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  Introduction

  The first Jihadi fighter I ever met had a serious crush on Lebanese singer Nancy Ajram. We were sitting in a café in Cairo as George W. Bush and Tony Blair prepared to invade Iraq, and although Hisham was supposed to be telling me why he was ready to die in Iraq, he couldn’t take his eyes off Nancy sashaying on the screen behind us as she breathily sang; “I’ll torment you, but I won’t leave you.”

  After two years freelancing in the Middle East, I joined Reuters in Cairo in early 2003. America was preparing to lead its allies in an invasion of Iraq that the world’s Muslims thought was part of a Western grand plan to steal oil and protect Israel. In my first few weeks, I had proved absolutely useless at the basic Reuters skills of writing reports quickly and without factual or typographical errors. In an effort to prove to my boss that employing me really was a good idea, I decided to show her that although I might mix up prices and percentages on a stock market report, I could get a good story.

  I’d heard rumors that a steady stream of young Egyptians were travelling to Iraq to fight the invasion, but no one I knew could arrange a meeting. I spent day after day trying to charm activists from left-wing political parties and the banned Islamist Muslim Brotherhood. When I had run out of ideas, I found the men I was looking for literally on my doorstep. The Iraqi embassy was opposite my flat. I had seen an unusually large number of men outside it every day for weeks. It finally occurred to me that they might be trying to get to Iraq.

  I walked towards a group of men standing outside the small darkened doors of the large white building newly adorned with pictures of Saddam Hussein, but stopped as I drew close. While I was standing on the kerb thinking of something to say, one of the younger men came over to me and said; “Are you Iraqi?”

  I said that I wasn’t, but didn’t want to give away my British nationality in case the group decided not to like me on the spot. Instead, I resorted to my parents’ original nationality and said I was Pakistani.

  “So, you want to get to Iraq too,” he guessed.

  Before I could even begin to unravel the true nature of my suspicious loitering in front of the Iraqi embassy, a man emerged from the dark doors and ushered us all inside.

  The small door opened up into a large white marble lobby. Another official in a dark suit and dark glasses sat in front of a bank of screens that showed CCTV footage of the front of the building from at least seven different angles. “How can I help you?” he asked.

  The oldest of the group of would-be fighters, a man in his late 30s, spoke for us; “We want to fight against the Americans,” he said.

  “Well, you can’t go directly from Egypt,” the official replied.

  I was surprised he didn’t offer thanks and long-winded praise for their bravery, pan-Arab credentials and unshakeable Islamic faith as Iraq’s foreign minister had done on television when asked about the support his country was receiving from ordinary Arabs.

  “The government here has blocked all but official travel to Iraq. Instead, you need to go to Syria. You can get there without a visa. And when you arrive, find the Iraqi embassy. Someone there will help you,” he told us matter-of-factly.

  The official then asked why the group wanted to fight in Iraq. Our unofficial group spokesman took a step forward. His Palestinian scarf announced his political credentials even before he spoke. The reason, he told the Iraqi official, was that they wanted to do what Arab leaders had not been able to do; they wanted to protect Arab pride and honor. The group murmured in agreement. The official then looked behind the older man, at the younger members of the group. Another, younger, man said he wanted to humiliate the Americans on the battlefield so they would leave the region. A third said his aim was to protect the wealth of Iraq so it could be used for the benefit of the Arab world. When it came to my turn, I admitted that I was a journalist and said I wanted to document what was to come.

  As we left the embassy, the group crowded round me in curiosity. Our shared experience had at least earned me a hearing. They wanted to know who I worked for and what I wanted to write about. Although Reuters is British – and therefore Western – it has an enviable reputation in the Arab world for impartiality and accuracy. Even more helpfully, it’s seen as an important and influential organization.

  Four of the group agreed to meet me later and tell me what had made them decide that Iraq’s defense was worth risking their lives for.

  Hisham looked as if he were the youngest in the group. He was about 18 years old. He told me he’d just started studying engineering at one of Cairo’s state universities. I knew that even with top marks, as an ordinary young Egyptian job-seeker without the resources to bribe his way into a well-paid professional career, he would probably be driving a taxi if he stayed in Cairo. And that’s if he was lucky.

  Two years later, the Americans faced a brutal and vicious insurgency in Iraq. The blame, they said, lay not with the Iraqis they had come to liberate from Saddam but “foreign fighters” like Hisham and his friends. These highly capable and motivated men, the military said, streamed into Iraq from Syria.

  Whenever I heard military officials later describe these men, I thought back to Hisham. With a pen sticking out of his top pocket and his thick glasses, he looked like a technician rather than a warrior. Hisham didn’t even have a beard. Looking at him, I didn’t think he’d be able to grow one if he tried. The other members of his group looked like what they were; a motley collection of idealistic students, taxi drivers and low-level office workers. They all believed that they had an Islamic duty to defend Iraq, but none appeared particularly Islamic. Hisham knew much more about celebrity gossip than he did about Islamic regulations. Hatim, the oldest in the group, was a great admirer of the greatest leader of Arab socialism, Gamal Abdel Nasser. Another man called Khaled, a secondary school Arabic literature teacher, composed love poems in his spare time and told me he hated the “fanatics who thought ‘love’ and ‘romance’ were dirty words.”

  Five years later, in the Gulf, a former Iraqi army officer told me what happened to most of the men like Khaled, Hatim and Hisham, “We’d thank them, hand them a broken rifle, and then put them on the frontlines where they wanted to be. Most died in the first bombing waves.”

  The reasons they gave for their decision to travel far from home and fight a superpower were based on a jumble of deeply held grievances. Personal ones – like the poverty of life in a corrupt dictatorship like Egypt – mixed with collective grievances like the role of the United States in keeping Muslim countries poor so that they could not challenge its power.

  At the same time, their reasoning was often contradictory. Hisham wanted to fight to keep Western influence out of the Arab world, but it was clear that influence was a big part of the culture he eagerly consumed. Khaled wanted to restore Islamic law, but at the same time he condemned the most zealous supporters of that system as “ignorant thugs”. Another member of the group spoke as if the Arab and Muslim worlds were the same thing. He didn’t know that Indian and Indonesian Muslims far outnumbered Arabs, or that a large minority of Arabs weren’t actually Muslim. The whole group thought Al Qaeda had nothing to do with the attacks of September 11, 2001. But at the same time, they admired Osama bin Laden for taking on the United States.

  We sat in the café for several hours and talked about the state of the Arab world (which we referred to as if it by default included all other Muslim countries from Albania to Brunei). We talked about past glories and present failures, and settled on a familiar discussion revolving around who was to blame for the failure of the Arab (meaning Muslim) world to chart its own destiny instead of having the will of others imposed upon it.

  I emphasized the failure of the countries’ own societies, and the group heading to Iraq blamed the conniving of the West. Hatim, the wise man of the group, said something that I’d heard – in one form or another – many times before. “Whatever we do,” he said to the table, “the West won’t let us develop because they don’t want us to take their power from them.”

  I’d heard that sentiment throughout my entire life. I heard it every Eid when family and friends gathered to celebrate the main festival in the Islamic calendar. In fact, I heard it whenever a Muslim conversation turned to politics – which was often. Until I went to university to study Arabic, I believed it too.

  The Muslim world – of which the Arab world is just a part – is a diverse place. But there are two groups of people who talk about it as one monolithic block. One comprises of sensationalist public figures in the Western world who like to reduce issues to their most basic form. And the other is made up of men and women looking for the quickest route to popularity in the Muslim world.

  In reality, the Muslim world is made up of people from different cultures, religious understandings, income levels, histories and large numbers who aren’t even Muslim. But there is something that unites the world’s billion Muslims that doesn’t exist in the Christian world; a sense of having fallen from grace. From its birth in seventh century Arabia until only two hundred years ago, the world of Islam felt content and secure in its destiny as the pinnacle of human achievement. However, that sense of security and global identity was shaken by the rise of the West and its domination of Muslim lands.

  This sense of collective wounded pride runs so deeply amongst the various and disparate Muslim communities of the world that it is often relied upon as a rallying cry by rebel leaders, unpopular politicians and commentators looking for an audience. It works because deep down it strikes a chord. For two hundred years – since Napoleon invaded and occupied Egypt in 1798 and the British strengthened their control over Muslim India a little later – the Islamic world has looked for answers for its downfall in the actions of others.

  This very emotional sense of loss began almost straight after people in the Muslim world realized their new relative weakness compared to the Western world. Even new members – converts from Western society – were not immune from the immense sense of loss and dislocation along with almost a pining for a more glorious past.

  Marmaduke Pickhall, the son of an English churchman, became a Muslim after travelling in the Islamic world at the turn of the 20 th century. He is well remembered for having overcome the opposition of the traditional Islamic establishment to produce the first authorized and scholarly translation of the Quran. Even though he was not born into a Muslim culture and environment mourning its recent setbacks, he quickly adopted the same sense of loss.

  In a speech in Cairo in 1929 at the Young Men’s Muslim Association in Cairo, Pickhall told his audience: “Muslims felt despair because they were defeated. It was only natural. But was there any reason for despair?” He went on to compare the situation at the time to an episode in the early years of Islam when the Prophet Mohammed signed an unfavorable peace agreement with his Arab opponents. The treaty gave the early Muslims a period of quiet they used to strengthen their community. “The truce of al-Hudeybiyah, though it seemed so ignominious for the early Muslims,” Pickhall argued, “was in fact the greatest victory that Islam had until then achieved … For centuries of war had set a rigid barrier between the Muslim world and Christendom, and now that barrier is down, no matter that the terms of settlement seem ignominious to the Muslims. That settlement may yet prove to be the greatest victory that Islam has yet achieved.”

  Pickhall was speaking just a few years after the dismemberment of the Ottoman Empire, which was seen by millions of Muslims at the time as the ultimate humiliation of Islam. At around the same time, a man in Lahore who became the national poet of Pakistan – a country he didn’t live to see – penned poetic laments about the state of Muslims that still resonate with millions in the Persian and Urdu speaking worlds.

  One of Mohammad Iqbal’s most well-known poems is called Jawab-e-Shikwa (A Response to a Complaint), where he presents a downtrodden Muslim almost castigating his Lord for abandoning his long-suffering worshippers after their great sacrifices in his name.


  
    We impressed on every heart the oneness of our mighty Lord,

    Even under the threat of sword, bold and clever was our call.


    Who conquered, tell us, the fearful Khyber pass?

    Who vanquished imperial Rome, who made it fall?


    Forget about the forests, we spared not the seas,

    Into the dark, unfathomed ocean, we pushed our steeds.


    We removed falsehood from the earth’s face,

    We broke the shackles of the human race.


    We reclaimed your Kaaba with our kneeling brows,

    We pressed the sacred Quran to our heart and soul.


    Even then you grumble, we are false, untrue,

    If you call us faithless, tell us what are you?


    You reserve your favors for men of other shades,

    While you hurl your bolts on the Muslim race.


  

  Iqbal then imagines God answering:


  
    “We reward the deserving folks with splendid mead,

    We grant newer worlds to those who strive and seek.


    Arms have been drained of strength, hearts have gone astray,

    The Muslim race is a blot on the Prophet’s face.”


    “All of you love to lead a soft, luxurious life,

    Are you a Muslim indeed? Is this the Muslim style?


    All of you desire to be invested with the crown,

    You should first produce a heart worthy of renown.”


  

  The poem is not forgotten literary history. Students in Pakistan, India, Bangladesh and even Iran and Afghanistan will learn verses at school. In Pakistan, Iqbal’s poems, steeped in the imagery of loss and renewal, are frequently broadcast on television and radio.

  The idea that Muslims have become “soft” and “unworthy” wasn’t born with the collapse of the Ottoman Empire. Muslim histories are full of writers complaining – even at the height of Islamic power – that the people of the prophet had long abandoned his example. But these protests – like the indignation of 14 th century traveler Ibn Batutta when seeing the unchecked consumerism of Cairo’s Grand Bazaar – have the ring of a pensioner complaining “things were better in the old days”. However, the collapse of the last Muslim empire on the world stage turned these thoughts from grumblings to transnational shock. The end of the Ottoman order suggested that Islam’s day had gone and to people whose whole world outlook was shaped by the public and private spheres of a civilization that saw itself as the pinnacle of divine guidance, this meant being stuck between the reality they could see and the truth they felt in their hearts.

  That “greatest victory” for Islam that Pickhall was hoping for didn’t come. From the end of the Ottoman Empire to the present day, the people of the Muslim world have generally become poorer, less well educated, more likely to live in societies mired in violence and less likely to have a say in the way they are governed compared to people in other parts of the world. All the while, they compare there present humiliating status to the glories of the past.

  The sense of humiliation gave birth to a succession of leaders who claimed to redress it. And for the most part, Muslim populations have proven willing to forgive many shortcomings if their leaders at least pay lip service to notions of regaining power and influence on the world stage. In the end, the Muslim world ended up with rulers who did nothing to change the sense of humiliation while making the lives of their people progressively worse. The more Muslim nations became tied to Western politics and economics for their survival, the less leaders could indulge their populations’ desire to be free of Western influence – the cause, as they saw it, of the loss of their position in the world and the reason for their present lowly status.

  At the moment, if a leader is to defy the West in any way, he’s certain to win popularity. In 2006, Hassan Nasrallah of Hizbullah had to only draw in his war with Israel to achieve immense popularity. After all, he had done more than any other Arab and Muslim leader of the last 60 years to check Israel’s regional power.

  In Egypt, suspicion of Shi’ites, the Muslim tradition that Hizbullah belongs to, is increasing, but that didn’t stop Nasrallah becoming a hero in the Arab world’s most populous country.

  Ahmed Fouad Negm, a leftwing Egyptian writer, poet and human rights activist, wrote a column in an Egyptian newspaper describing how he had watched a friend buy 20 posters of Nasrallah. “People are praying for him as they walk in the street, because we were made to feel oppressed, weak and handicapped,” Negm said in an interview. “I asked the man who sweeps the street under my building what he thought, and he said: ‘Uncle Ahmed, he has awakened the dead man inside me! May God make him triumphant!’ “

  Hizbullah is an Islamist organization, which means that its ideology is based around the idea of recreating the glory of an Islamic past by the application of the rules of Islam in private and public life. In its present form – which includes a wide variety of opinion from the centrist political party ruling Turkey to Osama bin Laden’s al Qaeda – it is the latest manifestation of the Muslim world’s struggle to address and halt its decline in the face of Western power. Islamism was born from the failure of the traditional Muslim world to meet the challenges of the modern world. As such, Islamism shares its birth with Arab socialism, Turkish nationalism, Iranian nationalism, pan Arabism and all other ideologies that have sought to recapture lost glories of a bygone world. Since they have a shared origin, it’s not a surprise these ideologies share certain characteristics. Islamists think the key to an Islamic renaissance is the re-fashioning of society to adhere to Islamic law. Modernists – and this includes various forms of socialists, nationalists as well as the Muslim world’s few liberals – think that the answer lies in adopting practices from the West. Both approaches seek a return to a lost grandeur. Political revolutionaries – Islamist and modernist – evoke the past to garner popular support. Secular nationalist movements reach back into a pre-Islamic history to evoke the glories of an even older age. But this is a case of superficial re-branding. The intellectuals of Ba’athism, Arab socialism or numerous nationalisms seek to break with the expectations that come with an Islamic identity, or to narrow their audience to just the people within their own geographical area. But they still promise to deliver the glories of the past.
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