhead was a canopy of flags testifying to their fight against an army that occupied their homeland.


“Our battle will continue,” promised Hassan Nasrallah, the respected leader of Hezbollah, to the wild cheers of the mobilized faithful.


Those two scenes were just a hint of a world so eclectic it sometimes seems unfair to group it together under the designation “Islam.” From Mirza Khan to the Sufis in Sudan to Hezbollah in Lebanon, its territory stretches east to the Atlantic Coast of Africa and then west to the Philippines. Counted among its inhabitants are Sufis, Shiites and Sunnis, all with myriad subdivisions and other sects, some recognized as orthodox, others not. They make up a majority in some forty-five African and Asian countries, and virtually every nation in the world counts Muslims among its citizens, including a segment of the United States, where they represent one of the fastest-growing religions.


Their political breadth is remarkable as well: Activists who see in Islam an overarching approach to modern society have served in governments in Jordan, Sudan, Iran, Malaysia, Turkey and Pakistan. Islamic activists have achieved remarkable success in elections, one even being voted into the Israeli Knesset. Islamic groups are the main opposition in Egypt, Algeria, Tunisia and Palestine. Islamic-oriented governments in Saudi Arabia and the Gulf count as some of the closest allies of the United States, although Washington has accused the Islamic governments of Iran and Sudan of sponsoring terrorism. Some of these Islamic activists work through hospitals and clinics, others through schools and summer camps. Their books crowd for space on racks in downtown Cairo or outside mosques in Sudan. Across the region, their banks offer an Islamic alternative to Western institutions by finding ways to avoid the Islamic prohibition on usury, often interpreted as paying interest on loans.


Each locale is defined by often unique conditions of language, culture and ethnicity that determine the faith’s ebb and flow over society. But on a broader level, the sentiments to which the faith speaks are shared across those borders, many having in common a wreckage of brazen corruption, searing poverty and relentless repression where leaders rule by the consent of their soldiers, regrettably at the expense of their people. To much of today’s generation, religion infuses their activism as they seek to transform societies adrift and confused, the goal of renewal that so many espouse.


Perhaps most potent is their shared sense of loss. In the West Bank and Gaza Strip, Palestinians talk of a peace process that no longer struggles with issues of justice or its lack, but instead engages in the bargaining of a bazaar over percentages of land. In Bosnia and Chechnya, Muslims found themselves threatened by overwhelming odds and the world, despite proclamations of sympathy, seemed unable or unwilling to help them. Muslims in Central Asia struggle with the fading but still well-entrenched remnants of the officially atheist Soviet state. And in India, a surge of Hindu nationalism worries a Muslim minority that is more numerous than the populations of most Muslim countries. But rather than encountering sympathy, Muslims often find themselves the target of a hostile and, at times, uncomprehending West. Few in the Muslim world would deny that the barbarous slaughter of innocent villagers in Algeria or the massacre of tourists in Egypt are abhorrent acts of terrorism. But they see counterparts among Jews and Christians who have carried out equally insidious deeds. Still, they argue, few in the West would claim that David Koresh spoke for all Christianity at Waco, Texas, or that Baruch Goldstein represented Judaism when he gunned down twenty-nine Muslim worshipers kneeling at a mosque in the West Bank town of Hebron.


As powerful as the loss is the belief that the Muslim world is suffering from a decline, deformed by colonialism, misled by nationalism and wrecked by socialism. The sense of weakness and vulnerability is a painful admission for a glorious Islamic culture that long dominated the world. The generation of fervent converts that followed Mohammed, first under Abu Bakr and then his successors, swept across a land stretching from Central Asia through the Middle East and North Africa to southwestern France. Its scribes transmitted Greek philosophy and helped make way for the Renaissance. Its scholars developed astronomy and mathematics and invented algebra, the term itself an Arabic word. As late as 1683, its armies under the flag of the Ottoman Empire were at the gates of Vienna, in the heart of Europe. To many Muslims, the decline since then, and even before, can be blamed on a departure from Islam, a long movement away from the true faith and its principles in both personal and public life. A return to the simple but ambiguous legacy of Mohammed, they believe, will restore the prestige and power of a Muslim identity becoming increasingly important in the wake of the last generation’s failure.


Sometimes, we can see even our own society reflected in those concerns.


Consider this episode: At a political rally, angry demonstrators complained of attempts by the state to keep their faith out of the public view. Freedom of religion does not mean freedom from it, they shouted, and religion should always be at the center of public and private life. It is a question of God, not of law.


“We are drawing a line in the sand and saying, ‘Devil, you’ve taken enough from us,’” one angry clergyman shouted from the steps of a government building to the fervent cheers of a crowd. A judge under fire for promising to bring the faith into his courtroom—even if it meant breaking the law—told the thousands gathered: “Your presence today will send a message across the nation. That message is clear: We must—nay, we will—have God back.” The rally was in Alabama in 1997.19


Then listen to Adel Hussein, an activist in Cairo. Substitute the word Christian for Islamic, and the parallels are evident.20 He might be a Christian fundamentalist in America’s Bible Belt, representing the kind of rhetoric that has entered our mainstream. “Most of what is shown on television, in films, in plays is not what we need if we are committed to Islamic values,” he told me as we sat in his suburban Cairo home. “So if you change what is said in the media and what is taught in the schools, this will encourage families to bring up their children according to Islamic principles.”21


Gilles Kepel, an Islamic scholar who lives in Paris, calls the phenomenon of revived faith, which he believes is shared by Christianity, Islam and Judaism, “the revenge of God,” the religious response to a deep malaise in societies across the world.22 The faiths appeal to identity, offering an almost holistic approach to the unease of the present day. Similarly, they provide an impetus to their politics, their message making it incumbent to act.


“It is arising in civilizations that differ in both their cultural origins and their level of development. But wherever it appears it sets itself up against a ‘crisis’ in society, claiming to have identified the underlying causes of that crisis beyond the economic, political or cultural symptoms through which it is manifested,” he wrote.23


I always felt that malaise was most powerfully experienced in Cairo, the greatest of Arab capitals. Cairo is as much the heart of the Muslim world as Afghanistan is its frontier. The nuances of that city contrast with the starkness of Mirza Khan’s life, but despite their distance, both offer insights into the evolution of political Islam: They cater to the appeal of a simple but ambiguous message. The force of faith there is another side to the relationship between Islam and identity, and understanding it took me across the city’s Westernizing neighborhoods, booming suburbs, ramshackle cafés and the haunts of its tradition-bound trashmen.
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July 26th Street is a thoroughfare that cuts through the chaos of Cairo’s 15 million inhabitants like an urban chameleon, tying together in a desperate sort of way the city’s contradictions, frustrations and sense of loss. The street takes its name from the 1952 revolution of Gamal Abdel-Nasser and, in a sense, speaks of that revolution’s failure. In the wealthy enclave of Zamalek, it runs past boutiques, antique stores and the stuff of plenty: Rolex watches, designer sunglasses and Persian rugs. Fast-food restaurants, McDonald’s, Pizza Hut and others whose names read like a roster of American capitalism open new branches along the road in a city once famous for its thousand minarets, catering to the conspicuous consumption of Western-clad, Americanized men and women.24 But across the languid Nile River, the waterway on which Cairo is so perfectly perched, the street takes its travelers to another world, an altogether different reality. In the sprawling slum of Bulaq, snarled traffic paralyzes the street, saturated with incessant horns and choking exhaust. Half-paved roads branch off into desperate, dreary neighborhoods painted in yellows, browns and tans, the dull colors of poverty. In these crumbling houses, amid rotting trash and the stench of sewage, are the majority of Egyptians—and, in a way, the majority of all Muslims. Westernization makes them feel uneasy, even adrift. Most of them, tossed aside by the growing gap between rich and poor, have not shared in its rewards. They are fiercely conservative: suspicious of the West, fearful of materialism and uncomfortable with the sweeping changes it promises. For these Cairenes, Islam provides refuge from fears and frustrations and, as with Mirza Khan, a return to the faith confers a clear, almost Manichean Muslim identity.


At Friends Cafe, a shabby alcove along July 26th Street, covered with a generation of grime, I sat with Ahmed Hassan and Ayman Hamdan, two Egyptian laborers in their twenties, and our brief conversation stuck with me. Both drivers rented their cars out on a daily basis, making a few dollars a day. They eked out a living so precarious that a flat tire or engine trouble could spell disaster. Their hardships made them resentful of the excesses of their counterparts living across the river, whose alien lifestyle they associated with the West rather than with their own culture. That was the negative identity,	 what they were not. But beyond that I wondered, how did they see themselves? Who were they?


First, they were Muslims, they said, hardly pausing to think, then they were Egyptians. After that, perhaps, they were Arabs.


“Faith is the first thing,” Hamdan said, his eyes narrowing. “It comes before community. It comes before everything.”


Hassan looked on, then added a thought that at first seemed disjointed but, in hindsight, added context to Hamdan’s declarations. “The world has changed,” he said, as if trying to explain Hamdan’s devotion. “Everything has changed.”


Again, it was the idea of faith as a retreat, a haven that grew in appeal as Cairo went through its biggest changes in a generation in its lifestyle, its landscape and the way in which its people interacted. Not surprisingly, it came to the fore in unusual if complementary ways. One of my first assignments as a reporter in Cairo was covering elections for Egypt’s parliament in 1995. It was a sobering experience. The government’s vision of campaigning ran something like this: arrest hundreds of members of the main opposition, shamelessly stuff ballot boxes and hire thugs to intimidate voters. In that milieu, Adel Hussein, a prominent Islamic activist who ran as a candidate for the misleadingly named Labor Party, distributed a card that, to me, symbolized the appeal of Islam as a refuge. Across the bottom was an apocalyptic scene under a burning red sky, marked by the shabby, soulless concrete buildings built by Nasser that still dominate the Cairo skyline. A flag charred black hung limply on a cracked pole, an image of broken promises and failures of leadership. Across the top was another scene, Islam’s version of socialist realism. The awesome minarets of medieval Cairo towered above a blue sky caressed by clouds. A flag that read “To God, thanks,” fluttered before the words, “God is most great.” Below was printed the enticing slogan, “Islam is the solution,” a motto of Islamic activists today that says little yet speaks, in its simplicity, to the estrangement of modern Cairene life.


What is the nature of that alienation, the signposts of estrangement? In my time in Cairo, it went beyond July 26th Street with its Rolexes and restaurants; it was the attitude as well, sometimes a brazen, almost in-your-face taunting in a country where modest affluence probably includes no more than 5 percent or 10 percent of the population, probably less.25 Near my apartment, a billboard broadcast the slogan of the country’s cellular phone company, MobiNil: “A mobile in everyone’s hand”—that, in a country where a phone’s yearly subscription and onetime deposit cost the annual per capita income of $1,250. MobiNil was not alone in its divorce from reality. One Egyptian bottled water distributor proclaimed, “All of Egypt drinks Baraka”—another jarring suggestion when the homes of one out of five Egyptians have no running water.26 A short detour away, tucked in a maze of streets in Mohandiseen, among Cairo’s more fashionable neighborhoods, was the Fat Black Pussycat and Jazzy Dog Cafe, one of the city’s hottest nightspots whose name, understandably, proved difficult to translate into Arabic. A $6 cover got you entry into the “The Big Lizard,” billed by a local guide as “the best dance night in town.” It also bought a Stella beer, the local Egyptian brand.27 In just a few short years, the beer had gone from a game of Russian roulette with a three-day hangover to an eminently drinkable, even good beer. In the mid–1990s, a Stella Premium hit the Egyptian market, along with a “light lager” known as Meister, cans and draught. It was all part of a campaign, the company’s spokesman once told me, with complete sincerity, to create a beer culture by tailoring “a taste for each pocketbook.”28


Along with the attitude was the ostentation, a reckless move in a city that in 1952, 1977 and 1986 erupted in jealous anger, its streets seething with riots, protests and arson directed at symbols of the West and the decadence and wealth associated with it. The most memorable display of that ostentation was a twin-tower behemoth with a stone facade that rose over a Pizza Hut near the Cairo Zoo, providing a singularly choice view of the Pyramids and some of the rougher slums Cairo has to offer. Most apartments in the First Residence building, dubbed the “Tower of Power” by local newspapers, offered a small swimming pool, a private elevator, marble imported from Brazil and Italy and gold-plated door handles. (One had a staircase with bullet-proof doors to the building’s helicopter pad.) The bare-bones apartment ran a cool $1.9 million. One went for $29 million, or so rumor had it, in a country where nearly one-third of Egyptians live in homes with dirt floors.29


Finally, over the years, the geography of Cairo seemed as though it was being remade. Of Islam’s great capitals, Cairo is perhaps the most physically unremarkable, defined more by the Nile than its skyline, less by its avenues than its traffic, which runs like meandering rivers of steel through the low-slung neighborhoods. More than 600 years ago, the Arab traveler Ibn Battuta described Cairo as “boundless in the multitude of buildings.” Today, it is one of the most crowded cities in the world. With nearly six times the density of Mexico City, it makes Manhattan refined and quaint.30 On the outskirts of the city, sprawl washes over former farmland, and the blurred line between urban and rural never seems to end, spilling out past the Pyramids of Giza and into its desert environs. In another direction, redbrick and concrete apartment blocks flow like lava across dense groves of palm trees, interspersed with crops of clover watered by muddy canals.


Then, like an eclipse, Cairo ends, and the green gives way to brown hills—rolling, although not so romantic. A few trees, meager and scrawny, lean with the relentless wind, planted in either hope or delusion. Pylons of cemetery gray cart electricity to a faraway horizon. The only splash of color—and, for that matter, life—comes from a vendor hawking his watermelons, apples and oranges from the bed of a pickup truck on a lonely stretch of simmering asphalt. The expanse is even more startling in Egypt, more than nine-tenths of whose people are shoe-horned into a fraction of the land, the 1,000-mile-long oasis known as the Nile Valley.


A new city—or a vision of the old—was going up next to those rolling brown hills. Billboards for new desert developments called Garden City, Greenland and Elite pleaded for attention, competing with ads for Nissan and Toyota. Blue trucks passed, carrying sand and cement to other settlements that made up Cairo’s land rush: Beverly Hills, Dream City and Monte Carlo, some of the developments conveniently near Crazy Water, an amusement park in the desert with three water slides and a wave machine. To the south, still in the desert, was Katameya Heights, a resort and community of 300 red-roofed villas spaciously surrounding a man-made pond next to a golf course of twenty-seven holes, carpeted by Georgian turf flown in from Atlanta in refrigerated crates. (Membership ran a tidy $7,350, then nearly $600 a month in fees.) Cairo’s newspapers were full of ads for the suburbs, peddling “English-style” mansions or “chalets” that look more like Soviet-era copies of Spanish colonial. I remember one ad that promised a self-contained desert community with a park, school, sports club, business center, cinema, mosque, clinic, supermarket and Internet access, the latest symbol of what it takes to be modern.


Oddly, many of those developments were blooming on land that the late Anwar Sadat foresaw as a so-called satellite city for the people, a group often heralded in Egypt by those who care little for them. He christened it the 6th of October, the date of his army’s surprise attack in the 1973 Arab-Israeli war. That city and others in the desert like it—at a cost of $5 billion to the government—were supposed to attract industry and, more important, 1 million people by 2000. Only 250,000 came. A decade or so later, the government admitted failure and happily turned over to private developers huge chunks of the desert land, along with the costly infrastructure.31 By the late 1990s, those developers had sketched, broken ground or completed forty projects. Their vision was helped by a boom unleashed by economic reform that took hold after years of stagnant growth, placing in private hands as much as four-fifths of an economy once synonymous with heavy-handed state control.


The changes were bewildering and ominous. The Cairo of my years was perhaps more Egyptian than any time in its recent past, judging by its Arab ethnicity and overwhelming Muslim majority. That was not always the case. In the 150 years after Napoleon Bonaparte landed at the modern-day resort of Agami—his Army of the Orient dreaming of an empire in the East and soon vanquishing an outnumbered cavalry armed with carbines, pistols, scimitars and javelins—Cairo entered what historians describe as its modern age. Modern meant a disorienting array of foreign influences. Pharmacies and taverns went up, shops peddled manufactured imports from England, bankrupting their local competitors, and a European theater courted unveiled women. Max Rodenbeck notes in Cairo: The City Victorious that by 1927—a bankrupt Egyptian monarchy and a British occupation later—the capital “no longer aspired to be cosmopolitan; it already was.” A fifth of its people belonged to minorities: Christians, Jews, Greeks, Italians, British, French, White Russians and Montenegrins. Arabic, a vulgar necessity, was the language to order servants. English and, to a greater degree, French were the preferred tongues. For its pampered, familiar elite, it all seemed to make sense of a remark by the nineteenth-century ruler, Ismail Pasha, that “my country is now in Europe; it is no longer in Africa.”


Then came the 1950s, a time of riot and revolution. It was not the first instance of anger unleashed in Cairo’s history. As far back as 1521, Ottoman troops had rioted because their favorite opium merchant was executed for dealing during the holy month of Ramadan. But the anger was, without a doubt, the most far-reaching. Decades of colonial rule and privilege—always chafing a Cairo that remained deeply conservative and traditional, if superficially Western—had swollen a reservoir of ill will that spilled into the streets in 1952. Cairo burned. The Cinema Opera went up as it played “When Worlds Collide.” It took twenty minutes for the landmark Shepheard’s Hotel, an icon bar none of British distinction, to never do business again. In all, more than 700 symbols of Cairo’s sybarites—bars and nightclubs along tree-lined avenues, Groppi’s, the Rivoli Cinema, the British Council, Thomas Cook’s, car dealerships, the exclusive Turf Club— were wrecked by mobs and arsonists.32 A picture I once saw of the riot has stayed with me: Egyptian peasants near railroad tracks watching smoke rise over the city, a bent metal sign advertising Dewar’s Whiskey propped against a telephone pole in a rubble-strewn street.


A revolution followed and, on July 26, 1952, a corpulent, corrupt king named Farouk sailed his royal yacht into exile. Cairo was never the same. The Qasr al-Nil barracks that once housed colonial British soldiers were demolished, King Fouad Avenue, named for Farouk’s father, became July 26th Street, and Ismailiyya Square, named after his grandfather, became Liberation Square. In time, the foreign community, which never felt quite Egyptian nor wanted to, would flee, en masse, and Cairenes would find unity in their poverty.


In walking along Cairo’s modern streets, through the old-wealth neighborhood of Zamalek, the nouveau riche haunts of Mohandiseen and along the pulsing artery of the six-lane Arab League Street—a name recalling a headier day of anti-Western Arab nationalism and its catastrophic battles with Israel—I sensed that the same resentments, divisions, alienation and anger of that era were emerging once again, diverging only in style and symbol. The ostentation and estrangement were creating another vision of Egypt in Europe, or more accurately today, in the West, with far-reaching repercussions for the role of faith in modern life. One signpost of that was the hanin that seemed everywhere in my time in Cairo, a source of support for opposition politics. An Arabic word, it means both longing and nostalgia, and in Egypt, it had come to define a thirst for a time of romanticized brotherhood, a bond that was always more powerful in memory than in reality. The sense of community forged by collective deprivation in Nasser’s years had given way to a yawning gap between poor grappling with a loss of crucial subsidies and the abysmal state of public education and health—in effect, the side effects of economic reform—and rich finding opportunity in its wake— in the capitalism of Mohandiseen and the speculation of the desert boomtowns. The unseemly materialism and the growing dislocation with an unfamiliar Western lifestyle were fertile ground for, in Kepel’s phrase, “the revenge of God.”33 It was the personal side of political Islam’s appeal, awaiting a movement that could speak to it. In Cairo, I found a trashman named Eid Rabia its most eloquent spokesman.
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I first encountered Eid in 1996 when he came to my door for his $1.50, the monthly fee to collect my trash. He took the money, then paused—a feigned gesture to suggest he should be embarrassed. He wasn’t. Eid was ibn al-balad, salt of the earth.


“You don’t have a hat, do you?” he asked, his sheepish grin at odds with his staccato bursts of Egyptian slang. “I need one for riding my motorcycle around, you know.”


Eid was the equivalent of a broker for a community known as the zabbaleen, literally the trash people, a name that dates back at least 300 years, when the city was ruled by the Ottoman Empire and its work—from bath attendants to butchers—was run by guilds ferocious about their turf. The zabbaleen were one guild—and a lucrative one. Cairo always had plenty of trash. Archaeologists have turned up scraps of papyrus and pottery that littered streets 3,000 years ago. For centuries, the city itself was ringed by fetid, ripening 100-foot-high walls of refuse, a medieval garbage dump and likely a more formidable barrier than any stagnant moat or stone rampart. There was money in those hills, too. One medieval scholar insisted that trash worth “a thousand gold dinars”—clay pots, straw racks, string and bags—was cast away every day in the capital.34




Eid’s history is far more recent. It starts, in a roundabout way, at the end of the nineteenth century, when migrants from three villages in an oasis in the Sahara Desert made their way to Cairo. They became known, naturally, as the wahiyya, or people of the oasis. With the gangland zeal of their guild brethren, they soon cornered Cairo’s market on collecting trash, selling it as fuel—then, as now, the city had few trees—to heat the waters for the steaming Turkish baths and to roast a bean known as ful midammis. In a practical stroke, both were boiled in the same establishment.


Kerosene came in the 1930s, threatening to put the wahiyya out of business. But they stumbled on a new market in immigrants like them, waves of Christian peasants from Egypt’s wretchedly poor south. The Christians needed food to raise their pigs in the shantytowns on the outskirts of the booming capital. Obligingly, the wahiyya turned over the often-distasteful job of hauling and disposing the trash to the Christian zarraba, or pigpen operators. They, however, jealously guarded their role as the fee collectors: Even today, the men like Eid still collect the money from the tenants, charging about $1.50 a month.


The system that evolved then is the system that exists now, and nobody breaks the rules of the game. The wahiyya justify their racket by an age-old collection of rules known as urf al-minya, or the customs of the trade. Nothing is in writing, but to them, that doesn’t matter. The wahiyya claim their monopoly by simple tradition: They have worked the neighborhoods for generations. They pass the rights to buildings from father to son, dividing new turf among families with a minimum of competition—the souk-style bargaining of a guild that remains the same 100 years on. Decoding the layered ties of kinship, ethnicity, custom and habit would be akin to mapping a miniature genome.


The Christian zarraba, more commonly known as the zabbaleen, don’t object. They are stitched by the same tradition into the wahiyya’s fabric. Besides, a challenge to the monopoly might threaten their lifeline to the fresh, ripe rubbish their pigs rely on. That would mean disaster. Many of the zabbaleen are set up on a precarious sharecropping system, supplied with animals and sometimes money by Cairo’s four pork dealers. Not so generously, the dealers split the profits fifty-fifty, a rewarding enterprise despite a Muslim prohibition on pork that leaves Christians—about 10 percent of the population—and the growing number of foreigners as their only market.35


Eid was one of the wahiyya and he ran his thriving business from the Hilal Café in Zamalek, working as a middleman between the zabbaleen and tenants of apartments rich in trash. The Hilal Café was where I joined him after accepting an invitation.


Eid was one of those characters who never fade too far away from memory. His skin was weathered and tight, and his nose and face were both long, features reminiscent of Egypt’s pharaohs. Always, he exuded a sense of determined ease, sitting on the bench against the café’s faded blue wall, dragging on a local Lite cigarette. On this day, his other hand was busy at work with the long cord of a water pipe, drawing on its sweet smoke in between drags of his cigarette. In an effervescent Egyptian way, he warmly greeted colleagues and acquaintances with Turkish titles of distinction, addressing them in a few short moments as “pasha,” “bey,” and, my favorite, “engineer pasha.”


Then, as is his custom, he engaged them in conversation.


Eid always enjoyed talking, and a few words punctuated his meanderings: morals, principles, values and traditions. Or, as he liked to put it, the Egyptian way of life.


“There are people who walk within the borders of God and there are people who walk outside the borders of God,” Eid told me, a replay of a conversation he had countless times. “I am not against change. I’m against the change of principles.”


He put a spoon of sugar in his tea, a rich brown, and went on.


“If you drink this tea and it’s just right, then you add spoon of sugar after spoon of sugar, can you still drink it?” he asked me.


Eid’s empire stretched over thousands of apartments, much of his route inherited from his father, Hassan, who inherited much of his route from his father, Rabia. None of it was in writing and none of it was formalized. The contract was held together by thousands of visits by Eid, his father and his grandfather—usually not more than a good morning to one tenant, a peace be upon you to another and the familiar, obligatory exchange of money.


“I have 100 years of experience,” he assured me.


Eid was running late this day and, to avoid cutting our time short, he invited me to accompany him, to see his route. He quickly finished his tea, sweetened just right, and walked out to his twenty-year-old moped, a Vespa—known by Egyptians whose alphabet has no “v” or “p” as a “Fisba.” A sticker of “God is most great” was plastered on front, and a weary spare tire hung near the seat cloaked in a blue cloth.


On a lazy morning, we puttered along Zamalek’s wealthy but cluttered streets, past Marlboro signs, a Korean restaurant, a shop called Signee with its suede jackets and men’s suits and a women’s boutique named Why Not. At each locale, Eid waved to the zabbaleen hauling trash in wicker baskets slung over their backs, Baraka bottles mixing with the scraps of last night’s dinner.


“Have a good day, God willing,” Eid shouted.


“You need anything?” one man, Gamaa, asked.


“No, have a good day,” Eid answered.


Down the street, two more men were lofting bags of garbage into a white Toyota truck. Across from them walked two young women in black shirts and tight black pants. Eid assumed they were students at the American University in Cairo, a group he called mitamrikeen, a derisive term for Egyptians who have adopted American manners.


“I don’t know how to deal with them,” he told me, shaking his head. “They use Western phrases—instead of mashi, they say OK, they say sure instead of muwafiq. I don’t understand their thinking.” 


We passed a man with a long white beard and a prominent zabiba on his forehead, the scar some Muslims earn by very diligently bowing their head to the ground in prayers five times a day.


“If you adhere to your values and morals, they call you ibn al-balad, a son of the country. In Zamalek, Mohandiseen, the high-class areas, you find all of them distant from one another, strangers to each other. They don’t know who’s that, they don’t know where he lives. They don’t know each other,” he said. “The popular areas are different. They have connections. I know that’s the son of the son of the son of so-and-so. I know that’s the son of so-and-so, the son of so-and-so and the son of so-and-so.”


“The mitamrikeen,” he said, “they’re lost. They’re strangers in their own land. They’re like a feather, floating in the wind this way and that. The people who stick with their values, principles and morals, they’re like the Pyramids. Nothing shakes them. If I were to leave Egypt, I would feel I have died.”


In Eid’s words was the hint of hanin, probably the same sentiments shared more than thirteen centuries ago by the inhabitants of Mecca and Medina, two societies similarly being recast by forces that felt alien and unfamiliar. Like Mirza Khan, Eid found security in the idea of umma, a sense of community among Egyptians he romanticized and of a faith he celebrated. In it, he found an alternative vision of Cairo’s changes, creating or perhaps retooling a language to enunciate morality and to express grievances. That reality, a utopia of memory, in turn spoke to alienation and hanin.


Albert Hourani, the late Oxford historian, once wrote that Islam provides an “effective language of opposition: to western power and influence, and those who could be accused of being subservient to them; to governments regarded as corrupt and ineffective, the instruments of private interests, or devoid of morality; and to a society which seemed to have lost its unity with its moral principles and direction.”36 For Eid, Islam—its systems of morals and ethics—was what made him Egyptian. It was the way he related to people, treated them and bestowed respect. It was what held his community together.


Through the morning, we passed other zabbaleen on their routes. One of them, Fahmi Salib, a Christian with bad teeth, came up and greeted Eid. He pulled out two cigarettes, placed one in his mouth and gave the other to Eid, offering a light.


“You don’t want anything?” he asked.


“Say hello to your father!” Eid answered.


Eid turned to me, enjoying our dynamic of insider-outsider and relishing his display of a virtual neighborhood that was spread across his turf. Fahmi’s father, he said, used to work with his father. Now, both sons work together, plying the same route a generation later, bound by tradition and history.


“He’ll go back to his house and say what to his father?” he asked me, smiling and perhaps hoping. “He’ll say Eid said hello.”


Eid made his rounds and we returned to the café. He liked to do his business here—spending hours smoking and drinking tea, his version of urf al-minya, the customs of the trade, in a setting as timeless as the archaic rules that defined his livelihood.


To Eid, those customs, his reading of faith, were his security, a window on times that he remembered as good and a psychological buffer against a future that made him uneasy and uncertain. Alienation is perhaps the most personal of feelings, not brought on by poverty, repression or tragedy, but rather by a nagging sense that identity and reality seem somehow at odds. Like his profession, the Egypt he feels he knows—the layers of custom, kinship and habit, wrapped up in faith—was inevitably becoming another facet of nostalgia and myth, the very scene around him an anachronism. As Eid spoke, that older Cairo came to life: One man passed with an antique incense burner, swaying it back and forth. The aroma mixed with the pungent smell of cooked liver, the smoke of water pipes and cigarettes and the scent from tin buckets of shrimp and fish stacked in dirty ice on the corner.


“Fresh! Fresh!” the fishmonger called out. “Straight from the sea!” 


Identity, I thought as I watched the scene unfold, is desire made real by memory, and Eid’s words, in their rough sophistication, spoke to a phenomenon once termed “the reactivation of tradition,” a gut, visceral response to a changing world.37 One scholar called politics “a struggle about people’s imaginations”—the conflict over their memories, their desires and the symbols that represent them—and in the contemporary Muslim world, that is the key to understanding Islam’s response and its powerful appeal for Eid and others, the forces through which Islam has emerged as a successful political force.38 Eid was the personal side, one of countless Muslims who have looked to faith and tradition for salvation and security. In that, Eid speaks for Cairo and Cairo speaks beyond Egypt’s borders, where the struggle over imaginations represents the political side of Islam.


That conflict provided the Muslim Brotherhood, one of the Arab world’s largest Islamic groups, the key to its success in Egypt and abroad, ushering in the dawn of the modern movement of Islamic activism.
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