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‘To the migrants from outside who have to cross borders and leave their countries behind at the price of immense tragedies, we must from now on add the migrants from inside who, while remaining in place, are experiencing the drama of seeing themselves left behind by their own countries.’


Bruno Latour, Où atterrir?













INTRODUCTION



In the spring of 1864, just as the American Civil War was seeing the launch of a last, desperate, but ultimately successful attempt by the North to preserve the integrity of the Union, a German immigrant named Henry Sieben travelled on foot and by wagon from Illinois to the deepest depths of Montana. From freighting, he switched to cattle and sheep-speculation, and later settled down to build the foundations of two ranches. By the time his two daughters inherited them, Montana had become the 41st state of the Union.


Three subsequent generations have maintained the two farmsteads and expanded them through acquisitions or leases. After a long history as a sheep ranch, the Sieben Live Stock Company is now a cattle ranch. It is managed by Henry Sieben’s great-great-grandson Cooper Hibbard, a thoughtful, charismatic and earnest man in his mid-thirties who learned the trade on ranches in Colorado and Mexico, estancias in the Argentinian Pampas and cattle stations in Australia’s Queensland, and his wife Ashley Wertheimer, the daughter of a Jew from Queens and a North Carolinian of German, English and Irish ancestry.


On 20 December 2016, just over 150 years since its foundation by Henry Sieben, another immigrant to the United States made his way to the depths of Montana. Abdramane ‘Abdi’ Diabate grew up in Kati, an old colonial garrison outpost in the south of Mali. He had flown in from San Francisco and landed in Bozeman, in the south of Montana, where he was greeted by his college friend Isaac Stafstrom, an American-born Wisconsian of Swedish and Chinese descent. Together, the two journeyed northwards to the Sieben ranch, where Isaac worked on and off as a ranch-hand for Cooper. Isaac had told Cooper about his friend whom he had invited to Montana for Christmas break, and asked if they could lend a hand for a couple of weeks. Cooper and Ashley invited the two to come.


Abdramane’s only education until he turned eight had consisted of what he learned on the nine-kilometre trek he took each day with his father, Mamadou. From when Abdramane was three, he walked with his father between their home and the family farm in the forest, where they raised millet, sorghum and peanuts in the rainy season, and vegetables in times of aridity. Despite such humble beginnings, he was now studying economics at Stanford University.


It didn’t take long for Abdi to realise that the journey to the ranch in Montana from his campus in northern California – a thousand miles away – was in some ways similar to the one he had undertaken when he came to the United States. Stanford University and the Sieben Live Stock Company were almost as foreign to each other as Mali is from the United States.


After a good night’s sleep, Abdramane and Isaac gathered with other ranch employees for the first of many morning briefings in the workshop run by Aaron, the ranch mechanic. As they walked in, they were greeted by the sound of American Family Radio, Aaron’s broadcaster of choice for news and opinion. This would be the routine every day for the length of Abdi’s stay in Montana. Donald Trump’s presidency was about to begin. The anchors of American Family Radio were ecstatic. So was Aaron.


Aaron is a dedicated conservative and churchgoing family man. He and his wife home-schooled their three children until they could find places for them in a school specifically approved by their Lutheran congregation. Aaron could certainly get worked up listening to his favourite firebrand talk-show hosts, but he was also a soft-spoken, sweet, gentle man and an attentive listener, deeply committed to helping every Ranch Sieben employee do the best job they could.


The other person Abdramane would interact with the most during his stay at Ranch Sieben was Jeff Seely, who was in charge of ‘the Mob’ (the ranch’s herd of 1,500 mature cattle). Jeff was a veteran of Afghanistan and, like Aaron, a vocal Trump supporter. According to Abdramane, the retired marine was also an adorable, jovial guy, with cheeky tendencies: ‘Jeff enjoys a good laugh, and that can include a healthy dose of teasing. He certainly enjoyed teasing me. But it was never mean-spirited. Once I got the swing of his sense of humour, we had a lot of fun messing with each other.’


Abdramane, a Black Muslim whose name means ‘servant of the Merciful’ in Arabic, an immigrant from a landlocked African state partially overrun by Islamic fundamentalists, was a pretty unlikely sight in Trump-supporting Montana and – on paper, at least – a pretty unwelcome one. Mali, once a sprawling empire but now one of the world’s poorest countries, has been the theatre of a protracted conflict since 2012. It doesn’t export much these days – smuggled gold in dribs and drabs, certainly; ranchers, not so much.


Aaron and Jeff were sceptical that Abdramane would be of any real help on the ranch when he showed up that first morning, despite their boss Cooper vouching for him. Their reservations had nothing to do with a prejudice against immigrants. Their assumptions came from his education – here was a fancy college kid from California. Cowboying is no walk in the park, in any season. In December, with temperatures plunging below minus 30 degrees Celsius, it isn’t for the fainthearted. They gave him a couple of days out in the cold, three tops.


There were initial mishaps, some comical. Up until then, Abdramane had never experienced this kind of bitter cold, but he stoically refused to borrow gear and reinforced boots before they ventured out, having not brought his own. He even turned down an offer of heating pads to put inside his footwear to keep his feet from freezing. He often couldn’t feel his hands and feet due to this stubbornness. The retired marine was initially concerned for Abdramane, but was soon poking fun: ‘I’ll be all right, I’ll be all right, no boots,’ he kept repeating. The mocking hardly subsided when Abdramane got electrocuted trying to tear live wire with his teeth while working with Polymer, the temporary electric fencing equipment.


In the ensuing three weeks, however, Abdi – as everyone at Ranch Sieben came to call Abdramane – turned out to be very much in his element. He wasn’t only familiar with all the basic carpentry tools in Aaron’s workshop; he knew his way around the various items used for fencing: the electric tape, insulators and gate handles, the energisers, fencing posts, pounders and connectors. He knew how to latch a hay trailer onto a tractor, how to check the fluids and, crucially, how to drive the thing. His strength and tirelessness, the most valuable currency on a ranch, went a long way in making him universally liked. He would not have achieved this just by sitting around chit-chatting.


Abdramane’s journey started when he was three years old. That’s when Mamadou began taking him along on his daily treks to work. ‘First, we’d cross our little town of Kati and the railway line. Then we’d enter a kind of wilderness and walk for an hour more.’ They passed the tiny smallholdings of subsistence farmers and hamlets with populations in the double figures, before reaching their own small farm in the middle of the woods.


Mamadou carried Abdi most of the way at first, but before long they walked side by side. ‘These walks were my first experience of the world out there. My dad told me of his travels as a corporal in the French army; where he had been, what he had experienced, and what future he wanted for me.’ While on the road, Abdi’s father taught him the names of plants and their medicinal properties. He learned which plants cured malaria, those that could calm a cough, and those that were poisonous. Mamadou also taught him what seeds to plant, when to weed them, how to transplant them and the right time to harvest. ‘I used to pick a lot of plants on the way to the farm and plant them once I was there. Many of them were mangoes, and now we have a farm full of mango trees I planted as a kid.’ His father taught him how to start a fire and use the variety of food crops around them to make a meal. ‘He taught me how to read the clouds and how to tell when it was going to rain and how severe the storm might be.’ Abdi also learned the names of the different snakes, and what to do if he was ever bitten by one. The district was rife with poisonous serpents and boa constrictors powerful enough to kill a cow. Once, his father was bitten in the head while napping and nearly died.


It’s hard to picture the kind of odyssey a daily eighteen-kilometre trek represents for a young boy. Clearly, Mamadou’s decision to take his son with him wasn’t just about childcare and relieving Nouweizema, Abdi’s mum. It was about exercising and learning. Abdi wasn’t schooled until the age of eight, but these journeys with his dad made him at home in the world. A decade and a half later, Abdi knew more about economics and America than anyone in Kati, the village where he was born and raised. But like the American ranchers, he also knew about rural life, from harvest yields and weather patterns to the importance of hard work and determination. Those walks with his father as a child were folded into the experience of migration as an adult – he drew on all his resources to adapt to his new situation.


A gifted rider, always eager to help, and always, always wearing a smile on his face – even when experiencing frostbite – he dug in and went out of his way to get along with everyone. This, probably more than anything else, earned him Jeff and Aaron’s respect.


You might have expected Abdi to fear the racism and xenophobia that we are often told is prevalent in places like Montana. But he didn’t. Abdi was unfazed on his first morning in Montana and in the ensuing weeks because he had witnessed enough racism in his life, including in Africa between Black people of different ethnic groups and nationalities, to know it wasn’t an American or a Montanan speciality, contrary to what many people on his college campus seemed to believe. He also knew, crucially, that xenophobia is primarily a symptom of a fear of the unfamiliar. We can discuss whether the anxieties behind a fear of immigration – economic fears, political fears – are legitimate, but either way, Abdi could tell the fear itself was real. He also believed that it didn’t make the people who felt it, bad people. What’s interesting about Abdi’s journey is that it made him acutely aware that while Montanans were certainly more conservative than the students on his campus in California, they weren’t nearly as conservative as many people he knew back home: age-old traditions and, most importantly, extreme poverty conspire to keep Mali a far from progressive society.


Slowly but surely, Jeff, Aaron and Abdramane started getting on and eventually began talking about the elephant – or to be more accurate, the parade of elephants – in the room: Trump, racism, Islam, immigration, shitholes.1 While they disagreed on some issues – mainly the merits of the president – they found common ground on others: love of home and place, deference to elders, the importance of faith in God, humility and hard work. Mutual respect turned into mutual affection and the beginning of a friendship. Montana’s flora, fauna and people completely transformed through the seasons of Abdi’s stay. When I sent Jeff an email to ask him if we could talk about Abdramane, the answer came within minutes: ‘Of course. I miss that Abdi.’





Migration often gets a bad rap. And we are fed the news daily that the white working class in rural areas of countries like France, the United Kingdom and the United States of America are against it. On paper, you might expect someone like Jeff to be ill at ease with someone like Abdi. But the two found common ground. They became friends. Abdi brought something to Jeff’s community that wasn’t there before. The knowledge that he had from his original home was useful in his adopted one. The impact of his presence was not merely economic, it was also cultural. He enriched the lives of those he met, and his own life was enriched in turn.


Migration has become a hot topic across the Western world, and well beyond. Fear and denigration of migrants have fuelled Britain’s Brexit crisis, the election of Donald Trump, and the rise of populists and nationalists across the world. The term ‘migrant’ tends to conjure up images of ‘hordes’ of refugees fleeing their countries of birth to escape gangs, war, famine or poverty and coming to invade ‘ours’.


We think of Syrians and Afghanis on the island of Lesbos, of Africans on sinking vessels on the Mediterranean. We think of caravans in Central America headed for the southern US border. We think of the Jungle in Calais. In other words, when we think of migration, we think of unwanted immigration, and we think of it in negative terms. Some of us think ‘problem, anomaly, crisis’; others ‘curse, ordeal, shame, poor things’.


We’ve got it all wrong.


Far from an aberration, or something we only undertake under duress, migration is an absolutely central part of the human experience. We don’t simply migrate to escape crises, but for all kinds of other reasons besides. The urge to migrate, to quest, to go on a journey, is deep-seated – ancestral, essential and instinctive. If we had no instinct to migrate, the entire human species would still be in Africa. We may even have died out. This instinct led Homo erectus and other early humans out of Africa in successive waves some 1.9 million years ago. Our closer ancestors with bigger brains followed a similar path and populated every continent save Antarctica from 70,000 BC onwards. Even leaving out our distant forbears, 98 per cent of our time on earth as anatomically modern humans has been spent as slowly migrating small groups of hunting and gathering nomads. Migration and movement have been the norm, not the exception. Living your whole life in the village, town or city of your birth is a relatively recent, anomalous development.


The vast majority of migration on earth happens without us noticing. Of course, spikes in the speed and size of migratory flows occur due to dramatic events like the wars in Afghanistan, Iraq and Syria and the drought-induced instability and gang violence in Central America. But on the whole, focusing on these crises is misleading. Rather than the brutal, massive influx that fear-mongering politicians and pundits describe, migration is, at its root, an innate human urge. It is overwhelmingly a slow, smooth and quite seamless phenomenon, more infusion than invasion.2


It’s not just that we don’t get immigration. Focusing overwhelmingly on one side of migration blinds us to the other half of the story – that migration also involves emigration. Looking at one without looking at the other is like looking at the act of breathing without considering expiration. It also blinds us to the fact that an emigration revolution is underway. We tend to think of migration as a process by which people from poorer countries move to richer ones.


But for the past few decades, and even in the new era opened by Covid-19, people from everywhere are moving in all directions: from north to south, west to east and, indeed, south to south. There are even ‘internal’ migrations from village to city (one third of the people who fit the UN’s definition of a migrant are Chinese people who have never left the country), and for the migrant these can be as dislocating, or as exciting and liberating, as an intercontinental migration. And many migrants don’t stay indefinitely in a single place for ever. Often a migrant moves away, and then moves back. Regardless, the language we use to describe these journeys, depending on whether they are from rich or poor countries, or whether they are young or old, forced or voluntary migrants, can dehumanise migrants and hinder our capacity to see what we have in common.


This book isn’t an attempt to idealise migration or migrants. Migration is not the cure to all our ills. When it is experienced as a form of uprooting, it can leave deep scars. Some migrants remain lost, angry or broken, unable to connect with themselves and those who surround them. But let’s face it, that is also the case for a growing number of people who don’t migrate, and yet feel left behind by globalisation and understandably end up with the most reservations about immigration.


We tend to think of the globalisation debate as a recent one because we coined the term sixty years ago, but it is actually arguably one of humanity’s oldest schisms: that between the sedentary fratricidal farmer Cain and his pastural nomad victim Abel; that between those of us who coerced others into staying in place to work the land, and those of us who wanted to keep on hunting and gathering. Framing it this way gives us the opportunity to defuse the moral charge that has been loaded into the migration debate. By looking at our sedentist and our nomadic instincts, we can move beyond simplistic moral explanations for our behaviour and begin to examine its root causes dispassionately.


Concurrently, if migrating is what we have always done, perhaps we could approach it the same way we do, say, ageing? We certainly don’t have to enjoy all aspects of the phenomenon (and some of us certainly seem to approach it more serenely than others), but we can agree it’s a fact of life. And while there are drawbacks to it, it holds benefits, too. As with life, some of the most precious gifts of migration come only with time.


So what I offer here is an attempt to look at migration from a different perspective: through the lens of emigration, focusing deliberately on positive experiences. It is an exploration of migration’s potential as a means of education, empowerment, enlightenment and emancipation in the twenty-first century. I’m going to focus on the people who migrate, within an estimated population of 272 million international migrants worldwide,3 and zoom in on some of their individual stories. Perhaps, by piecing them together, we can start to tell a bigger story about migration, geographical mobility and nomadism.


Abdramane, whom we met above, is one among many people (aptly described as exceptional4) who over centuries have had surprising and incredible adventures traversing the globe. What we will see is that it’s not so much that they left because they were exceptional, but rather that they became exceptional as a result of leaving. In this book, we will meet a cross-section of these impressive new nomads who, by embarking on a journey to encounter the Other and discover themselves, are transforming their lives – and the world – one journey at a time. Their stories lead me to argue that migrants and nomads – far from being the problem, perpetrator or victim they are made out to be – are the weavers and the ambassadors of a new ethic that is both locally grounded and globally minded.


Indeed, their stories show that migrating is also about finding a home. Settling down and becoming of a place5 is a fundamental part of the same process. Those who never settle down get lost in the big picture end up living in a bubble, disconnected from context, culture and the realities of the human condition – a wealthy capitalist I interviewed who flies around the world incessantly was actually annoyed when I asked him what place or places he considered ‘home’, finding the question altogether pointless, even vulgar.


By first leaving and then settling down, we can connect with both our nomadic and our sedentary instincts and come to see that the divide between nomads and sedentists is an illusion. Leaving allows us to get the bigger picture, to grow personally and to gain a crucial perspective on ourselves, the broader human trajectory and modernity. But to never settle down is to remain stuck with a superficial grasp of the people, the fauna, the flora and all the particulars that make up the culture of a place, to never become an expert of the local, when ‘becoming native to a place’6 is one of life’s great endeavours, one of its great gifts, and an important part of becoming decent ancestors.


We will, therefore, also look at the flip side of the coin. Today, all around the world, hostility to migrants, and to migration, seems to be increasing. I mentioned that Abdramane’s profile was likely to make him unwelcome in swathes of Montana and the Midwest. I should add that as proud, rifle-carrying, immigration-sceptic Trump supporters, Jeff and Aaron are exactly the kind of Americans that fancy, coffee-sipping progressives from my tribe love to hate. Liberals who rightly abhor the vilification of migrants often end up doing their own sort of vilifying – of those whose views they think they know but don’t share, don’t understand and see as a threat to their own.


Everywhere in the world, a similar lack of self-awareness is blinding liberals to the fact that their stance on migration is a measure and result of their privilege, rather than a testament to their superior moral fibre. Instead of wearing it like a badge of honour, it might make more sense to start by showing ourselves grateful for it. And to remember that true courage in these times of acute political polarisation lies in the very act of engaging the Other, as Jeff, Aaron and Abdi demonstrated in Montana.


In truth, Jeff and Aaron and other small-town or rural conservatives in the US, Britain and Europe often feel as though migrants and their children are not part of their group, in part because they feel themselves to be an ‘out’ group, distanced and disdained by metropolitans and their cosmopolitan values. Many liberals like myself who feel well-inclined towards immigrants fail to see that our condescending attitude towards those we see as closed-minded constitutes a form of close-mindedness, too.


These attitudes fuel the far right. Openness to and interest in foreign people and places, if it isn’t paralleled by openness to and interest in people who live down the road, is not a virtuous position at all. If a bleeding-heart liberal in London is fascinated by the fabrics worn by recent migrants from, say, India, but oblivious to or uncaring about the closure of wool manufacturers in Yorkshire, we can understand the disdain that a Yorkshireman may express towards a Londoner’s liberal values at the ballot box. And I hope it goes without saying that this way that many liberals think of immigrants – ‘Oh, look at their pretty clothes’ – while perhaps empathetic, is also condescending. This form of labelling people, of putting people in a box, of understanding them not as individuals but as groups, and groups that are different to ‘us’, is called ‘Othering’.


What is Othering? The term has its roots in nineteenth-century philosophy, with a variety of thinkers using it as a way of indirectly defining where the limits of the self are. Who and what am I? One way of answering that is to say, ‘Well, I’m not him, or her, or that.’ In the mid-2010s it became a shorthand to describe a variety of forms of marginalisation and exclusion of minorities perceived as a subset or different by the majority7 (xenophobia, tribalism, racism, nativism, Islamophobia, anti-Semitism, to name a few).


This book is among other things the result of the realisation that moderate conservatives, liberals, all actors of identity politics and even climate activists are just as prone to Othering as those they accuse of it (indeed, as we’ll see, we all are). While the chants of ‘Jews will not replace us!’ heard during the white supremacist rally in Charlottesville in 2017 are obviously a particularly vicious form of this, there are many different, subtler ways that the process can occur. Leave voters have stood accused (often rightly) of Othering immigrants from the EU by Remainers. But Remainers were often prone to Othering Leavers in return. Reducing a Trump supporter to a hat (of the red baseball MAGA variety), a location (rural, Midwestern) and a race (white) is a form of Othering prevalent among liberals worldwide.


Othering is a hallmark of our overwhelmingly sedentary civilisation: the process by which we fabricate and maintain an artificial separation between different parts of a whole; the process by which we assign labels to these parts in an effort to identify and differentiate ourselves from others, us from them, this people from that people, humans from other animals and nature. Othering played an important part in our journey as a species. We would not have developed farms, cities, nation states, multinational companies, without this ability to define and maintain a group. Self-realisation, the scientific revolution and indeed modernity are all premised on it. But it has served its purpose and now become a problem. The time has come to leave it behind.


How?


Just as it has brought the world to a halt, the coronavirus pandemic is an opportunity to pause and take stock of the complexities of our present and the causal link between phenomena – specifically economic growth, energy consumption, (im)mobility, (in)equality, environmental degradation, the rise of religious extremism, nationalism and populism. And to recognise that the prosperity and open-minded, pro-immigration stance of the relatively mobile few is predicated on the relative lack of prosperity and mobility of the many,8 rather than on moral virtue. The richest 10 per cent of humans on our planet produce 50 per cent of our carbon emissions.9 It’s not too much of a leap to take from this that if we all enjoyed the kind of geographical mobility many people in advanced economies have come to take for granted, we would likely soon be suffocating on the resulting greenhouse gases while cooking ourselves to death.


This points to the greatest, least discussed paradox of the enlightenment narrative: the open-mindedness and progressive ideology it celebrates were founded on violent, unsustainable practices which are still at work today. The pandemic has forced us to stop describing the current crises as deriving from external, exceptional threats to the house of modernity and to acknowledge that they are actually a product of the practices required to build and sustain the house itself.10


Most of us are looking for what the Germans call Heimat: a mix of home, culture, vernacular, community and, above all, a place where we can make a life for ourselves. And this book is far more about how people feel than the stable metrics we usually use to quantify migration. It is about finding a way to live in the world that supports our desire to leave and our desire to stay at the same time. It is about figuring out how we can be a people on the move, without losing track of where we are. Ultimately, it is about finding our Heimat; the place we all long for deep inside. The Hebrew term Teshuva (תשובה), which means repentance or salvation, has as its root shuv, to turn or return. By extension, it also means ‘to come home’.


The title of this book is a tribute to the continuum between migrants, old and new, from our earliest pioneering ancestors who walked out of Africa, to today’s young people who are bravely migrating to, away from, and within every continent on the planet. But I am also deeply interested in nomadism as a way of living. Pre-agricultural nomads were both highly mobile and deeply rooted to a place. We have spent the vast majority of our time on earth as nomadic hunters and gatherers, working in small groups of less than one hundred individuals. But the territory each group covered was relatively circumscribed. We made forays outside that perimeter only when we had to. So we were on the move, certainly, but we were experts of the local, too. This wasn’t a question of inclination but survival. If we failed to be attuned to our surroundings, we fell prey to predators or the elements. But we didn’t – the fact that I’m writing this proves that we didn’t.


The hyper-connected jetsetter is a corruption of the original meaning of nomadism. This shallow contemporary understanding of nomadism is misinformed. The word nomad comes from the Greek νομός (nomós), the pasture, and only by extension from νομάς (nomás), the act of wandering on said pasture. We have become so obsessed with the mobility bit that we forgot that nomadism is also fundamentally about place – it is about the pasture on which the nomad wanders, and with which she lives in harmony. It is about local expertise, groundedness, community, family, connection, awareness of limits, frugality. As we will see, the youngest generation is far more in tune with this nomadic duality: a restless urge to travel tempered by a sense of responsibility to do so in a way that is sensitive to the concept of home.


To show how a home is created, to understand what migration actually is as an experience, and to try to answer the questions that I set out in this introduction, I’ll divide this book into two parts. The first part will look at why a person might move, and what benefits emerge for them, their place of origin and their new home. We’ll look at this as a series of push and pull factors. We’ll also look at the case of refugees. For refugees, it isn’t a case of push or pull. There is no choice. And yet a refugee can be just as ‘successful’ a migrant as any other. Being forced to move is stressful and traumatic. But there is such a thing as post-traumatic growth, as well as post-traumatic stress. That is true for both the individual migrating and the society that receives them.


In the second part, we’ll ask what the future of migration might look like in the face of rising xenophobia and a fast-changing world. As climate breakdown continues, there are going to be a lot more migrations. The push and pull factors are going to become pronounced in countries where they currently are not, and many more people will be made into refugees. And yet almost everywhere, borders are closing.


We will end by showing that the various people across parts one and two of this book can be brought together. I believe that returning to the original values of our nomadic ancestors has the potential to solve some of the tensions we’ve examined. In the future, migration will have to be sensitive to the local, and the frenetic pace of movement over the past few years is neither sustainable nor desirable. Concomitantly, the time has come to recognise the intrinsic violence of the progressive myth, pervasively taught and accepted throughout the world, that a few centuries ago, an elite of brilliant Europeans figured out how to make the world a better place through sheer hard work and ingenuity and that since then, things have been getting better for everyone everywhere, albeit unequally and at different paces. The violence, also, of the meritocratic myth, whether it is called the American Dream, les valeurs de la République or something else, and its depiction of a level playing field on which some of us get ahead, while others don’t.


Interestingly, leaving our countries of origin allows us to grasp the contradictions in this narrative. As we broaden our geographical and cultural perspective, we gain historical and temporal perspective and slowly come to terms with a civilisation that prides itself on being rational, science-based and pragmatic and yet permits and demands a level of detachment from consequences – made possible only by the ever-increasing complexity of our supply chains – which, as the author and school founder Dougald Hine puts it, used to be the preserve of mad emperors.


Ultimately, what I hope you’ll see by the conclusion of this book is both the big picture of migration and some of the many different ways that it’s experienced. We can speculate on its future, and marvel at its past and present. Throughout, it’s worth remembering, as always, that all of us have a restless, nomadic urge, and that each of us, at some point in our distant ancestral past, is the product of immigration and emigration. People have always moved around the world, and they always will.


Writing in The City of God, Augustine of Hippo, arguably the world’s most famous North African immigrant to Europe, defined a nation as ‘a multitude of rational beings united by the common objects of their love’. Despite what so-called realists in our body politic and foreign policy establishments have to say about it, becoming a single nation of earthlings united in our love for the planet is no longer a lofty aspiration but a serious pursuit; possibly the most serious and momentous of all. Look at the earth and its creatures as a living organism, a giant metabolism, and use the prism of dysfunctional vs healthy to understand it. Some parts of the organism might be in worse shape than others (indeed they are), but we are all connected.


Viewed this way, perhaps we can start letting go of the contempt and self-righteous indignation which have become the signature political emotions of our age, and recognise that we have a common, mutually beneficial goal. I hope that this book will go some way to encouraging us to feel the pain of the immigrant victim of xenophobia without forgetting that racism itself is a form of unease and disease. Have you ever met a serene, happy white supremacist? Adopting the right mindset allows us to remember that a racist is suffering, too. It allows us to show compassion towards both victims of racism: the immigrant and the racist.


Of course, embarking on an external journey does not guarantee we will embark on the crucial internal journey that may eventually allow us to leave Othering behind. But it can play a decisive role in kickstarting that process.


This is exactly what happened to Abdi and Jeff. Abdramane thrived at Ranch Sieben because his external journeys, from his childhood walks to his international travels, were mirrored by an internal journey that had taught him, fundamentally, that whether you’re in Mali or Montana, people have plenty in common with each other.


This resonated with me strongly. Indeed, the peregrinations of the nomads you are about to meet have turned many of them into experts of both external change and inner growth. But, before I can tell you about their travels and the internal journeys they gave way to, I should tell you about my own.










1 THE TRANSFORMATIVE POWER OF MIGRATION





‘I have great faith in fools – self-confidence my friends will call it.’


Edgar Allan Poe, Marginalia





In Paris on 7 January 2015, two violent thugs meticulously brainwashed by ISIS broke into the offices of the satirical newspaper Charlie Hebdo armed with assault weapons and proceeded to methodically execute the vast majority of those present. The attack and the ensuing manhunt left seventeen people dead. Islamic State soon claimed responsibility. The news reverberated almost instantly around France and the world. In what has become a reflexive instinct of the modern Muslim condition, triggered every time abominations are committed in the name of Islam, Muslims in the West, and especially in France, braced themselves for what might come next.


I had developed a keen interest in Arab Islamic cultures since adolescence and eventually converted to Islam when I married a Tunisian woman in 2003. This was required by the law of the land (we got married near Carthage, now a suburb of Tunis, the capital) but it also sat well with my taste for controversy and a naïve desire to stand up for a religion which I felt was being caricatured both by non-Muslims and by Muslims in the West. The marriage was short-lived – we separated in 2005 – but my faith, which was largely theoretical when we married, had become profound by the time of the attack on Charlie Hebdo.


One of the leitmotifs of my existence has been an urge to bring together people around ideas. I had become close to a raft of leading Muslim thinkers and politicians in the course of my career, and I turned to them, suggesting that we launch a kind of think tank calling for Islamic reform. Among the al-Kawaakibi1 Foundation’s cofounders were the former deputy prime minister of Malaysia; the mufti of Tripoli in Lebanon; the late president of the Muslim Judicial Council of South Africa; the current president of the French Islamic Foundation; the rector of the great mosque of Bordeaux; and a Palestinian-Austrian cleric who teaches philosophy at Vienna University, authored a doctoral thesis on atheism and was one of the first Muslim theologians in the world to publicly defend the idea of women becoming imams. We pointed to the dangers of Arabo-centrism – the damaging, disproportionate influence of some of the world’s most repressive and retrograde regimes, primarily Saudi Arabia, in defining Islamic norms in a day and age when most Muslims aren’t Arabs.2 We questioned the wisdom of simply exclaiming ‘This has nothing to do with Islam!’ in the wake of this and other gruesome attacks by terrorists who thought of themselves as Muslims. (‘Would we agree that the Crusades had “nothing to do” with Christianity?!’ we exclaimed.) We called for a renovation of Islamic thought and a fresh push for the re-interpretation (ijtihâd) of sacred texts to free Muslims from literal, obsolete interpretations.


Converts to Islam are prone to feelings of illegitimacy when comparing themselves to their Muslim-born, and especially their Arab, fellows. As a result, we tend to adopt one of two attitudes. The first, and thankfully the most common, is to become quite reserved. It doesn’t look good for the most recent convert to have the loudest voice. In part, that’s probably because the second attitude is a sharp left turn towards fundamentalism. I had been a minor pundit and a talking head in the media for years, but as a convert – and to be honest, an attention-seeking missile – willing to be critical of fellow Muslims, I had garnered a significant level of recognition among my co-religionists. A few months later, I woke up to find out that a photo of our launch event had appeared in the latest issue of ISIS’s French-language magazine, Dar Al Islam. The caption read: ‘Conference of apostates.’ I was one of the people in the picture. While the text did not contain direct, ad hominem threats, the implication was stark: apostates should be killed.


In the ensuing weeks, France’s Counterterrorism Coordination Unit assigned me two elite police officers who followed me around at all times. For about a week, I felt important. Then, the gloom of living in constant fear and the sheer insanity of never, ever being alone kicked in. After a surreal ten months with these guardian angels (I will remain forever grateful for their service and for the French authorities’ attentiveness to my well-being), I decided to move to a country in which I knew hardly anyone – and where no one knew me. This was a luxury that the other members of the al-Kawaakibi Foundation who lived in France, were threatened by fundamentalists far more often than me, and stood at greater risk, did not have.


That’s how my two Labradors and I landed in Stockholm in the middle of winter, 2016, where I could move seamlessly thanks to my EU passport (I am Austrian and American). I had never visited Sweden and was drawn there mainly because it was unfamiliar. I was dead broke and jobless, subsisting on cash remittances from a few friends and family for several months. My full-time activity during the previous two years had consisted mainly of not drinking or taking any drugs, one day at a time. I was clean and sober after twenty years of active dependence on pot and a shorter but brutal descent into cocaine addiction. But I had no idea what was going to come next.


The Seattle Freeze is how newcomers describe the difficulty of building and maintaining relationships in that city because of a general lack of interest from locals who can feel cold, standoffish and flaky. When I first heard about it, I immediately thought of my experience landing in Stockholm. Back home, a host of people had – quite understandably – been keeping their distance following my addiction problems, but a few friends remained available and supportive. In Stockholm, no one had a clue who I was (which of course was precisely the point) and, to my utter dismay, no one seemed to care.


My seasonal timing could not have been worse. The social hibernation which grips the country between Christmas and April gave rise to a feeling of isolation and even what I’d describe as a form of social anorexia which I had never experienced before, and haven’t since. I had a lot of time to think about the highs and lows, the ins and outs of my life. There had been quite a few. When I got married in Tunisia, the best man had compared me to a chameleon in his speech. This had prompted allusions to Forrest Gump and Woody Allen’s character Leonard Zelig, the human chameleon.


I spent my first winter in Stockholm wandering around Djurgården and the majestic city’s other islands somewhat aimlessly, re-reading the stories of other, more dramatic real-life characters whose unorthodox trajectories had captured my imagination. I reconnected with everyone from the Russian sociopath Eduard Limonov, whose incredible path from controversial poet in Saint-Germain-des-Prés and New York to ultranationalist dissident in Russia was famously chronicled by the French author Emmanuel Carrère, to Lev Nussimbaum, a Georgian Jew who reinvented himself as the Muslim Kurban Said and became what might most aptly be referred to as one of the great bullshit artists of the 1920s and 1930s. I wondered what life had in store for me.


I’ve been a tagger and a petty drug dealer; a speechwriter for CEOs of multinationals like Vivendi and l’Oréal; an errand boy for a law firm on Wall Street; a French hip-hop producer and band manager; a web entrepreneur who briefly found himself in close proximity to the world of internet porn; an advisor on media relations and strategy to heads of states, governments and to the then-CEO of French energy giant Total, the late Christophe de Margerie, who became a close friend and mentor; the founder of a movement encouraging French youths to ‘Scram!’3 and embark on a journey to see the world and find themselves. My job titles have included ‘Communications Manager’ of the International Herald Tribune (IHT),4 ‘President, International’ of Cylance, then one of the world’s leading cybersecurity companies, and ‘surface technician’, as the French called my briefly held job as a parking lot cleaner. I have chaperoned a Nobel Peace Prize laureate around Davos and brought a wannabe Indonesian dictator to the Elysée. I have been scolded by Condoleezza Rice for mocking American Exceptionalism in the age of Trump and by my local police chief for smoking joints on the Boulevard Saint-Germain. I have hosted Bill Gates and several heads of states (including some dictators) for dinner. I have also found myself homeless and slept on benches in train stations. And here I was again, unemployed and unemployable.


I can’t say that I don’t find the effect produced by this somewhat grotesque inventory entertaining. I am well aware that other epithets come to mind, too: reckless, dishonest, entitled and of course self-centred, to name a few. This versatility is itself the stuff of privilege; there is no doubt about that, either. As the effects of drugs and alcohol started to wear off over the years, I was able to see the misguided, decadent, dangerous and immoral aspects of this past for what they were, rather than the exhilarating, glamorous existence of my drug-induced fantasies as an international man of mystery. Coming to the realisation that many things I found exciting and valuable were pointless, that many people who didn’t like me much before had excellent reasons to do so and that many others who did like me were just as ill as I was, has been an incredibly enriching process. Learning that not being the self-centred, arrogant jackass I have often been – and could easily become again if I had that first drink or drug – leads to a much happier life is one of the great gifts, indeed miracles, of my existence.


Despite a flawed moral compass and a sometimes staggering cluelessness, with the benefit of a few years sober and clean, I can discern skills and even some virtues that allowed for these baroque situations to emerge, whether they were positive and exciting or grotesque and toxic: eclecticism, resilience, people skills, humour, open-mindedness, a willingness to try new things, the ability to see possibilities and seize on them, to relate to very different people, to clock a room and know what moved people and to connect with them and them with each other. Once I added honesty to the mix and replaced narcissism with self-esteem, I was well on my way to start growing.


These abilities were not the fruit of academic prowess or superior intelligence (despite stellar grades here and there, my overall results as a student were quite mediocre and I ended up dropping out of college). I owe them in no small part to my familial background. I am from a long line of migrants, and they weren’t as fortunate as my siblings and me.
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