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Introduction

IT WAS a perfect morning. In only a few hours, Khartoum would be stifling. But at six o’clock on January 18, 1985, the air was clear, the sky already a swimming-pool blue.

In my room at the Hilton, the only sound was the hum of a twenty-year-old air conditioner pumping lukewarm air. I drank my coffee and read the morning paper, trying not to think about what lay ahead. I had seen and done many things as the Cairo bureau chief of The New York Times and witnessed many startling events since my first trip to the region in 1971, when I was a young student. But I had never covered an execution.

An hour later, I left for Kobar Prison. The prison’s rectangular courtyard, about the size of a football field, was three-quarters full when the Times’s Egyptian office manager, Gamal Mohieddin, and I arrived. I was wearing a white cloak and head scarf, hoping that the prison guards would not realize that I was a foreigner. The policemen waved us through, into the prison parking lot, without even a second glance at me in the backseat, the correct place to be for a woman in much of the Middle East. I kept my head down as Gamal and I walked slowly through the crowd to the center of the prison yard and found places to sit on the sandy ground.

The scaffolding was at the far end of the courtyard, elevated but still lower than the prison’s sandstone walls. The scene at Kobar was gay, nothing like the grim photographs I had seen of prisons where Americans are executed, with friends and relatives of the condemned huddling outside the walls amid protesters holding candles in the night.

I seemed to be the only woman in the yard. Many of the several hundred men appeared to know one another. They greeted each other in the traditional Islamic welcome: “Assalam Aleykum,” peace be with you. “Aleykum Salam,” and unto you, came the reply again and again. The tall, dark-skinned men in their foot-high turbans and flowing white robes laughed and chatted about the weather, prospects for this year’s crops, and the unending civil war in southern Sudan. Gradually, everyone sat down in the sand to wait under the sun that seemed to grow harsher by the minute. The execution was scheduled for ten o’clock.

Shortly before the appointed time, Mahmoud Muhammad Taha was led into the courtyard. The condemned man, his hands tied behind him, was smaller than I expected him to be, and from where I sat, as his guards hustled him along, he looked younger than his seventy-six years. He held his head high and stared silently into the crowd. When they saw him, many in the crowd leaped to their feet, jeering and shaking their fists at him. A few waved their Korans in the air.

I managed to catch only a glimpse of Taha’s face before the executioner placed an oatmeal-colored sack over his head and body, but I shall never forget his expression: His eyes were defiant; his mouth firm. He showed no hint of fear.

The crowd began cheering as two Sudanese guards in sand-colored uniforms tightened a noose around the sack where Mahmoud Taha’s neck must have been. Though the babble of the crowd drowned out their words, they seemed to be screaming at him. Suddenly, the guards stood back, the platform snapped open, the rope became taut, and the sack that covered Taha wriggled in the air. A few seconds later, the sack merely swayed a bit at the end of the rope. Idiotically, I thought of potatoes.

A roar erupted in the courtyard: “Allahu Akbar!” the crowd screamed — God is great! The din intensified as the men began chanting in unison: “Allahu Akbar! Allahu Akbar! Islam huwa al-hall!” (Islam is the solution).

The exuberant men hugged and kissed one another. Justice has been done, a man next to me shrieked, falling to his knees, touching his forehead to the sand, uttering a Muslim prayer. Stunned and sickened by the jubilation around me, I pulled at Gamal’s sleeve and tried to tell him that we should leave. But I couldn’t speak. In my nervousness, I must have tugged at my head scarf, which was now askew. Recognizing the danger, Gamal pulled the scarf down over my exposed bangs and pushed me firmly toward the courtyard door. As we edged our way toward the heavy iron gate, the sand began rising in an orange cloud under the shuffling of hundreds of feet. When we reached the exit, I craned my neck to catch one last look at the scaffolding: The sack, Taha’s body, was still dangling from the rope. I wondered when they would cut it down.

TO MANY of the Sudanese who applauded his execution that day, Taha had committed the worst possible crime. He had been convicted of sedition and “apostasy,” abandoning Islam — a charge that he denied. But Taha insisted to the end that he was not a heretic—a murtadd, a Muslim who had abandoned Islam — but an Islamic reformer, a believer whose “crime” was having opposed President Gaafar al-Nimeiri’s cruel interpretation of Islam’s sharia, the Muslim holy law. From what I knew of the situation, I, too, felt that Taha was killed not for his lack of religious convictions but because of them.

His execution was my introduction to the Islamic fervor that has shivered Middle Eastern politics ever since 1979, when the Ayatollah Ruholla Khomeini, the glum Muslim puritan from Islam’s minority wing, Shiism, ousted the shah of Iran in a popular revolution. While Iranians are Shiites, the smaller of the two great branches of Islam, the Islamic revival, sparked by the ayatollah’s revolution, soon took hold in Sunni Muslim lands as well. Now in almost every Arab capital, would-be Khomeinis promise a more “authentic” and “virtuous” government, and in almost every Arab state there is a struggle for power between the autocratic rulers and the Islamic militants who claim to represent millions of the unhappily ruled, the educated-but-unemployable, futureless young, the poor, the dispossessed —those whom Muslims call “the disinherited” and whom they recruit by the tens of thousands. Whereas Taha’s execution was exceptional in 1985 in Sudan, thousands of men and women in that country and throughout the region have since been killed for their ideas in the name of Allah, and the killing goes on.

Taha’s fate intensified my interest in this growing militancy, which, in 1985, I assumed naively was something new. But contemporary Islamic radicalism, often called “fundamentalism,” a word borrowed from nineteenth-century European and American Protestants who also opposed scholarly explication of their scriptures in favor of a “fundamentalist” reading of sacred texts, turned out to be only a new expression of a struggle almost as old as Islam itself — the latest attempt to impose a militant version of the “straight path,” the way enjoined by the Prophet Muhammad, who founded Islam in seventh-century Arabia.

Over the succeeding decade, I encountered this movement in many forms in every Middle Eastern country I covered. After the 1991 Gulf war divided the Middle East, it was widely and foolishly predicted that America would introduce a new order in the region based on democracy, capitalism, and human rights. But these militant Islamic movements — committed to establishing Islamic states that in theory will combine economic development with Islamic justice —have endured and in some countries have become vastly more influential and threatening to the prevailing order. Even in countries where there is little prospect that Islamic forces will rule, Islam now provides the vocabulary of everyday life, reshaping the language of politics, fundamental aspects of national culture, and long-standing traditions. In most Arab states, even secular leaders have increasingly relied on Islam to shore up their rule. Thus, the power struggles are no longer between the defenders of the “secular” order and advocates of religious rule but, rather, over who will rule in the name of Islam.

This book is my attempt to understand these militants and their movements as well as the responses to them in the varied and culturally distinct countries where they have emerged as either challengers or rulers. When I started this project soon after the Gulf war, the late Albert Hourani, an eminent British historian of Arab descent, urged me to avoid generalizations about the resurgence of Islam. Of course, militant Islamic movements had some common themes, heroes, and villains, but, he cautioned, they varied dramatically from one country to another and could best be evaluated “within the context of their individual societies and their own distinctive histories, political traditions, and cultures.”1 I have followed his advice and attempted to describe these movements as I have witnessed them in ten Middle Eastern countries, all but two of them Arab.

Though Islam itself is based partly on the principle of tawhid, the “oneness” of God —which implies, in addition to monotheism, the inseparability of church and state, or in Islamic terms, of religion and politics — militant Islam takes many forms. And while radical Arab Muslims assert that Islam is the only force that can unify the Arabs, as Arab nationalism promised but failed to do for the previous generation, what I have seen so far suggests the contrary. If anything, militant Islam becomes ever more fragmented and diverse. Just as the Koran gives ninety-nine names for God, Islam —and Islamic militancy, in particular—occurs in many varieties, as distinct from country to country as Catholicism is in France, Italy, Brazil, and America. There is no more an Islamic world than there is an Arab world or a Christian world. This book contains very few predictions, but of this I am sure: There will not be a single, unified Islamic umma, or community, any more than there is a single Arab nation, even in the unlikely event that Islamic radicals topple every quasi-secular government in the Middle East.

My reasons for choosing the countries I have written about are obvious, but less so is the order in which I have written about them. I begin with Egypt, the self-proclaimed “mother of the world,” for it was, in fact, Arab nationalism’s standard-bearer under its former ruler Colonel-turned-President Gamal Abdel Nasser as well as the birthplace of the Muslim Brotherhood, which, though it now claims to be nonviolent, remains the world’s largest and most influential militant Islamic organization. The historical center of Arab political and cultural life, Egypt has faced an energetic and violent Islamic challenge in recent years, Given its population, geography, and history, Egypt’s political fate will inevitably affect that of the smaller, weaker Arab states around it. Egypt is also the Arab country I love best. It was the first Arab state I visited, and it was in Cairo that I was based for The New York Times between 1983 and 1985.

Saudi Arabia, the subject of my second chapter, is the birthplace of the Prophet Muhammad and hence of Islam, the faith of more than a billion Muslims throughout the world, less than a majority of whom are Arab.2 I have tried to describe how the militants have used the events of the Prophet’s life and some of the laws and political traditions he created to justify their own views on how society should be organized. Arabia also produced the region’s first modern militant Islamic state —the result of an alliance between a religious leader and a local tribal chief in the eighteenth century.

I turn next to Sudan because it is the only Sunni Arab state in which militant Muslims now rule. The seven-year reign of the National Islamic Front, a branch of Sudan’s Muslim Brotherhood that seized power in a military coup in 1989, provides much evidence of the appalling crimes of this ostensibly Islamic state, which should serve as a warning to other Arabs of the dangers they face should they, too, attempt to reconstruct human nature according to religious doctrine.

Then Algeria. A vicious war has raged between the secular government and Islamic radicals since 1992, when the military refused to accept the militants’ electoral victory and decided instead to crush the Islamic populist movement. The conflict has already claimed some forty thousand lives, and its outcome remains unclear. I look next at another North African country— Libya, an oil-rich Arab land in which, once again, a military officer, the erratic but durable Colonel Muammar al-Qaddafi, has suppressed religious militants as well as secular dissenters who oppose him. While militant Sunni Muslims despise him for having banned the Muslim Brotherhood in Libya and radical Shiites blame him for the “disappearance” of a leading Lebanese cleric during a visit to Libya in 1978, Qaddafi himself has imposed his own eccentric form of “Islamic” rule on his sparsely populated country.

I then move to what the French once called the Levant, the eastern Mediterranean Arab states, each with its own distinct preoccupations and political traditions. Lebanon is slowly emerging from the seventeen-year civil war that all but destroyed what was once the Arab Middle East’s most prosperous and intellectually vital society. But modern Lebanon, whose national boundaries were drawn by Europeans around an uncongenial assembly of heterogeneous ethnic and religious groups, is struggling under a new demographic reality: The state that was created for, and long dominated by, Christians now contains a solidly Muslim majority. Shiite Muslims alone, many of them supporters of Hezbollah and other violent Islamic groups, constitute about 40 percent of the population. I have tried to describe the efforts by Lebanon’s political elite, dominated by Syria, to devise a new modus vivendi among its fractious religious sects and clans while responding to growing demands from politicized Muslims for a fairer division of political power and spoils. I have also described the evolution of the violent, Iranian-supported Hezbollah into a more traditional political party, a transformation that has intriguing implications for Lebanon’s political future.

In neighboring, politically stagnant Syria, President Hafiz al-Assad has precluded such sectarian warfare by murderous repression of his own militant Muslims. So far, Assad’s rule by the threat of renewed state terror holds firm.

Syria’s exact opposite is Jordan. Of all the Arab states, Jordan has been among the boldest in offering militant Muslims political rights and participation in government. Its daring experiment offers some tentative lessons for other Arab states confronting radical Islamic pressures.

While most Westerners once associated militancy affecting Israel largely with Hamas, the militant wing of the Muslim Brotherhood in the West Bank and Gaza, the assassination of Israel’s Prime Minister Yitzhak Rabin in November 1995 revealed the intensity of Jewish militancy—Islamic radicalism’s counterpart. Like their Islamic soul mates, Jewish fundamentalists openly advocate replacing their system, in this case a democracy, with a theocracy in which the word of God, as they interpret it, would be law. They, too, have their fatwas, their bitter hatreds, and fanatical clerics who issue death warrants for Arab leaders and their own. They, too, condemn their society and its leaders, portraying their prime minister as “traitorous” and his government’s policies as a “betrayal of Judaism,” In their world of self-righteous hatred and intolerance, no one — and no idea — is safe. But Jewish militancy is the subject of another book. In my chapter on Israel I have tried to examine not only the evolution of Hamas in the territory that Israel has occupied since the 1967 war and from which it is now partially withdrawing in keeping with its dramatic 1993 peace agreement with the Palestine Liberation Organization, but also the development of what few realize is one of the region’s fastest-growing Islamic groups —the homegrown, largely nonviolent Islamic Movement of Israel, which flourishes within Israel’s 1948 borders among its Muslim citizens, who now constitute some 18 percent of the population. Democracy has so far proven a boon to Israel’s Islamists.

While I have written much about Palestinians, I have not written about Palestine, for it is not yet born, though I expect it soon will be. Nevertheless, Palestinians, united by a common dream, remain geographically dispersed. As such, they face a variety of challenges within their own diaspora. For too many years Palestine has been a cause rather than a place, and Palestinians have suffered from the burden of having been for far too long the issue around which other Arabs have rallied and tried to unify themselves, a symbolic rather than a real people with needs and problems that most Arab states have preferred to ignore. For a people betrayed time and again by Arab leaders, including their own, the militant Islamic promise of justice and territorial redemption through a return to Islam has been a particularly seductive illusion.

I conclude with the Islamic Republic of Iran, which remains among the Middle East’s most intellectually dynamic societies. Non-Arab, Shiite Persia was modern militant Islam’s first victory. Despite a debilitating eight-year war initiated by Iraq in 1980, an abysmal economic performance, widespread corruption, support for international terrorism that has alienated much of the West and Arab states as well, and intense political repression at home, the Islamic revolution and the republic it spawned retain widespread support among millions of poor Iranians. But within the elite, many have despaired of the Islamic dream and are now trying to flee — to America or to any other country that will have them. A tiny but influential minority, however, chooses to remain, hoping to make Islam succeed as a political framework, in effect, by separating once again the political functions of the state from the ideological and often inept clergy that has dominated Iranian political life since 1979. Whether or not they succeed — and Iranian history and the brutality of Middle Eastern politics make such a victory most unlikely —these Islamic reformers have launched a thrilling debate that has kept Iran a fascinating, if unpredictable, place.

I have not included, for very different reasons, two countries that readers might expect to find in this book: Turkey and Iraq. Until the early twentieth century, Turkey was the seat of a great Islamic empire and the first Islamic state to experience a secular revolution. Yet Turkey remains somewhat isolated from the rest of the region. It is not an Arab country, and recent developments there, unlike those in non-Arab Iran, seem to have had little impact on the Arab-oriented Middle East. I have not written about Iraq because I have not been permitted to go there since 1986. Shortly before the Gulf war, I coauthored a book about Saddam Hussein and his monstrous regime. I could hardly expect a visa in return. Not long ago, an Iraqi diplomat told me that I was on a very short list of writers who are considered the regime’s “eternal enemies.”

I am not a scholar, and this is not a scholarly book. While I have identified some of my sources in numerous footnotes, this book is based largely on interviews I have conducted and on my travels and adventures during twenty-five years of reporting from the region. Though scholars may wince at my rendering of Arabic terms, I have tried to transliterate them in a form that is most easily recognizable to non-Arab readers; the inconsistencies in spelling result mainly from quotations from sources that have used a different form.

I have also tried to avoid the debate about what to call the movements I have described. Though I have used the term occasionally, I am not comfortable with “fundamentalist” because the militant movements embrace far more than a preference for religious orthodoxy. Moreover, while a great many Muslims are orthodox in their religious practices, by no means are they all politically oriented; fewer still follow a militant line. Many of these Muslim traditionalists shun politics on principle. Others, especially those in such conservative states as Saudi Arabia, where sharia is already the basis of most laws, consider themselves what we would call “fundamentalists,” but they, too, do not oppose their governments, however wanting they may be, since their leaders attempt, at least in theory, to apply sharia and abide by what they view as Islamic tradition.

My focus, rather, is the young militants and the men who lead them, those who see Islam as a way of bringing about revolutionary change in their societies. They are deeply political in that they view politics as a way of replacing secular laws and rulers not just with Muslim edicts and Muslim rulers but with what they call “Islam.” They are also determined to rid their societies of secular and even traditional “un-Islamic” customs, ethnic and sectarian cleavages, and social injustice, which they blame for having prevented Muslims from developing and prospering. They are, moreover, not traditionalist but “modern” in their outlook; many of them are young and often the products of Western secular training, especially in the sciences.

As Olivier Roy, the French political scientist, has argued, these militants are the product of Muslim cultures that have already been both “modernized” and “Westernized,” partly reshaped by Western education, values, and culture —American films, music, and fashion.3 The Algerians who write “Islam is the solution” on the Casbah walls do so in French, dressed in blue jeans and leather jackets. They would not be out of place in a Left Bank café. Thus, this militant or radical Islam, or Islamism, which is what I prefer to call this trend, does not represent primarily “hatred of the other,” in Roy’s words, so much as “hatred of oneself and of one’s desires.” The militants I write about inhabit a “hybrid world” and promote a cult of nostalgia for an imagined past that they seek to reclaim by securing sufficient political power to “re-Islamize” their societies and produce, if not a more democratic, a more “just” government and “authentic” environment.

Some militants, including those who support Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood, advocate gradual change through nonviolent preaching, education, and pressuring their rulers to make their societies more “Islamic” in law and deed; others, such as adherents of the numerous “Islamic Jihad” groups, endorse ousting or killing “un-Islamic” leaders and their secular elite and even military coups to secure power and impose an Islamic order. Many movements include advocates of both collaboration and confrontation, persuasion and violence, who oscillate pragmatically between these methods. But whether they favor Islamization “from below” or “from above,”4 their goal is the same — power.

This book is not merely about politics, though politics is at its center. What I’ve tried to do is convey in a historical context the mood of the countries within the region, the tone of their debates, and the forms taken by the struggle for dominance in each of them. I have paid special attention to three groups: Christians and other non-Muslim minorities; intellectuals; and women. All three are likely to be most dramatically and, I fear, adversely affected should the lslamization under way in the region prevail.

While I have tried to keep an open mind about traditions and cultures that differ from my own, I make no apology for the fact that as a Western woman and an American, I believe firmly in the inherent dignity of the individual and the value of human rights and legal equality for all. In this commitment, I, too, am unapologetically militant.

Apart from this, I have tried to approach the region and its people in a spirit of inquiry. Almost seventy years ago, Freya Stark, another woman writer and traveler with a passion for the Middle East, wrote these words in her diary from Damascus: “Most people seem to want to stagnate when they reach middle age. I hope I shall not become so, resenting ideas that are not my ideas, and seeing the world with all its changes and growth as a series of congealed formulas. To feel, and think, and learn — learn always: surely that is being alive and young in the real sense.”5



EGYPT
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There are some kinds of laughter that make you cry.

AL-MUTANABBI, poet (A.D. 915–965)

ON MY FIRST DAY as Cairo bureau chief of The New York Times in August 1983, I saw a donkey drop dead just outside my office on Kasr el Nil, a major commercial street where smart shoppers, young men on motorbikes and bicycles, donkey carts, taxis, and smoke-belching buses jostle for space on the narrow roadway. In 115-degree heat—almost as hot as my office, where the air conditioning had broken down yet again an hour earlier—the donkey probably died of exhaustion.

I was watching from my second-story window as the donkey stood still for a few seconds while his owner beat him across the neck and head. Then, without warning, the donkey fell over dead.

Instantly, a small crowd gathered around the animal, yelling advice at the owner, who by this time understood that further whipping would not revive his poor beast. But he had no idea what to do next. He put his hands on top of his white-turbaned head, the headdress typical of so-called Upper Egypt, which is, in fact, in the southern part of the country, and rocked back and forth in grief.

At this moment, a taxi swerved to avoid hitting the donkey and collided instead with another small black-and-white taxi. The drivers leaped out of their cars, yelling and waving their fists. The crowd grew larger, turning away from the distraught donkey owner and toward the two men on the verge of a brawl.

By this time, traffic was snarled all along Kasr el Nil and the adjoining streets. Normally, Cairo’s traffic bleats like herds of goats. That day, however, the bleating was a steady blare as drivers, sweating in their vehicles, leaned on their horns.

The two drivers lunged at each other, but men in the crowd kept them apart. Another group of young men tried to push the two dented taxis off the main road; still others helped the donkey owner drag his dead animal down a side street.

Amid the commotion, a small boy carrying a tray filled with thimble-sized glasses of tea emerged from nowhere and offered a glass to the weeping donkey owner and to the taxi drivers, who were still cursing each other. All three began sipping tea. The traffic slowly started moving again. The donkey owner sat down on a merchant’s chair, presumably to discuss the animal he had just lost. It was then that I noticed that the horns had stopped blaring.

It was all over in less than ten minutes. In no time at all, the three men were calm, or calmer, apparently consoled; two of them were actually smiling. The crowd had dispersed, and normal life had resumed on Kasr el Nil.

SOMEWHERE BETWEEN laughter and tears there is Egypt. As a reporter, I had covered Egypt for more than twenty years and never quite knew whether to laugh or weep. No other Arab country tried my patience, broke my heart, or fascinated me as much. For Egypt, despite its problems, was thrilling. Its kind, good-humored, and generous people took quiet pride in being Egyptian, descendants of one of the oldest and greatest civilizations. Cairo’s vibrant theater, literature, and cosmopolitan life still had no equal in the Arab world. For me, Egypt inspired a kaleidoscope of emotions — from fury and despair to delight and euphoria, often in a single day, sometimes in a single hour.

The donkey’s death was a small thing at the time, nothing I could write about for the Times. There had been no riot. No Arab official had said or done anything that merited the world’s attention. Yet to this day that scene stays in my mind for what it revealed about the Egyptians and their society.

Anger has a short half-life in Egypt. Frustrations that would push a less benign and lackadaisical people to riot and rebellion tend to be accepted by Egyptians as their fate—Allah’s will. The standard Egyptian reply to the setbacks of daily life is “ma’alesh,” accompanied by a sigh. The term itself implies submission to fate, conflating “I’m sorry,” “It doesn’t really matter,” “It won’t be so bad in the long run,” and “You can’t do anything about it, anyway” with a simple shrug. A quintessentially Egyptian expression, “ma’alesh” is the ultimate acceptance of what life dispenses, no matter how irrational or unjust. Ma’alesh is one clue — their history is another — that compared to Iranians or Algerians, for example, Egyptians are not a revolutionary people. In fact, Egypt has been ruled for the past two hundred years by only two regimes: the descendants of Mohammed Ali, the Turko-Circassian commander of mercenary forces who ruled from 1805 in the name of the Ottoman Empire and whose dynasty ended with the deposed King Farouk and the departure of his British protectors in 1952, followed by a succession of Egyptian military-backed governments that began with Muhammed Naguib and Gamal Abdel Nasser and his Free Officers Movement, the first Egyptians to rule their country since the pharaohs. Nasser, the revered symbol of the Arabs’ quest for greatness through socialism and Arab unity—the embodiment of pan-Arabism — was himself a modern pharaoh. His impact on Egypt was devastating, but even after Egypt’s defeat by Israel in 1967, when the sham of Nasser’s revolution became undeniable, Egyptians still worshiped him. After Nasser came Anwar Sadat, who shattered Nasser’s pan-Arabist vision by making a shocking and solitary peace with Israel; Sadat risked and lost Egypt’s leadership of the Arabs, but he was heir to Nasser’s praetorian bureaucracy, and the Egyptian people dutifully followed him. So, too, did they follow Hosni Mubarak, who embarked in the 1980s on ultracautious political and economic reform.

Despite its infatuation with revolutionary slogans and lofty Arab nationalist rhetoric, Egypt has never experienced a true revolution that has overthrown a ruler. Egyptians, of course, have rioted over the centuries, usually against excessive taxation and repressive rule, for food and sometimes for patriotic reasons, but the outbursts were not sustained. While Nasser and Sadat rewrote Egyptian history to portray their 1952 takeover as a revolution, it was, in fact, more of a military coup.

For centuries, Egyptians have suffered, died, and joked about their oppressors—and in this way endured.1 In the mid-tenth century, for instance, when a black eunuch named Abu al-Misk Kafur ruled Egypt, intense earthquakes, followed by a great fire, were said to have destroyed seventeen hundred houses in the capital. But in the deferential manner still typical of so many Egyptian intellectuals, a leading poet of the day wrote that the earth was “shaking with joy at the blessing of such a ruler as Kafur.”2

Egypt’s tradition has usually been to accept a conqueror’s religion and politics —eventually. Egyptians slowly converted to Christianity under the Romans, eager to sec the end of the despised Ptolemies. They then embraced Islam to rid Egypt of Byzantine misrule. But Egypt’s Islamic conversion was even more gradual. By 725, almost a hundred years after the Muslim conquest, 95 percent of Egyptians were still Christian. It was not until the tenth century that Islam finally triumphed.3

Military power, however, not religion, has always been the true basis of legitimacy along the Nile.4 Religious scholars, the ulema, were the servants and occasional partners of a succession of foreign rulers, but they never ruled. Even when Bonaparte offered the ulema the highest government posts, they spurned the offers of this hated “son of a Christian” but nonetheless urged their fellow Egyptians to obey the French pharaoh.5 The Egyptian people as a whole, much less the fellaheen — Egypt’s long-suffering tillers of the soil —never had much to say about how the country was run.

Most students of Egypt believe that for reasons of history, geography, and national and religious culture, Egypt will never see an Iranian-style revolution involving the masses. Egyptians have expected their leaders to become pharaohs, and so far, at least, anger along the Nile has been quickly spent. But during my recent trips to Cairo I had to wonder: Could this be changing?

Hosni Mubarak, in his grand presidential palace, now in his third six-year term, had grown increasingly stubborn in his isolation. Most Egyptian intellectuals who had once supported him were now cowed or alienated into silence — or worse, from the government’s standpoint, seduced into open alliance with the Islamists. Many professionals, normally supporters of the quasi-secular status quo and hostile to radical change, were themselves demanding a more “Islamic” government. Egypt’s 6-8 million Coptic Christians, the Islamic movement’s traditional foes, were on the defensive after more than a decade of bloody battles against militants in Upper Egypt, often ignored until recently by an indifferent government. Copts by the thousands were emigrating or trying to. The American Coptic Association asserted that at least a million Copts had fled their country, 400,000 of whom were said to live in the United States.6 Egypt’s tired political parties — even the socialist Nasserists — were seeking renewal through alliances with the Muslim Brotherhood. The secular civic groups and associations on which civil society depends were frail and ill funded, lacking real roots or mass appeal. Over the past decade, Islamists had succeeded in penetrating most government institutions — schools, universities, ministries, and most recently, the courts, once respected for their professionalism and relative independence. Only the army and security services were said to be “reliable.” But for how long?

Mubarak was combating radical Islam in several ways. His aides were convinced that the government’s endurance depends on economic growth — on liberalizing Egypt’s creaking command economy so as to keep pace with the country’s rapidly growing population, now approaching 60 million people, almost twice its population in 1971, when I first visited Cairo. But prosperity was unlikely unless the government suppressed the Islamic violence that deterred foreign investment and had already cost the country more than $3 billion in tourist revenue since 1992. So the army and security forces were aggressively repressing the militants; some sixty-two Islamists had been sentenced to death in military courts since 1992, and more than twenty-five thousand people were now in prison.

At the same time, the government was promoting its own quiescent brand of Islam in response to growing popular pressures for a more Islamic society. But its efforts to outdo the Islamists in religious purity created the very Islamic atmosphere that put secular individuals and institutions on the defensive. Each time I returned in the mid-1990s, Egypt seemed to have become more decrepit and more “Islamic.” The headquarters of Mubarak’s ruling National Democratic Party, a discredited shell of an organization, now featured a giant sign spelling out “Allah” in green neon letters. The official television channels were flooded with sheikhs waving their fists, denouncing “un-Islamic” conduct. Preachers, even in some state mosques, denounced the moral degeneracy of Egypt’s “enemies” —foreigners, Jews, and, of course, the Coptic Christians, who represent at least 10 percent of the population and whose presence long predates Islam. The audience for these sheikhs was increasing among the multitudes of young, poor, and frustrated middle-class Egyptians for whom the slogans of Islam provide both comfort in their daily misery and hope for a better future. There was now much occasion for this Islamic appeal, especially when it denied responsibility for the bombings and terrorism sponsored by the more violent Islamic groups.

The Islamic trend was also fed by the government’s growing alienation from the public —obvious official corruption, an arrogant security apparatus, and an inert bureaucracy whose members, according to a UN study, work an average of twenty-seven minutes per day. Though the militants’ organizations were being suppressed, the Islamic culture they were promoting seemed to be steadily gaining ground. The seemingly changeless Egypt I had first encountered only twenty years ago was disappearing. How long could a quasi-secular government rule a society that in its despair was becoming increasingly Islamic?

THE FALL of 1993 was a turning point in the government’s war against the militants. That year, during my extended stay in Egypt, Cairo itself had felt on edge, as fragile as its overburdened infrastructure. Mubarak, the traditional brunt of coffeehouse jokes, had just been reelected to another six-year term by 96 percent of the vote. He was, of course, the only candidate.

I could sense the yearning for change; “renewal,” my Egyptian friends called it. But Mubarak, comfortable with the men he knew — and all but one were men — seemed impervious to the unmistakable dissatisfaction of people who had once believed in him.

His long-serving cabinet was the object of some of the best jokes. “The only thing unmoved by the earthquake [the tremor in 1992 that killed 550 people, injured 10,000, and left thousands more homeless] was Atef Sidki’s chair,” Egyptians said of their prime minister, then sixty-three, who had been in office for six years. Amal Osman, the minister of social welfare and the only woman in the cabinet, had served under Sadat and Mubarak for more than fourteen years, so long that even she had asked to be replaced.

But until 1996 Mubarak had refused to make significant changes. Why had Mubarak backed away from his campaign pledge to infuse his third term with new ideas and young blood?

“Because their tombs weren’t ready,” said my wise friend Tahseen Bashir, a former government official and the unfailing source of Cairo’s latest political humor. As always in Cairo, humor hid the frustration. But it could not hide the panic inspired by the assassinations, bombings, and other violence that year.

The president’s pharaonic aloofness now suggested impotence. During the earthquake of October 1992, for example, Mubarak was visiting China. Not until he returned almost two days later did official assistance to the dead and injured begin in earnest. In the meantime, Islamic groups were providing tents, food, clothing, and medical aid within hours of the disaster. For its part, the government could do no better than knock the tents down and throw out the homeless on the grounds that the Islamic housing was not government licensed. Ultimately, the government provided massive aid —far more than the Islamic groups. But by then Islamists had made their point.

No leader, of course, could solve Egypt’s awesome problems, especially since Nasser’s once omnipotent and omnipresent state had diminished as a presence in people’s lives under Sadat’s infitah, the so-called capitalist opening. For far too many Egyptians, especially the poor, the Egyptian government had become simply the army and the police.

GENERAL HASSAN AL-ALFI, Egypt’s interior minister, the man in charge of Egypt’s war against Islamic militants, wore a well-tailored gray suit, solid, not flashy, and black leather loafers with tassels. He looked like a businessman, not a cop, and he seemed serene for a man who had almost been killed only two months before. Two of his bodyguards and four civilians had been murdered and fifteen others wounded, including the minister himself, when Islamic militants bombed his limousine at 6:00 A.M. in August 1993. A tall, strong man of fifty-seven, with a hesitant smile and a large, nearly bald head, he welcomed me formally but warmly in his downtown office.

The Interior Ministry complex was ringed with armored personnel carriers and police carrying machine guns. Inside were squarish men sweating in ill-made suits who carried their walkie-talkies as if they were pistols. But the minister’s office was cool and tranquil. The walls were decorated not with police-academy diplomas but with engraved sayings from the Koran. The upholstery was leather —cool to the touch. Noisy Cairo seemed far away; the only sound was the air conditioner. The lighting was subdued, a relief from the fluorescent blast of the corridors of this and most other Cairo offices.

“I have great respect for your country,” Alfi began with what seemed more sincerity than diplomacy required. He told me that in 1976 he had attended a four-month training course in Quantico, the FBI’s national academy in Virginia. “I enjoyed it enormously.”

Since becoming minister in April 1993 —the sixth man to hold that post under Mubarak—he had implemented a new strategy for combating terrorism as well as many reforms in police procedures, he said. What many officials had once downplayed as isolated incidents of provincial terrorism were now turning up in Cairo and demanded top law enforcement priority, he said. Improving the training and equipment of the police, narrowing the targets of investigations, and enhancing the collection of information in accordance with legal and human-rights standards were now main goals. In addition, he continued, the public would be “made aware that the killers who conduct violence against officials and innocent tourists are not Muslims; that they do not practice any religion. There is nothing in the Koran that justifies such murder. These men are using Islam as a cover for their political goals.”

Increasingly, he said, the Egyptian public understood this. Cooperation with law enforcement authorities had increased sharply, especially since February, when Egyptians had been killed in a series of mysterious bombings in cafés frequented by working people. Thanks to tips from “ordinary citizens,” he said, arrests were continuing. But so were the murders.

The government had done other things to stop the violence that Alfi did not mention. Another official told me that Egypt had sent military intelligence officials to “the source,” Peshawar, the Pakistani city near the Afghan frontier that throughout the 1980s had been a center for the militant Islamic spies, military planners, guerrilla commanders, and would-be political leaders who had driven the godless Soviet army from Afghanistan. After the Soviet defeat, almost three thousand of the more than six thousand men who registered between 1987 and 1993 with the Pakistani government as volunteers in this jihad, or holy war, were still in Peshawar looking for ways to continue their campaign.7 Thousands of other mujahideen, holy warriors who were trained in urban guerrilla warfare and bomb making and who had never bothered to register, had returned to Egypt and other secular Arab states to bring the jihad home. Egyptian officials estimated that eight hundred of the two thousand Egyptian young men who had fought in Afghanistan, “Afghans,” as they were known, had returned to Egypt and joined Islamic groups hoping to overthrow the secular government. Other jihad veterans of the anti-Soviet war were still training younger recruits in Jalālābād, the Afghan regional capital where Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, leader of the fundamentalist Hezb-i-Islami guerrilla group who had become Afghanistan’s prime minister after Moscow’s defeat, had extended sanctuary to five to six thousand radical Arabs. Among them for a time was Sheikh Omar Abdel Rahman, the Egyptian cleric who had blessed the murder of President Sadat and was convicted in late 1995 in New York of conspiracy in the 1993 plot to blow up New York bridges, tunnels, and public buildings. The Egyptian agents sent to Peshawar in 1993 had returned empty-handed, according to the official who told me about them. The men they were seeking had fled to safety in Afghanistan or Europe.

Alfi’s empire was as enormous as the task before it. He was the nominal head of three separate security forces, which, including informants, numbered more then 300,000, rivaling the army’s 440,000 men.8 Yet the violence continued.

In 1992, Islamic assassins had gunned down my good and brave friend Farag Foda, a professor and columnist, a human-rights activist, and an outspoken critic of the Islamic militants. The murder had shocked Cairo and terrified intellectuals. “Keeping your head in such polarized times means keeping your head down,” an Egyptian friend had told me. Unlike many of my friends, Farag had refused to do that. On the day of his murder, he had announced the formation of a political group aimed at rallying Egyptians of all religions around the goal of civic tolerance. The radical Gama’at Islamiya, or “Islamic Groups,” he said, were actually “Gama’at Zalamiya,” a rhyming pun that meant “Groups of Darkness.” About two weeks before his murder, he mocked what passed for intellectual discourse among Islamists by citing a recent sermon by Egypt’s most popular preacher, Abdel Hamid Kishk, a blind sheikh who constantly attacked both the government and its official religious establishment. Kishk had been telling his audience that Muslims who entered paradise would enjoy eternal erections and the company of young boys draped in earrings and necklaces. Some of the ulema, the religious scholars at al-Azhar University, the government’s seat of Islamic learning, had disagreed. Yes, they said, men in paradise would have erections, but merely protracted, not perpetual. Other experts disputed the possibility of pederasty in paradise. “Is this what concerns Muslims at the end of the 20th century?” Foda asked in a column in (October magazine. “The world around us is busy with the conquest of space, genetic engineering and the wonders of the computer,” while Muslim scholars, he wrote in “sadness and pain,” were worried about sex in paradise.9 In a column published just before he was killed, Foda reported that the Tunisian government had videotaped militant Islamic leaders on their prayer rugs, unwilling to await paradise, making love to beautiful women here on earth. Meanwhile, Egyptian militants in Assyut were ordering believers not to eat eggplants and squash because of their resemblance to sexual organs. “The Groups of Darkness are obsessed with sex,” he wrote.

While Western and Arab analysts stressed the differences between militant Islamic groups in Egypt and the Muslim Brotherhood, which ostensibly opposed violence, Farag Foda’s murder showed that such distinctions were often of little practical consequence in Egypt. The Gama’a Islamiya, inspired by Sheikh Omar Abdel Rahman, had claimed credit for Foda’s murder. But the allegedly moderate Muslim Brotherhood and even al-Azhar, the government-supported center of Islamic learning, did not condemn the killing. In fact, al-Azhar’s Nadwat al Ulema (Circle of Ulema), an informal group of sheikhs and Muslim scholars, had asked the government shortly before Foda was killed to prevent him from establishing his political group and had complained loudly about his writings. They stopped just short of declaring his essays and him blasphemous.10 Ma’moun Hodeiby, spokesman for the Muslim Brotherhood, said that his group “regretted” the murder, but he blamed Foda’s death on the government for having permitted him and. other writers to use the government-run media to “stab Islam in the back.”11 Finally, Sheikh Muhammad al-Ghazali, a former Brotherhood member and a leading Islamic expert who once held important positions at al-Azhar, a man whom officials described as “moderate,” had testified at the trial of Foda’s murderers that the assailants could not be executed because Islam prescribes no punishment for those who fulfill their religious duties by killing apostates. The defendants were eventually executed.

Foda was only the Islamic militants’ latest and most prominent victim. Between March 1992 and the end of September 1993, 202 people had been killed in politically motivated assaults, three of whom were foreign tourists.12 By mid-October 1993, fifteen of the thirty-one militants sentenced to death, mostly by emergency military courts, had already been sent to the gallows —more than at any other time in Egypt’s modern history, even after Sadat’s assassination.

Alfi told me that the terrorists were getting weapons and money from networks outside Egypt—from Iran and Sudan, which Cairo had long accused of supporting terrorism in Egypt and elsewhere. “So there is a danger not only for Egypt but also for you and the entire free world,” he warned, a reference, I thought, to the 1993 bombing of New York’s World Trade Center and efforts to blow up other New York monuments by the Islamic militants encouraged by Sheikh Abdel Rahman, the Egyptian.

Alfi had previously served as governor of Assyut Province, the militants’ main stronghold two hundred miles south of Cairo. Egypt’s last three interior ministers had all served in this impoverished seat of radical Islamic fervor, Egypt’s third-largest city. Unlike his predecessor, Alfi did not favor dialogue with the militants. Cairenes whispered that the previous minister had been fired for exploring a truce with the radicals brokered by the Muslim Brotherhood and other “moderate” al-Azhar sheikhs and preachers, including Muhammad Ghazali, the sheikh who had testified that Farag Foda’s murderers should go unpunished. But the government, now embarrassed by its dialogue, denied that negotiations had taken place. The new minister’s opposition to any deals or overt accommodation with the state’s enemies was undoubtedly reinforced by their assault on him.

This was more than an Egyptian problem, Alfi repeated emphatically. The fanatics were financed from abroad. And the divisions among them that so fascinated scholars, diplomats, and journalists were of little importance. “The Islamic Jihad and the Gama’a Islamiya,” he said, referring to Egypt’s two leading militant groups, “are just names. The names may differ, but their methods and goals are the same. None of them is Muslim. They are butchers.”

The government had stressed the irreligious nature of this “sinful” attack on Alfi in its broadcasts and the press. To assure Egyptians that security had been restored, it announced that 245 “Islamic militants” had been rounded up in Cairo alone —presumably the usual suspects. In an interview from his hospital bed, Alfi attributed his narrow escape to “heavenly providence”: Only ten minutes before the attack, he had shifted from the right to the left side of his car, a move that had, in fact, saved his life. The hospital interview lasted less than a minute, but Alfi managed to invoke the name of God nine times. The interviewer, too, attributed Alfi’s narrow escape to God.13 Fearful of government retribution, even the cautious Muslim Brotherhood unconditionally condemned the assault, which it had not done in the case of Farag Foda.

I asked Alfi about Egypt’s alleged violations of human rights in its fight against Islamic extremism. In October, Human Rights Watch/Middle East, a private, New York-based human-rights group, had issued yet another report critical of Egypt’s record. The document concluded that abuses were increasing and that Mubarak should be held accountable. Although Sadat had substantially reduced torture between 1971 and his death in 1981, Mubarak, projecting himself as the defender of the state against Islamic deviants, had apparently tolerated its reinstitution.14 Methods included beating men and even women with coiled wires on their bodies and on the soles of their feet while they were held in painful contortions, electric shocks to the genitals, sexual molestation, threats to beat and rape wives and children of male detainees, and forcing victims to stand outdoors for hours, naked, while they were doused with cold water.

Without a trace of indignation, Alfi calmly told me that the charges were untrue. His tone was different from his predecessor’s response to similar allegations the previous spring. Not only were such charges “groundless,” his predecessor had told me, but human rights were “better served in Egypt than in the United States or the United Kingdom.”15 Nevertheless, he added, Egyptians preferred stability to democracy. He would never permit an Islamist victory at the ballot box, he had admitted during a public debate, a view that reflected that of his boss. “I refuse to allow human rights to become a slogan to protect terrorists,” Mubarak had told journalists.

There had been no recent arrests of relatives as hostages, Minister Alfi maintained, daintily sipping his Arabic coffee, his face expressionless. Perhaps a prisoner was occasionally ill treated; it happened under the best of governments. But arrests were not arbitrary, and torture was neither systemic nor officially condoned.

I wanted to believe him, but I did not. I knew that Human Rights Watch pursued its investigations carefully. I hated to imagine men like Mubarak and Alfi sanctioning the torture and degradation of fellow human beings. What, exactly, had we taught Alfi at Quantico?

How did he feel, I asked, about the militants’ attempt on his own life? Had the ambush changed his policies or his attitude toward such violence?

I recalled the photos I had seen of the bloody attack. A young man on a motorcycle had driven his bomb-laden vehicle into Alfi’s black limousine, shattering the bulletproof windows, destroying an escort jeep, and damaging some twenty-five cars parked on the street.16 Shards of bomb and glass had slashed the minister’s right arm. Mubarak had sent him to Geneva for surgery. Alfi had returned only two weeks earlier with three steel plates in his arm.

“Well, my boxing days are over,” he replied, making light of his wounds, “But it didn’t change me. Before I took this job, I may have underestimated such people. But now I know them; they are criminals. I am determined to rid Egypt of them.

“If anything, I suppose the attack may have increased my determination to fight them,” Alfi continued. “And it bolstered my faith in God. Because I am a Muslim, I know that each of us has a fate, a certain time allowed. I guess my time just hadn’t come.”

THE GRAY POLICE VAN pulled conspicuously up to the horseshoe entrance of the Nile Hilton. It had no markings, but such vehicles were well known in Cairo. Oh, no, I thought, as I climbed quickly into the back of the van, hoping not to be seen. What an obvious target we were.

Alfi had agreed to let me see the place where the bomb that nearly killed him had been assembled and to interview the State Security Investigation (SSI) officers directly in charge of the investigation of his assailants. If he hadn’t agreed, I would never have gotten near the SSI’s once-lavish, two-story villa in fashionable Dokki.

The villa seemed innocent enough despite the heavily armed police and oil-barrel barricades. Maj. Ashraf Qadous, the thirty-five-year-old plainclothes officer who had “broken” the case, walked me through the villa, explaining how he had found the “bomb factory.” His colleagues greeted him with the deference usually afforded bosses.

Qadous was compactly built. His eyes were expressive; his manner, gentle. He spoke to me in Arabic through my translator. He was dressed that day in a poor Egyptian copy of American blue jeans, an clastic band at the waist, and a turquoise tropical print shirt — the Miami Vice look. He had come from humble origins in Cairo and had never been outside Egypt, much less to America. He had been a detective in the SSI for ten years and before that had worked in the criminal division.

“You find the same kinds of criminals in both lines of work,” he said. “It’s almost never middle-class people who do the killing. The engineer who helped shoot Sadat was an exception. These people are almost always from the lowest levels of society—the real sickos, the crazies, and never women, at least not in Egypt. My criminal work was good training for fighting terrorism.”

The police would never have found the militants, he said, without help from ordinary Egyptians. “Egyptians hate this violence, so they help us. That’s why I love my work. Because I love my country, I hate terrorism,” he added. He seemed sincere, but I suspected that there was more to him than his boyish enthusiasm suggested.

A new group called Vanguards of Conquest, which Qadous said was more commonly known as New Jihad, had claimed responsibility for the attempt on Alfi’s life. New Jihad, despite its name, was actually a re-creation of an older group on the Egyptian terrorist scene.

Hisham Mubarak —no relation to the president—a lawyer at Cairo’s Center for Human Rights Legal Aid who had recently finished a book about the militants,17 had warned me earlier that assigning responsibility for the urban terrorism that plagued Egypt was tricky, given the deliberately nebulous nature of these groups, their secretive cellular structure and often overlapping memberships.

Many of the groups had sprung from a handful of radicals who had broken away in the early 1960s from the Muslim Brotherhood, Egypt’s oldest, most important, and technically illegal Muslim organization. After years of government repression, the Brotherhood was now ostensibly nonviolent, reformist, and committed to a peaceful transition to an Islamic state. But most intelligence officials — Arab and non-Arab alike — believed that the well-financed Brotherhood, or the Ikhwan, as it is known, maintained contacts with the violent groups and at the very least quietly encouraged them. The semilegal, semibanned Brotherhood, a senior intelligence official told me, was the true historical and spiritual “mother” of all Islamic terrorist organizations, though Hisham Mubarak and other students of the Islamic trend disagreed. The only things I knew for sure were that many radical Islamists had once been Brothers themselves18 and that based on its official statements, the Brotherhood was, with rare exceptions, reluctant to condemn unconditionally the terrorism that gripped Egypt.19

Qadous said that New Jihad had been formed in 1993 by some activists from the old “Jihad,” the militant organization founded in 1960 that had assassinated Sadat in 1981.20 Most of New Jihad’s key figures, in fact, were veterans of that murderous assault.21

Until the resurrection of New Jihad, the organization known as the Islamic Group, or Gama’a Islamiya, had claimed responsibility for most of the recent Islamic violence.22 Founded in the early 1970s as an Islamic association at the University of Assyut, the Gama’a, too, had roots in the old Jihad, since some of its founders had been associated with the original Jihad group. In late 1980, according to Hisham Mubarak, the Gama’a and Jihad merged. Together they plotted the assassination of the “pharaoh Sadat” and in 1981 killed him. After Jihad members gunned down Sadat at the parade, Gama’a activists in Assyut tried to provoke an insurrection in Upper Egypt, which the government crushed with massive force.

After the execution of five Islamic militants directly involved in Sadat’s assassination, President Mubarak released many militants from prison. Veteran activists began meeting again —some overseas, some surreptitiously within Egypt, and some even in jail. Egypt’s Tura Prison in Cairo, where many Islamists were held, became a major militant training and recruitment center, “They even held strategy debates in jail,” Hisham Mubarak told me. In 1984 the Gama’a and Jihad activists split again because of personal rivalries and ideological disputes.23 By 1985 the Gama’a had begun carrying out violent actions aimed at bringing down the state, while Jihad went underground to resume its original goal of infiltrating the military and security services, hoping to seize power.

Between 1985 and 1993, when New Jihad emerged, Gama’a had spearheaded 90 percent of the attacks on intellectuals and other secular “unbelievers” — police officers, government officials, and Coptic Christians. It also began targeting foreign tourists. At the same time, however, another Gama’a branch, the so-called Da’wa, or Islamic “call,” operated openly in Cairo’s slums and throughout rural Egypt, recruiting members and sympathizers in mosques and universities and, like the Muslim Brotherhood, administering social services through charities and affiliated groups in Cairo’s fetid slums and in the impoverished villages of the south.

New Jihad, by contrast, was now primarily a paramilitary group that considered building a mass political base and providing social-services distractions from its main task — infiltrating the military, murdering officials, and seizing control of the state to make Egypt truly “Islamic.” Hisham Mubarak and Major Qadous agreed that the Jihad group was responsible for most recent assaults on senior officials and that most of the assailants were former “Afghans.” Dr. Ayman al-Zawahri, a physician and Jihad leader in exile in Switzerland —of all places — bragged in a fax to an Egyptian newspaper that many more Egyptians would die in the ambitious suicide attacks his New Jihad was planning. “We call it martyrdom,” Zawahri told the paper.24 Such sacrifices, he added, were unavoidable if Egypt was to become an Islamic state.

Qadous told me that he first suspected that the old Jihad had reconstituted itself in the spring of 1993 when several powerful, nail-packed bombs exploded in crowded Cairo coffee shops and squares, killing sixteen and wounding more than sixty bystanders. The Islamic Group had immediately denied responsibility. Soon Cairo was buzzing with rumors about the reemergence of al-Jihad, or New Jihad. The group was not only skilled in urban warfare, thanks to American and Pakistani military training for the war in Afghanistan, but also wealthy because of Saudi and Iranian financial support for the anti-Soviet holy warriors. When New Jihad announced its existence by claiming credit for the attack on Minister Alfi in August 1993, it refused to apologize for the deaths of the civilians it had also killed. Rather, its spokesmen warned, Egyptians should “avoid areas of holy war against the regime, especially where motorcades pass by.”

Although Qadous’s boss Alfi claimed to be uninterested in the distinctions among the Islamic groups challenging Egypt, those differences were crucial to Qadous. For while the Gama’a and New Jihad both believed in violence to overthrow Mubarak’s regime in favor of an Islamic state, their recruits and tactics differed, Qadous told me. The Islamic Group recruited mostly in poor villages, urban slums, and among students. New Jihad, as its parent group had done earlier, tended to recruit within professional classes and among former students, particularly in Alexandria and Cairo. Since it concentrated on killing senior officials —symbols of the regime —its priority was underground infiltration, particularly within the police and the army, which it saw as the only Egyptian group that could change the status quo. A key Jihad strategist, in fact, had argued explicitly that Nasser’s “Free Officers” were the only group in modern Egypt that had ever succeeded in seizing power.25 To topple the government, militant Islamists had to adopt the putschist tactics of the 1950s and conduct themselves, in effect, like Islamic “Free Officers.” So while the Gama’a sought publicity, New Jihad demanded disciplined secrecy.

Qadous himself had arrested many militants from the Islamic Group — more than three thousand alleged members were already in prison, he told me. But New Jihad posed a deadlier threat to society, he thought. The bombs that had exploded in coffeehouses and public squares, as well as the one that had nearly killed his minister, were not only packed with nails and shrapnel and, hence, designed to kill and maim people; they were also more sophisticated than those planted so far by the Islamic Group.

Qadous and his fellow detectives hoped to exploit the rivalry between the groups, though the competition was still friendly, he admitted. Both groups, for example, shared many of the same heroes, safe havens, and sympathizers. While the Islamic Group claimed that Sheikh Omar Abdel Rahman, who had encouraged the 1993 bomb plots in New York, was its emir, or leader, New Jihad also paid homage to the notorious preacher’s militant piety. Sheikh Abdel Rahman, a Muslim Brother in his younger days, was usually identified as the Gama’a spiritual guide, but Muhammad Islambuli, a Jihad leader, had been Abdel Rahman’s host when the sheikh visited Peshawar in 1988 and 1990.

At least three Jihad members were responsible for the attack on Minister Alfi, Qadous told me. Diya’ al-Din Mahmud Hafiz Zaki, a twenty-one-year-old militant from Upper Egypt who had lived in Cairo’s Bulak al-Dakrur slum, was killed instantly when he slammed his motorcycle into Alfi’s car. The bomb had been placed in a metal box mounted on top of the motorcycle. “The box itself was a bomb,” Qadous explained. On one side was TNT; the other side was filled with nails and ball bearings. Jars of jam were loaded on top of the box to disguise its contents. The detonator was attached to the box within easy reach of the rider, who exploded the bomb as he-drove into Alfi’s vehicle. Parts of the motorcycle were so deeply embedded in Diya’s body that it was difficult to identify his remains.26

The organizer of the attack was a thirty-three-year-old “Afghan” and veteran of several previous assaults —“a pro,” Qadous told me. Nazih Nushi Rashid Ahmad had monitored the assault from behind a refreshment stand —what he assumed was a safe distance. But part of his right leg was blown off in the blast, and he had sought treatment at a nearby hospital. By the time the police tracked him down three hours after the attack, doctors had amputated his leg. The police interrogated Nazih for several hours at the hospital, and he provided preliminary details of the attack, according to a ministry account of the incident. He died that night after losing seven pints of blood.

Trained in Afghanistan, Nazih was among the most wanted Islamists in Egypt, the police said. When they found him in the hospital, Nazih was wearing thick glasses and was unshaved. He only vaguely resembled the Christian whose identity card he had stolen.27

Nazih had a long history of militant activism, Qadous’s boss, Gen. Salah Salameh, the head of the Giza SSI Directorate, told me at the villa the day after I had first interviewed Qadous. Detained five times by the police since 1981, Nazih was first arrested when still a student in a roundup of Islamic militants after Sadat’s death. Released for lack of evidence, he fled to Afghanistan, where he was trained in bomb making, among other lethal skills. “He came back to Egypt in 1985,” General Salameh said. “We knew he had been a Jihad member for some time. We finally caught up with him in 1987, imprisoned him for three months for trying to rob a Christian jewelry shop, and then released him.”

General Salameh said he did not know why such a dangerous character had been set free. But I knew that the police often released detainees whom it thought it had “turned” in prison, those who agreed to become informers but who then fled.

“In 1990 we started hunting him again after he was implicated in an attack on a tourist bus, but he eluded us,” the general said. “In 1991 he tried to murder a prison governor.”

Qadous had gone to Nazih’s home near the Pyramids after the prison attack in 1991 to look for him. There the police had found three machine guns, stocks of ammunition, and four homemade grenades. The house itself was unusual, Qadous told me. The wooden door that led to the street was reinforced on the interior with sheet metal. Clearly, Nazih had been expecting trouble.

“We learned that he had been using a false passport to travel to and from Saudi Arabia,” General Salameh said. “His wife and kids still live there. That, of course, was where his money came from.”

The general did not need to elaborate. Egyptian officials accused Saudi Arabia, Egypt’s historical rival and, ostensibly, recent ally in the Gulf war, of funding the terrorism that plagued their country. Given their dependence on the Gulf for money and jobs, most Egyptians regarded Saudis with a mixture of frustrated envy, condescension, and loathing. While the Saudi government had supposedly ended its support for potentially violent Islamic groups after most of its Islamic beneficiaries betrayed Riyadh by supporting Saddam Hussein in the 1991 Gulf war, wealthy Saudis and Saudi government-licensed charities had continued financing “Islamic” causes in Egypt and abroad. An Egyptian friend who followed the militants closely told me that Dr. Zawahri, the New Jihad leader who now lived in Switzerland, and Jihad and Gama’a activists throughout Europe were still receiving regular stipends from Abdel Rasoul Sayeef, the leader of a branch of the Afghan mujahideen that was Saudi funded.

While General Salameh had focused on Nazih — the most dangerous militant to be caught in some time — I became interested in the fate of a third man allegedly involved in the August attack on Minister Alfi: Ahmed Farouq, age twenty-two. The police had tracked him down less than two weeks after the bombing, and Ahmed Farouq had supposedly confessed to involvement in three separate bombing attacks in Cairo, including the one on Alfi, General Salameh told me. On September 3, 1993, the day after his arrest, Farouq had died in prison. “A heart attack,” the general said. “We had questioned his father and the rest of his family. Ahmed’s father told us that his first wife, Ahmed’s mother, had died young of the same heart ailment. Apparently, it ran in the family.”

I had heard rumors, I told him, that Farouq’s family had been detained and mistreated to induce Farouq to surrender. Was that true?

“No,” the general snapped. “We questioned the family in their homes. It was normal police procedure, and if I may say so, superb police work.” Major Qadous sat quietly in a corner, beaming with pride.

The day of the attack, General Salameh had authorized Qadous to release pictures of Nazih and Diya’ to the newspapers. On August 20, the day after their photographs ran, a metalworker in a poor part of Cairo, near the Pyramids, had called Qadous. The man said that someone who resembled Diya! had ordered a metal window cover for his house a few weeks earlier. Diya’ had refused to let the metalworker come to the house to measure the window; he had brought him the specifications for the frame himself. When the window was ready, Diya’ had hired a taxi to collect the frame and take it home. Qadous and the metalworker began hunting for the driver.

“That’s where Diya’ made a mistake,” Qadous said, recounting the hunt with growing animation. “He used a taxi driver from his local Pyramids taxi station near the shop. Had he used an ordinary taxi driver on the street, we might never have found him.”

That same day, Qadous and the taxi driver went to the address to which the frame had been delivered. Yes, the driver told Qadous, this was definitely the house.

The bomb factory that I visited with Major Qadous in October 1993 was a nondescript white-brick shack on an unpaved side road alongside a filthy Nile canal in Kafr el Menfa, half a mile from the Pyramids. The crude structure, with its sand floor and straw-thatched roof, had been built in less than a day on land rented from a local farmer.

Qadous told me that after he and the taxi driver had first located the house, “instinct” told him not to enter it alone that day. On August 21, the following morning, he and a team of well-armed officers, bomb-sniffing dogs, and armored vehicles surrounded the hideout.

“We knew that there had to be a third man involved,” Qadous explained as he led me into the house, which was still surrounded by SSI guards, “because terrorist cells almost always have a minimum of three, maximum five, people.”

With luck, the third man might still have been in the house, Qadous thought as his men encircled it. The house was empty. But the terrorists had left a gift for unwanted intruders like Qadous: a bomb set to explode on contact buried under the sand, just behind the metal swinging doors to the courtyard. Fortunately for Qadous, the armored vehicle had knocked the metal door down directly over the detonator. When Qadous and his men entered the house, they stepped on the door, not the detonator. Had the door not fallen precisely on that spot, Qadous would have been killed.

I could hardly imagine how three men had spent months in this abysmal dwelling, with its three tiny, dank rooms: a crude kitchen without running water, a living room in which the three of them had slept on metal cots, and a workroom in which they had fashioned metal sheets and spikes into a bomb. Some of the spikes were still lying on the ground. Qadous told me not to touch them. He had also found other bomb ingredients: aluminum powder, remnants of TNT, and oxygen canisters. The only furniture still in the house was an overturned, once-overstuffed ottoman whose insides had been shredded and strewn over the sand floor. “Inside this chair we found their instructions,” Qadous said. “All handwritten in Arabic. Do x, y, and z. Beware of this and that.” Normally such instructions were faxed from Peshawar, but the origin of these was unclear. No weapons had been found.

The house’s plumbing was a makeshift hole in the ground that the militants had dug. They had carried their own water from a nearby well and stored it in a large rusty barrel that occupied a third of what passed for the kitchen.

“It was a perfect hideout,” said Qadous with grudging admiration. Next door was the El Nassera Company, an aluminum factory. “At night they would gather up aluminum fragments, empty oxygen tubes, nails, and other material for bombs — all free.”

Abou Bakr Mohammed Rashad, a farmer who had rented the militants the land in April 1993 for a hundred pounds a month (about thirty dollars), told me he was shocked to learn who his tenants were. Rashad had identified the police photos of all three assailants and confirmed that they had all shared the house. “They seemed so nice, so well behaved, and not very religious,” he told me as he rocked back and forth on the dusty, garbage-strewn road in obvious distress. “None of them even had a beard. I rented them the land cheaply because they seemed so poor. I invited them to lunch once or twice. But mostly they kept to themselves.”

The men had told Rashad they were ironworkers. “I asked them if they needed a guardian to protect the metal and their equipment. Can you imagine! They said no, they would do it themselves.”

Qadous tried to console the landowner, apparently still anxious that the police might suspect him of involvement with the assassins. There was no way he could have known who the terrorists were or what they were up to, the detective told him. These guys were pros. No one would have suspected.

As we left the house that chilly October day, Qadous frowned. “There was enough material in this house for several bombs,” he told me quietly. “We know what two of the bombs were used for, but we haven’t found the others. That’s what worries me.”

AHMKD ALI AHMED FAROUQ once had nine children. Now he had eight. His son Ahmed, allegedly the third terrorist in the attack on Alfi, died in police custody in September. He was the youngest son. A prince of a boy, Farouq said. Never gave him any trouble. Worked hard, always. His son was innocent. He had been tortured to death.

The words came out haltingly at first, then in a torrent of bitter grief.

After my meetings with Major Qadous, I had gone to visit Ahmed Farouq’s father with Nadia Tewfik, a fearless Egyptian journalist and my translator. A founder of the Egyptian Organization for Human Rights (EOHR), Baha Eddin Hassan, had urged me to see Ahmed’s father but had warned me that the family might be reluctant to talk; the police had terrified them.

The Farouqs lived in Bulak al-Dakrur, where some fifty thousand Egyptians were crammed into an area no bigger than three football fields. Bulak’s unpaved, garbage-strewn streets were so narrow and the buildings so close together that the sun was barely visible at noon.

Ahmed’s father, a fifty-seven-year-old builder, met us at the entrance to the hundred-year-old apartment house in which he lived with one of his two wives. In the dark, we inched up the narrow spiral staircase to the fifth and top floor of the building. The steps were warped and worn; the dank corridor smelled of urine and rotting citrus.

Despite the deep cracks in the green stucco walls left by the earthquake a year earlier, the family’s apartment was spotless. Except for the high bed on which Nadia and I sat, our legs dangling over the side, there was little furniture in the tiny flat. I noticed that there were no Koranic slogans on the wall, a traditional feature of Egyptian apartments.

Zenab Ashmawi, Ahmed’s second wife, a small, sturdy woman with large, square bare feet who wore a black peasant dress and matching head scarf, shoved into our hands two bottles of Schweppes orange soda, already opened in our honor.

It was late in the afternoon when Ahmed and his wife began talking. At first he spoke so softly that I couldn’t hear his words because a rooster was crowing on the flat rooftop alongside us where I could see lines of laundry drying in the dust and sun. Strains of Arab music accompanied a slight breeze that blew into the tiny room in which we all huddled. Ahmed Ali Ahmed pointed out the window in the direction of a small mosque and a date palm at the edge of the city. His son’s grave was over there.

“They said he was a terrorist, but he was the kindest of all my children,” Ahmed said as Zenab nodded fervently. “He was not involved in politics; he worked with me in construction. He was rarely out of my sight.”

The Farouqs’ ordeal began at 2:00 A.M. on August 20,1993, when they were awakened by banging at the door. Ahmed Farouq opened it and found himself staring at the short muzzles of machine guns. “The officers pushed past me and began searching the house. They told my wife to shut up or they would tie her to the bed,” he said. “Then they took me to the house where my other wife and kids live and ransacked that.”

From there the police took him and his wife Zenab to the SSI villa that I had visited the previous day. The officials I had interviewed the day before were on the second floor. On the ground floor toward the back of the house, Farouq said, was a large room covered with tiles. “I was naked and blindfolded, standing on the cold floor. They tied my hands and ankles together. Then” —he paused, tears welling in his eyes as he began stroking the remaining strands of his hair and pulling nervously at his cropped mustache — “they started beating me with a thick iron club. I was covered in blood, but they kept yelling insults and beating me. You can’t imagine what they called me.”

Zenab began weeping, too. “I was on my knees, begging them not to hit me,” she said, joining the conversation. “I told them that I didn’t know where Ahmed was, that he wasn’t even my son; he was my husband’s son. I screamed at them: ’Don’t hit me. I’ll divorce him!’ ”

Ahmed, Zenab, and her mother were all crying by then. Nadia and I sat on the bed, exchanging helpless glances, our pens in one hand, our now-warm bottles of Schweppes in the other. I shuddered as I recalled the villa and felt a wave of shame. I had never really questioned what the police had told me. But now, right in front of me, sat a family that seemed to me perfectly innocent but claimed to have been terribly abused. I believed them.

Over the next two weeks, Ahmed continued, the police detained and interrogated thirteen members of his family, two at a time. They threatened to bring his wives to the villa and rape them.

“Almost two weeks after they first came for me, they told me I was going home. They had found my son. They were going to interrogate him.”

Two days later, Ahmed Farouq was called back to police headquarters. They told him to collect Ahmed’s body from the morgue. “I knew they had killed him,” he told us.

But didn’t his son have a heart condition? Hadn’t his wife died of the same disease? I asked, hoping for, but no longer expecting, an innocent explanation for his son’s sudden death.

Ahmed and Zenab exchanged bitter smiles. “Ahmed’s mother was fat, yes. And she had died ten years ago, when Ahmed was just a boy,” the father replied. “But she did not have a heart condition. And neither did Ahmed.”

But hadn’t he signed a document stating that his son had died of a heart attack?

“I signed nothing. Never,” Ahmed insisted. “The police told me to say that Ahmed had heart disease. They told me not to mourn or discuss his death with anyone. They wouldn’t even let me see his body when I got to the morgue. I buried him without ever seeing him again. I never gave them a statement. We only got one document. It shows that Ahmed died of torture.”

Zenab pulled a large chest out from under the high bed on which Nadia and I were seated and rummaged through it. She extracted a thin white envelope that contained a single sheet of paper. Ahmed Farouq’s death certificate, dated September 4, 1993 —a day after Ahmed’s death — did not prove that Ahmed had been beaten to death, but it did not mention a heart condition, either. “The corpse had superficial injuries,” the certificate stated, attributing the death to “heart failure and loss of breath.”

Ahmed’s tears now fell on the paper. “A heart condition!” he wailed. “Ahmed was healthy and strong. He worked in construction. He had served in the army! He was recalled last year during the Gulf war. They sent him to Ismailia. If he had heart disease, why would they have accepted him back in the army?”

BARELY OVER five feet tall, Ahmed Farouq’s wife looked like a child. She did not seem old enough to be having a second one herself. Even her flowing black dress and matching hijab, the Islamic veil covering all but her face and her hands, could not hide her pregnancy.

“Our lives have been shattered,” Madiha Fadl said bitterly when we met her in late October at the Farouqs’ other family home in another part of Bulak.

She was twenty-three years old. She and Ahmed had been married for three years. Their first child, a daughter, was turning two. She was seven months pregnant with their second.

During the week, she said, Ahmed worked at a construction site in the 10th of Ramadan City, another of the sprawling, dull new towns being built at the edge of Cairo. But he returned home every Thursday night to spend Friday with his family. Ahmed was a devoted husband and father, she told Nadia and me.

“If he had been involved in politics or terrorism, I would have known,” she said. “He was kind and affectionate. He worked, ate, prayed, and slept. He feared God.”

At his direction, Madiha had worn the niqaab after they were married. “He told me it was sinful not to wear it,” she said. The niqaab, unlike the hijab, covered the face as well as the hair and the body. “If it were up to me, I would still wear it,” she told us defiantly. “This is protection for women. This is what the Islam that God has given us commands.”

At the time of the Prophet Muhammad, she said, women wore the niqaab in public so that no one would be able to identify his wives. The niqaab had protected them against harassment when Muhammad’s new religion still had few adherents and was vulnerable. But in modern Egypt, she said, the niqaab made women targets of police harassment. For men it was having a beard.

Ahmed knew that the police were rounding up young bearded men and even veiled women, she said. “So he shaved off his beard and made me take off the niqaab. We did it for our daughter. But it did him no good.

“Now I can’t wear the niqaab. I must find work to earn money for my daughter. Any kind of work. But no shop or office or school would employ me if I wore the niqaab. They would be too afraid.”

Since her husband’s death she had not entered the apartment on the second floor that she and Ahmed had shared in their brief married life. The police had occupied the entire building for two weeks while Ahmed was at large, she said, just in case he returned home to see her. She had fled to her parents’ house, which the police also visited three or four times a day. Now she wanted to show us her former home. Her family had just finished cleaning it up, she explained. The police had overturned potted plants, ripped open the sofa, and torn everything up looking for arms and stolen money.

The apartment was small, immaculate, and as quiet as a tomb. On one wall were an electric clock, now stopped, and a plaque with a saying from the Koran. A few small potted plants stood on a shelf near the window, which also held a leather-bound copy of the Koran.

Returning to her apartment brought back memories of Ahmed to Madiha, who showed us first where their daughter had slept and then, choking back a sob, their own bedroom.

A huge wooden bedroom set filled almost the entire room. A large armoire, painted white and decorated with small, pastel-colored, carved flowers, covered a wall, and a matching headboard above the double bed filled another. Tiny Madiha, shrouded in black, seemed lost amid all this white furniture. The bedroom set must have been a wedding present, part of the dowry that her family had provided to launch the young couple on what might have been in different times a happy, uneventful life.

Madiha opened a small drawer in the mantel on the side of the bed and pulled out a passport-sized photo of Ahmed, whose clean-shaven face stared out innocently.

“Was this the face of a terrorist?” she said, sobbing, collapsing on the edge of the bed. “He was my whole life. Now he’s gone. I feel his soul more strongly here in our room. My daughter wakes up at night and asks, ’Where’s Daddy?’ What can I tell her? I haven’t even told her he is dead, that he is never coming home. She’s too young to understand.

“Calamity has come to this house,” she said, growing angry. “When they took me to the police station, I saw my father-in-law —blindfolded, handcuffed, terrified. They released me at four o’clock in the morning. Just set me out onto the street alone, with no money, no transportation home.

“My brother, who is too afraid to talk to you, was also picked up by the police. After they finished with him, his feet were swollen and bleeding. They had pulled out his toenails. They had whipped him, shocked his genitals with electricity. If they hadn’t found Ahmed, they would have beaten him to death.

“My brother-in-law Mohammed lost his construction job. He was fired. So was my father-in-law, the man you interviewed. The boss told them to leave, to get out of there. ’Because of you, our workers have been detained, our architects interrogated; don’t come back,’ he told them.

“Our friends are afraid of us now. You come here, but no one else will. The police told people at the mosque that Ahmed and all his family were members of Jihad. So none of us goes to the mosque anymore. I pray at home.

“The police warned us not to say anything about what had happened. The officer in charge told us that if we talked, no power on earth could protect us. We would disappear and never be found again. That’s why my brother and my uncle can’t talk to you. My uncle has ten children,” she said, looking at Nadia and me accusingly. “Can you promise me that they won’t be taken?”

But why was she talking to us? I wondered. Why would her father-in-law risk the government’s fury by describing their nightmare to human-rights groups and foreign journalists? The police had warned me that families of victims often invented stories of torture and abuse to arouse popular sentiment against security operations. But Madiha’s grief and rage seemed genuine —as genuine as Major Qadous’s had been when he insisted that Ahmed Farouq was an assassin.

“I don’t care anymore,” she cried, leaping to her feet, her small voice rising. “I know I must protect my daughter. But I’m so tired of being afraid. The people who did this to us are not Muslims. Our government is unjust. There is no mercy in Egypt. Everyone is suffering, not just us. We are dogs to them, not human beings. If this state adhered to Islam, things like this wouldn’t happen. But there is no Islam or justice here!

“If they had done this to someone guilty, someone who was involved in terrorism,” she looked up defiantly, “I would understand. But Ahmed was innocent! And killing innocent people is wrong. Will no one ever pay for the murder of my husband? Will no one kill the dogs who ate his flesh? They are infidels. They are the ones who deserve to be killed.”

As we left Madiha’s tiny apartment, Nadia frowned and said bitterly: “She’s one of them —an Islamist. She was lying to us.”

Nadia was probably right. Madiha must have known that her husband had led a clandestine life. His parents, too, must have suspected more than they had let on. After all, the farmer who had rented the bombers their hideout had identified Farouq as one of his three tenants. And the manager of the construction company where Farouq supposedly worked had told me that contrary to what Farouq’s father and Madiha had said, Ahmed Farouq had not lived at the site for months, which suggested that he could well have been at the bomb factory. But still, I pitied them all.

Everyone had lied about something — or told me part of the truth: Ahmed’s father and stepmother, Madiha, Major Qadous, and Minister Alfi. It was impossible to know exactly who was guilty of what. But this much seemed clear to me: Ahmed Farouq, in his desire to destroy Egypt’s unjust, “un-Islamic” government, had killed six fellow Egyptians and wounded fifteen civilians. His family, who had probably done nothing except remain silent about their son’s activities, had been abused by the police. While I could not condone what the police had done, neither could I forget the minister’s charred car, the bodies, and pieces of them, scattered along Cairo’s Sheikh Rihan Street, where Ahmed and his friends had staged their assault. As an Egyptian, Nadia, who had almost wept as she listened to the Farouq family’s ordeal, could nonetheless not hide her disgust for people responsible for such violence and for those who condoned it. Moreover, I was in no position to judge what seemed her callous indifference to the police’s use of torture to locate the Farouq family’s son. Ahmed Farouq and his friends must have known when they tried to kill a minister that this ancient, tough state would do whatever was necessary to preserve its power and that many Egyptians, given their history, would sanction such methods. Though I had always argued that governments had to respect human rights and civil liberties, could I honestly say that Americans would act any differently if the bombings of the World Trade Center and Oklahoma City federal building had not been isolated events?

BAHA EDDIN HASSAN, whose face reminded me of those I had seen on the ancient tombs of Upper Egypt, spoke calmly and deliberately, without apparent indignation, as we discussed the Ahmed Farouq case and human rights in Egypt.

“In the past four months, four people, including Ahmed Farouq, have died under torture,” he said. “Our group has filed protests and demands for official investigations in each case —all unanswered, of course.”

The government detested the Egyptian Organization for Human Rights, the group that forty-five-year-old Hassan and some colleagues founded in 1985. The EOHR, which ran on a tiny budget, with a core of volunteers of differing political agendas, had complained to the United Nations in mid-1993 that the continuous extension of emergency laws since President Sadat’s death had led to “wide transgressions” by Egypt’s security apparatus. It also accused the government of encouraging Islamic radicalism by cultivating its own, ostensibly tamed religious establishment, which was now trying to make life more “Islamic” for everyone. For one example, it had permitted the sheikhs of al-Azhar, the state’s most important Islamic center, to ban more than 150 books since 1952, as well as movies and songs, although Egyptian law theoretically protected such work.28 It blamed the government for failing to condemn the assassination of Farag Foda. “When the ‘moderate’ Sheikh Ghazali defended Foda’s assassins in court, the government said nothing,” Hassan complained, even after al-Azhar had disassociated itself from Ghazali’s fatwa, his Islamic ruling. Hassan’s impassive demeanor hid his outrage. “This omnipotent government is supposed to be the guardian of civil society!” he said. “But it is contributing to its erosion.”

The government’s greatest abuse, he added, was its arbitrary mass arrests, its systematic torture, its hostage taking, and the security forces that ran wild in the war against Islamic extremism. Legally, suspects could not be held for more than two months without being charged. But many had been imprisoned for months, some for years. A prisoner would be “released” for a day without leaving jail and then “rearrested” for another two months. Each young suspect had families and friends, or perhaps a young wife like Madiha Fadl, who would despise the government, if they did not hate it already, for abusing their loved ones.

But wasn’t Ahmed Farouq, in fact, a terrorist? I asked. I doubted that the police had frightened all of his accusers into lying to me. And if Farouq had been a terrorist, I told Hassan, he might have planted his remaining bombs in Cairo cafés or given them to fellow fanatics to continue murdering Egyptians. Did the police not have a duty to protect society from such threats?

Hassan’s face hardened. “If Farouq was a terrorist—and I do not know that he was not,” he replied impatiently, “the state should have tried and convicted him in a civilian court of law, as it does in your country. But Ahmed Farouq never had a chance to defend himself even in a military court. He was tortured to death. That should not happen in a civilized society.”

We both knew, of course, that such things happened in civilized countries. Even Minister Alfi had acknowledged that suspects were occasionally mistreated in his jails. But how did Hassan know that torture was now systemic?

In 1992 six people died under torture, he replied, but only one was suspected of Islamic violence. That suggested that torture had become routine, no longer reserved for political opponents. In 1993 a security officer had injected a mixture of feces and water into a prisoner’s leg to make him confess, Hassan said. The man was accused of stealing cars.

Because of terrorism, Hassan said, the government was now above the law. The only pressure came from the United States, which gave Egypt $2.15 billion in annual aid. Washington, which acknowledged in its 1994 human-rights report that there was “convincing evidence” that police and security forces “systemically practice torture,” occasionally expressed polite criticism of documented abuses through diplomatic channels and made discreet inquiries into allegations of unproved abuses, Hassan said. “But you never threaten the regime with even a reduction in aid if such abuses do not stop. Egypt, after all, is America’s ally, the first Arab state to make peace with Israel.”

Egypt was locked in a classic vicious circle, he said. Arbitrary roundups, detention, and torture created more opposition to the government and pretexts for even more antigovernment violence, which, in turn, triggered more government assaults on freedom. Worse, the terrorism led citizens to tolerate abuses of human rights that were at the heart of civil society. Hence, the very notion of civil society was being undermined. The government’s conviction that Islamic militancy was simply a security problem, its silence about the more subtle, semiofficial assaults on civil liberties, and its failure to defend its civil institutions were a boon to the militants.

Hassan’s mood darkened. “Partly because of the government, we are losing the battle against fundamentalism. Each day, more and more women insist on wearing the hijab, and even the niqaab, which is not Egyptian dress at all. More and more men refuse to swim in integrated swimming pools. Islamic pressure to ban ’un-Islamic’ books and movies is growing. Eighty percent of the material in my daughter’s Arabic-language textbook in her private, secular school is from the Koranl It was less than twenty percent when I was a boy.”

I knew that the problem was even worse in Egypt’s twenty-five thousand public schools, especially in Upper Egypt, where Islamists had quietly infiltrated entire school districts. Whereas Islamic tradition required girls to cover their heads only after puberty, radical teachers now required girls as young as six to wear the hijab. Instead of teaching from government texts, they played cassettes of incendiary sermons by militant Islamic superstars — Sheikh Omar Abdel Rahman; Sheikh Kishk, Egypt’s most popular militant preacher; and Sheikh Abdel Kafi, then the rage among the mystically inclined middle class. The government had confiscated more than 3 million illegal audiocassettes and videotapes containing propaganda mainly from the Gama’a.29 Children were taught not to salute their flag or sing “Biladi, Biladi,” or “My Country, My Country,” a patriotic ballad dating back to the 1920s and Egypt’s struggle for independence. They were taught not to identify themselves as Egyptians, but rather as Muslims, citizens of a worldwide umma, the Islamic community. Egypt’s pharaohs were a corrupt race; their tombs, pyramids, and monuments were pre-Islamic pagan symbols and therefore idols to be smashed. Music classes and theater clubs had been disbanded by zealots. By the end of 1993 the minister of education had dismissed more than a thousand teachers —or, more accurately, transferred them to desk jobs, since it was virtually impossible to fire a low-grade civil servant in post-Nasserist Egypt. He had also banned the niqaab at schools and universities, which caused militant women to stage months of noisy demonstrations, some of which ended in violent clashes. But when the minister tried to restrict the hijab, the far less cumbersome Islamic covering, Egypt’s supreme court had overruled him. So did the grand sheikh of al-Azhar. Now he was trying to purge the libraries of fundamentalist tracts and replace hundreds of suspect school principals. But these were awesome tasks: Egypt had more than 800,000 schoolteachers —twice as many teachers as soldiers.

“ ’Secular’ has become a dirty word in Egypt, thanks to the government’s policies,” Hassan told me. Sadat had used the ulema, the state-funded religious scholars, to legitimize his actions. For instance, he had called upon al-Azhar to denounce the food riots of 1977 and “bless” the controversial 1979 peace treaty with Israel. In return, Sadat had made religion compulsory in schools and universities and had rewritten the country’s constitution to make Islamic law — sharia — which was barely mentioned in Nasser’s 1962 National Charter, a “main source” of Egyptian law. Now Islamists were insisting that sharia be the source of all Egyptian law.

Hassan sighed. “I’m afraid our president doesn’t realize that it is impossible to have a nonfundamentalist government in an Islamicized society. And unless things change, that’s exactly where we are headed.”

WHEN I HAD ASKED President Mubarak in October 1993 whether using state-sponsored Islam to counter its militant rival was counterproductive, he told me to turn off my tape recorder. I readily obliged, knowing from previous experience that he spoke most candidly when he was not being quoted — at least not immediately.30 He could not “stand against the stream,” the Islamic tide that was then so strong in Egypt, he told me. He could not say publicly that he was going to reduce the amount of religious programming on television or take other steps to weaken the Islamic current and strengthen civic society in Egypt. The fundamentalists would accuse him of being anti-Islamic. He had the militants on the run now, he said. He would not jeopardize that momentum by making statements that could be twisted to mean that he was attacking Islam. But “gradually,” on a “smooth basis,” government policy would change, he said. This was one of the goals he wished to accomplish in his third, and last, term. He had agreed to seek a third term “with great reluctance,” he told me, though knowing Egypt’s pharaoh syndrome, I was not convinced. His family had opposed a third term; so had his wife, Susan, partly out of fear for his safety. But he finally relented because he feared that Islamic militants would seize upon an interregnum to create more “chaos” and “violence.” In his third term he wanted to push Egypt’s state-dominated economy irrevocably toward the free market and to crush the radical Islamists once and for all.

He was tired of the well-intentioned advice he received from American and other Western officials about how he should handle the Islamic radicals, he said, pointing his right index finger at me to ensure that he had my undivided attention. Democracy, promoted by the Clinton administration as the cure-all for his country’s political plight, could not come instantaneously in a country like Egypt. “If you have a dam and keep the water in until it begins to overflow and then suddenly you open the gates,” he said, using a metaphor that came naturally to rulers of the Nile, “you will drown many people.”

Egypt, he said, had been under intense pressure for many years. “So when you open the gates of freedom, you will find many terrible things taking place.” Liberalization and democracy had to come slowly, he insisted.

Mubarak was nothing if not consistent. When President Chadli Benjedid of Algeria had tried to salvage his corrupt, inefficient regime by staging elections in 1990, Mubarak had privately warned him not to and also urged him not to recognize the Islamic Salvation Front, known as the FIS, a coalition of Islamic groups, as a political party. Algerian law, like its Egyptian counterpart, banned religious-based parties —for good reasons, Mubarak told me. But Chadli had ignored the advice: The FIS had won, the government had refused to accept the results, and Algeria was now fighting a deadly civil war in which an estimated forty thousand people had died.

The Egyptian public needed to be prepared for democracy. Private, independent associations and institutions needed time to take root. People needed to be taught political tolerance, “ed-u-ca-ted,” he said, tapping out each syllable with his finger on the wooden conference table. “So we’re doing things quietly, without giving the fundamentalists ammunition.”

I thought about how much Mubarak had changed since I first met him, just after he became president following Sadat’s murder in 1981. I could never forget the photograph that Gamal, our office manager, had taken immediately after the assassination. In the grainy black-and-white picture, a blood-splattered Mubarak, who had been at Sadat’s side when the reviewing stand was riddled with bullets, was hunched over in the back of a covered military jeep, a look of utter bewilderment and terror on his large, square face.

Egyptians had taken to calling Vice President Mubarak La Vache Qui Rit, for the laughing cow on the wrapper of the bland French cheese of that name, which was widely sold in Egypt. The man I had described in print then as “timid,” “unsure,” and “modest” still moved carefully, but he had become determined and supremely confident in his judgment, perhaps overly so. He dyed his hair with what looked like shoe polish. He had also added a few pounds despite his daily squash or tennis game and an austere diet that included little meat and virtually no alcohol. But he looked much the same and still far younger than his sixty-five years. I still liked him and considered him a patriot who wanted only the best for Egypt. And I still found his candor disarming. “I always speak the truth,” Mubarak often insisted.

A journalist, Emad al-Din Adeeb, once wrote that as a former pilot and air force chief of staff, Mubarak had learned the value of caution and maneuver — of “precision, keenness, how to move under cover of protection and how to circle to make sure that his target would be totally destroyed” — and most important, how to bring his aircraft home safely. He had needed those skills as Egypt’s president, particularly since he lacked his predecessors’ boldness, their pharaonic grandeur and charisma. Until the militant Islamists began to challenge him, Mubarak was not disliked in Egypt. In his first term he had substantially liberalized the country and increased political participation, and during my years in Cairo, most analysts agreed that the Egyptian press had enjoyed greater freedom under him than at any time since the overthrow of King Farouk in 1952.

If Mubarak feared for his life —and how could he not under the circumstances? — he refused to show it. He joked about his own mortality but not about his determination to rid Egypt of the plague of terrorism, at whatever price. No one would tell him how to rule, he declared, as his three senior aides shifted nervously in their chairs. He knew what he had to do and was prepared to do it. Egyptians knew that the militancy peddled by extremists was not Islam, he told me. Ordinary Egyptians supported him and the government. I should visit Egypt’s towns and tiny villages and see for myself.

GAMAL MOHIEDDIN, the Times office manager for more than thirty years, and I sped along the new superhighway through the desert linking Cairo and Alexandria, Egypt’s second-largest city, on the Mediterranean. Our destination was Kafr el Battikh, which in English means “Watermelon Village.”

Egyptians, whether or not they lived in Cairo or Egypt’s other giant cities, retained close ties to their native villages. It was impossible to understand modern Egypt without knowing something of life in the hundreds of hamlets, villages, and towns spread out along the Nile.

Gamal had taken Times reporters to this particular village ever since 1960, when President Nasser had scolded the press for paying so much attention to the glitter of Cairo, the modestly self-designated Umm al-dunya (mother of the world). Egypt, he said, was not Cairo, or even Alexandria. Egypt was Kafr el Battikh, a speck on the map of the Nile Delta, Egypt’s most fertile region, where the Nile opened out into countless canaled tributaries. Egyptian journalists had laughed at what they presumed was Nasser’s attempt at humor. The saying goes that Egyptian bumpkins didn’t even know their “watermelons.” But the Times reporter must have missed Nasser’s joke, for he dutifully packed up the car for what was then a seven-hour drive north to the village. A few days later, he described in microscopic detail the place that Nasser had called “the true face of Egypt.”31

What he found was a desperate backwater, a village that epitomized Egypt’s poverty, squalor, and illiteracy as well as its inhabitants’ utter dependence on the land and the river, a dependence that Nasser and his generation of “new Arabs” were determined to eradicate. In i960, 17,800 people lived in Watermelon Village, four times more than the average Egyptian village population. Its inhabitants grew not only watermelons but many other crops. The village’s most valuable asset was the 250,000 date-palm trees that produced a million dollars a year. But very little of this money was earned by the hardworking fellaheen who plowed the land and picked the fruit with the same implements pictured on the walls of pharaonic tombs, men who still wore the same galabias — the traditional flowing robes —that had been worn long before biblical times. Most villagers lived along disease-ridden canals in fired or mud-brick homes, numbed by drudgery and disease.

Four miles from the provincial capital of Damietta, only 116 miles northeast of Cairo, the village had no paved roads, public transport, or movie house, no electricity or running water, no veterinarian, no doctor, and only one barber, who also performed small operations in emergencies. The village had one mosque, one kindergarten, and two primary schools. Only a handful of adults could read and write. The average family had seven children, at least 20 percent of whom would not live to become adults. Watermelon Village, of course, had police. But there had not been a major crime in more than a decade.

The men, after toiling in the fields all day, gathered at night in coffeehouses over glasses of hot tea or thick coffee. They smoked their narguilas (water pipes) and hummed the ballads on the radio sung by Um Kalthoum, Egypt’s beloved patriotic songbird, whose hits included “We Built the High Dam” and “Glory to Nasser and Arab Socialism.” They also listened with rapt attention to Nasser, whom Gamal had told me the villagers idolized, perhaps because he was the first Egyptian leader ever to speak to them in their colloquial dialect. Nasser, in fact, was the first Egyptian leader in centuries who spoke fluent Arabic — colloquial or classical.32 While his regime had not yet improved their lives, Nasser’s stirring battle cry, “Raise your head, brother!” had found resonance in Kafr el Battikh. “Without losing their simplicity and charm,” the reporter concluded, “they have ceased to be servile.”

By 1966, Nasser’s revolution had taken hold. While the land and the river were still the dominant factors of life, their influence was dwindling.33 The new Aswan High Dam was making water available to cultivate sandy land. The first modern “popular housing,” an ugly, squat six-story building, had been finished. A corps of seventy teachers and social workers had arrived from Cairo to offer instruction in health care and technology. There were five new schools — still barely enough for a population growing at an annual rate of over 3 percent— but water was now available through communal taps. Several new groceries had opened, along with a new police station. A new class of civil servants, merchants, and middle-class farmers was emerging. The three most venturesome coffeeshop owners had purchased television sets so that their customers could watch Nasser’s speeches. But there were still problems: infant mortality, for example. The new medical clinic was mobbed — some two hundred patients came each day. More than 70 percent of patients had ancylostomiasis, or worms, and 65 percent, bilharzia, the parasitic disease endemic to the Nile and its irrigation canals. Though piped-in water was available, some villagers ignored the doctors’ warnings and preferred drinking from the Nile.

By 1966 it was also clear that Nasser’s land reform had failed. The government had expropriated without compensation most of the land owned by the village’s largest landholder —a Levantine Catholic family which had lived there since the village’s creation hundreds of years ago — and given twelve hundred of the seventeen hundred village families plots of less than five acres, which proved too small to provide a decent living. The fellaheen had thus become tenant farmers of the state, dependent on government cooperatives for seed, fertilizers, equipment, and pricing. Agricultural production was falling.

By 1977, the population had more than doubled to forty-four thousand. Television antennas topped many homes, and electric power lines crossed the main square. Some houses had toilets and sinks, but there was still no sewage system. Electric pumps had mostly replaced the water buffalo. Trade and small industry, which President Sadat had encouraged, already accounted for a quarter of the village’s economy. Some one thousand villagers traveled the four miles to Damietta by train to work in small factories. The richest villagers even had cars and lived in brick houses. Life, on balance, was good, villagers said.34

By the time Gamal first took me to Watermelon Village in 1985, almost everything had changed except its name.35 Agriculture, including its famed watermelons, was no longer the town’s major source of income, and Watermelon Village was no longer a village. Its major industry was now furniture factories financed by workers’ remittances repatriated by the three thousand villagers working in the Persian Gulf and Iraq. The town had doubled in area and tripled in population since 1966. Its sixty thousand people were about to be declared a city.

Gulf remittances had created not only local demand for imported food and products but also financed more than two hundred carpentry shops. Damietta was the carpentry capital of Egypt, so subcontracting work to villagers nearby made economic sense. Typical of the “new merchant” class was Mohammed Sayyid el Moazi, thirty-two, whose father had been a farmer. He had opened his shop in 1983 with money he had saved working in Iraq. By 1985 he had two assistants to help carve, sand, hammer, and paint the Baroque wooden bed frames, headboards, and mantels — just like the ones I was to see years later in Madiha Farouq’s bedroom in Cairo. This elaborate “Louis Farouk” style had become fashionable in Egypt and throughout the Gulf, and villagers now made comfortable livings selling the sets — a double bed with headboard cost the Egyptian equivalent of about $165. “Luxury bedroom suites” — elaborately etched beds, headboards, and matching armoires — were exported to the Gulf for ten times as much.

The money that Nasser had invested in infrastructure and education had finally paid off. A sewage system was being built, and most homes in town had electricity and running water. Only farm and side roads remained unpaved. A decade earlier, Kafr el Battikh had only five agricultural engineers; by 1985, there were seventy. About 60 percent of the population were literate. Whereas in 1966 only one out of a hundred children who started school made it to the university, some three hundred university graduates had now returned to the village. Unfortunately, most worked for the government, but the majority supplemented their meager salaries with part-time jobs in farming, carpentry, or commerce.

Under Sadat, much of the government spending on infrastructure had stopped. While the population had tripled since 1966, only two more schools were built. After Sadat’s “open door” economic policy in 1974, consumer goods had poured into Egypt, and workers had flowed out to lucrative work in the Gulf. Nasser’s era of state socialism was gone, and residents of Kafr el Battikh did not seem to miss it. They were doing well enough on their own.

Social attitudes had also shifted dramatically. If in 1966 the fellaheen had felt uneasy about their new, largely unfulfilled ambitions, their sons and daughters two decades later had high, perhaps excessive, expectations. The young men dressed in Egyptian city style — blue jeans, sandals, and partly open shirts — and displayed what they termed a “modern” attitude. What that meant, in practice, was that they didn’t want to have more than two or three children, and they didn’t want to be farmers. The population growth rate had dropped from 3.0 percent in 1966 to 2.7 percent by 1985, still alarmingly high.

In 1985, Egyptian agricultural production, relative to other sectors, was still dropping. Once a net food exporter, Egypt was now importing about 50 percent of its food, and the gap between consumption and production was growing. Despite a vast population growth and substantial increases in yield per acre, Kafr el Battikh still had only thirty-one thousand acres of cultivated land, a negligible expansion since 1966. Five thousand more acres were being reclaimed, but four thousand of those had been taken by the government. Although farmworkers were paid more than four dollars a day—double what civil servants earned — the exodus of farm laborers to the Gulf and the disdain young people felt for farming had produced a labor shortage on the village’s farms. Watermelon Village and Egypt itself were becoming hopelessly dependent on the Gulf and the West.

I hadn’t visited this town since 1985 and was eager to see whether radical Islam had reached Kafr el Battikh. None of my immediate predecessors had mentioned Islamic violence in their dispatches. Neither had I in 1985. But now, in the fall of 1993, I was apprehensive even about making the four-hour car trip in such dangerous times. But Gamal would be with me, so I felt I would be safe.

Gamal, one of the kindest, most dignified men I have ever known, disliked the Islamic militants. A tall, handsome Nubian, he was fiercely patriotic: He even made a point of smoking rancid Cleopatra cigarettes rather than the imported Marlboros, which, before my latest ill-fated attempt to quit smoking, I had shared with younger Egyptian journalists. Since part of his family came from Sudan, Gamal knew firsthand the terror that had gripped Khartoum since an Islamic regime had seized power there in 1989. He feared such a fate for his beloved Egypt.

Deeply religious in his own unorthodox way, Gamal supported five children as well as his parents and in-laws. The numerous obligations that kept him away from our office occasionally for days at a time — the death of a third cousin of a mother-in-law, the marriage of a favorite niece who had no immediate family in Cairo, the school problems of a nephew of his wife’s half brother — competed with the demands of putting out a daily newspaper. But they kept him in touch with Egyptians less fortunate than himself. Gamal’s priorities, mirrored thousands of times over in Egyptian society, also meant that no matter how oppressive, incompetent, or bizarre the ruler, Egyptians would somehow get by. However wanting its political system, Egypt’s social fabric was strong.

But Islamic fervor had touched even Gamal’s own solid family, he told me as we drove along. The problem, he said, offering me a Cleopatra, was Aboodi — now “Sheikh Aboodi,” one of several nephews whom he had employed as tea servers and messengers in the Times’s Cairo office. Aboodi, who had graduated the previous year from al-Azhar, had recently visited Gamal’s family, with whom he had lived while he was in college. Gamal was stunned when Aboodi refused to kiss Gamal’s wife or shake hands with his daughters, all of whom wore Islamic head scarves. “My wife virtually raised him; my daughters were like his sisters,” Gamal told me. “But he refused even to touch them. He told me such contact was haram, forbidden by God! My wife was deeply hurt.”

So Gamal had thrown him out. Where in the Koran did it say that showing respect for his surrogate family was haram? Gamal yelled at him. Aboodi could return to their home when he had apologized. But the young sheikh had not done so. He now lived and worked in Saudi Arabia — teaching the Koran at a remote desert mosque.

Was he worried that Islamic militants would come to power in Egypt? I asked Gamal. Despite having known me for so many years, Gamal was cautious. If the government were “just and strong,” he replied, the Islamists would not succeed. But young men like Aboodi needed real jobs, he said. There were too many Egyptians without hope in Cairo and Alexandria, he said with a sigh. Only in places like Watermelon Village and other relatively prosperous Nile Delta towns had radical Islamists been thwarted.

I found bustling Watermelon Village a relief after Cairo’s chaos, pollution, and political tension. The capital had deteriorated since I had lived in Egypt in the mid-1980s, and I must have had less patience now. Kafr el Battikh looked good to me, and the residents I spoke to agreed.

Gamal and I were shown into the offices of the Cairo-appointed town manager, an efficient-looking middle-aged man in a safari suit, the preferred attire of rural officials in Egypt. The trend away from agriculture had continued, he told me. Land had been lost to the new port of Damietta, which had opened in 1986, and since then had expanded. More arable land had been lost to the population sprawl.

Kafr el Battikh had become a town, but the entire area had been redistricted. So the town’s population now stood at forty-five thousand, fifteen thousand less than when it had been a village. The boom that I saw in the mid-1980s was continuing, shakily. Red-brick houses and six-story cement apartment buildings were going up everywhere. Tiny cars now filled the still-unpaved side streets. But the recession in the Gulf had hurt the town, the manager told us. While three thousand villagers still worked overseas, the Arabs were not as eager to buy the elaborately carved bed sets as they once were.

“We had a rather serious problem a few years ago,” said the manager, Farouk Abdel Attar.

“Islamic militants?” I asked.

Attar and his assistants exchanged amused glances. “No,” he replied. “Drugs.”

The port of Damietta made contraband smuggling a village pastime. But the government had sent police reinforcements in early 1993, and the problem had been “solved.”

There were now seventy mosques in and around the town, he said, but all were hukumi, or government controlled. Kafr el Battikh had no ahli, popular mosques in private, and often militant, hands.

What was most encouraging, he added, was the number of educated young people who had returned to the town. Twenty years ago, students who went to study in Cairo and Alexandria would have stayed there. Today they lived better here.

There were, in fact, plenty of young people on the village streets, including women, some dressed in the traditional hijab; others, in Western-style clothes. I passed a video store en route to a café; two young women were selling and renting tapes, the Western and Asian action films that Egyptians, like everyone else, adored. Both girls wore lipstick and skirts that fell just below the knee, daring attire these days in rural Egypt. Had Islamists ever given them any trouble for the way they dressed and the Western tapes they sold? They smiled shyly and giggled. Not at all, they said. The sheikh’s nephews were big customers.

Down the road from Kafr el Battikh was another new addition to the town: a $20 million power plant financed by American foreign aid. The entire area now had reliable power.

The equivalent of the mayor was a pleasant man in a traditional galabia who was also appointed by Cairo. His aides snapped to attention when he entered the room, muttering a subservient hadir (at your service) to their superior, whom they treated as if he were a pharaoh.

Mohammed Sadiq Raslan Selim and his wife offered us tea in their apartment. I started to light one of Gamal’s Cleopatras but noticed that the coffee table, oddly, had no ashtray. Mohammed ordered his wife, Fadiha, to bring one, explaining that he wanted to discourage friends from smoking. He used this spacious living area for ceremonial occasions, he said. Fadiha’s much smaller, spartan quarters were in the dingy back of the apartment. The couple were doing well, it seemed. The living room’s white-stucco walls were covered, as in so many middle-class homes, with thick, shiny hangings that portrayed pastoral scenes and the Great Mosque in Mecca. A brightly lit chandelier made of glass hung over us, and a vase of plastic flowers sat upon a giant color-television set that broadcast an interminable Egyptian soap opera. The room, not surprisingly, was filled with local furniture — gifts, no doubt, from constituents grateful for the numerous, essential favors dispensed by such local potentates.

Mohammed’s wife headed an American-funded family-planning clinic, only it was called a women’s “guidance” center. Young women did not want more than two children, she reported happily. Two, which was what she had, were “more than enough,” she said, laughing.

Mohammed and Fadiha had recently returned from the haj, the pilgrimage to the Prophet Muhammad’s birthplace of Mecca required of all pious Muslims who could afford it once in a lifetime —a trip that had earned him in Egypt’s elaborately coded language the honorific title of “hajji.”

To commemorate their voyage, the couple had transformed one of their anterooms into a private mosque —the first in Kafr el Battikh, they boasted. Mohammed had painted the walls powder blue, lined the floors and wallboards with expensive mosaic tiles, covered the rest of the cement floor with prayer carpets, and even built a fountain for washing before praying. Some of their neighbors came to pray there. The room was clearly a hit. It was also tax-deductible, since Egyptian law encouraged mosque construction by exempting Muslims who consecrate a room in their homes as mosques from certain property taxes.

After our chat, Mohammed introduced me to Ibrahim Muhammad Ghanim, the third key figure in town, the head of the town council, the city’s only elected post. A jovial, apparently well liked man who stopped and chatted with residents as he escorted us to his own furniture shop, Ghanim said there was no violence or extremist organizing in this town, not even a Muslim Brotherhood office, unusual for a town this size. This was his first four-year term in office, he told us, and he intended to make sure that things stayed that way.

And it probably would, I thought. Just as Kafr el Battikh was once a reflection of Egypt’s poverty and despair, it now reflected the prosperity and stability that parts of Egypt enjoyed, particularly in the Nile Delta, where private business and trade flourished, with help from Cairo. At least three men counted here — two representing the central government, who watched each other as well as their fellow citizens, and a third chosen by town residents who negotiated with the other two. Kafr el Battikh’s Islam was official —as solid, traditional, and unthreatening as its furniture. Competent leadership and continued economic progress held the place together. Not all Delta villages were as peaceful as this one, of course.36 But this was how Egypt was supposed to be — when it worked.

His was a tough job, the council chief explained, especially since he still had to run his own business. People had so many problems, and solving them took so much time. Would he run again, I asked him, if furniture orders picked up? For how long did he wish to remain mayor?

Ghanim grinned broadly at his friends. “Forever!” he replied in Arabic as they all laughed. “Like President Mubarak.”

KAFR EL BATTIKH was a model of Egyptian stability; Assyut was its opposite. The differences between them made generalizations about Egypt, the Mideast’s oldest and most unified and homogeneous nation-state, misleading.

This bleak industrial city of more than 600,000 — Egypt’s third largest-some two hundred miles south of Cairo on the Nile, was as drab in late 1993 as it had been during my previous visit in 1987. Assyut’s endless rows of apartment blocks were still caked in grimy brown sand. The air was now even dirtier, choked with dust and car-exhaust fumes heavy with lead. The place reeked of sewage. Unlike Kafr el Battikh or Cairo, there was hardly any green to relieve the region’s harsh, hot landscape —few parks and fewer trees, even along the Nile. I had never seen so many flies. When I nearly swallowed one, I gave up trying to breathe through my mouth.

The faces of Assyut were as hard and lined as its sun-baked mud. Most women’s heads were covered; the only women who dared go bareheaded these days were Copts — between 20 and 30 percent of the city’s population. Police in black and khaki uniforms lined major boulevards by day and checkpoints at strategic spots throughout the night, targeting their strobe lights at shadows.

“The past three years have been hell,” said a Coptic friend who feared being identified even by his first name as we sipped tea at our semi-air-conditioned, Christian-owned hotel. “We have your hero Sadat to thank for this,” he complained.

The Gama’a and other militant Islamic groups owed their existence in part to Sadat’s efforts in the early 1970s to confront the threat from left-wing Arab nationalists by encouraging the formation of Islamic groups and associations. Sadat had also freed from jail hundreds of Islamic radicals, many of whom had been imprisoned for two decades.

Assyut was the main testing ground for his strategy. Under government protection and patronage, student Islamist groups known collectively as the gam’iyat— formed ostensibly to encourage Islamic behavior — had become the dominant force at the University of Assyut by the end of the decade.37 Some members of these gam’iyat went on to form the Gama’a and join al-Jihad, the violent, secretive Islamic groups that would ultimately kill Sadat and challenge Mubarak.

The Christians of Assyut and other towns in Upper Egypt were the initial targets of the Islamic groups. “And why not?” my Coptic friend said bitterly. “We were the weakest—the easiest way of destroying the secular fabric of Egypt’s political order.” Christians, in other words, were not so much the fundamentalists’ ideological enemy as a target of convenience.

“Their goal,” my Coptic friend told me, “is to turn us into the dhimmis of the Koran, a so-called protected minority with fewer rights — second-class citizens in our own land.”

In some towns, long-standing family vendettas between Christians and militant Muslims had been transformed into miniwars.38 Gangs of young Muslims roamed Upper Egyptian villages blackmailing Coptic shopkeepers and landowners into paying a jizya, a special Koranic tax that Jews and Christians in a Muslim society were to pay for their “protection.” Those who refused had their shops burned or their right arm and both legs broken as punishment and warning.

I recalled Sheikh Omar Abdel Rahman’s despicable role in promoting such terror in 1981. In the trial of Sadat’s murderers, Mohammed Abdelsalam Farag, a young electrical engineer who had boasted of his role in the assassination, described the counsel regarding Copts that Sheikh Abdel Rahman, the secret group’s dim (religious guide), had given them. Rahman had ruled that it was “legitimate” to rob Christians to get money and weapons for their jihad. In his own interrogation statement, Sheikh Abdel Rahman said that he divided Copts into three groups: Copts who could be killed or, in his parlance, whose “blood was permissible” because they had fought or killed Muslims; those whose treasure and wealth could be seized for having aided the church; and those entitled to the same “rights as the rest of us.”39 When the police arrested the sheikh, they found some $20,000 as well as considerable quantities of stolen gold. Abdel Rahman’s home, prosecutors concluded, had served as a laundry for loot. The cleric, in effect, was a fence. But Egyptian prosecutors somehow failed to prove either that Abdel Rahman had incited the group to murder or had provided religious sanction for the killing of Copts and the “pharaoh Sadat.”40 And he was never indicted, or even criticized, by the government for declaring in 1989 that Egyptian Nobel laureate Naguib Mahfouz, whom Islamic militants nearly stabbed to death five years later, was, like Salman Rushdie, an apostate for what he had written and that unless he repented, he, too, should be killed.41

Egyptian analysts told me that President Mubarak had not killed Abdel Rahman or thrown him in jail for fear of making him a martyr —a pattern of accommodation that Mubarak only reluctantly abandoned in 1994, when the sheikh was retried in absentia for one of his crimes, convicted, and sentenced to seven years in prison. But by then he was about to stand trial in New York on a twenty-count indictment for his role in the plot to blow up the United Nations and New York monuments in keeping with his perverse Islamic vision.

Throughout the 1980s the Egyptian police had failed to respond to the mounting attacks on Copts and their property, but the fearful Copts were conspicuously silent. They did not complain about the police raids on their homes and churches, or the insults and ostracism their children endured in public schools run by radical Muslim teachers. They lived with a constitution that proclaimed Islam the state religion and with laws that prohibited Muslims from converting to another faith and barred marriages between Muslim women and Christian men. They carried identity cards that stated their religion. They resisted using their political influence in the West to dissuade the government from using archaic Ottoman laws to ban the construction of new churches and repairs of old ones while private, fundamentalist-controlled mosques were doubling in number with official encouragement.42

For nearly thirty years Copts had been forced to petition the president — and wait years, often without result —for a presidential decree authorizing even modest church repairs.43 No repair was too minor to require the pharaoh’s consent. In 1991, for example, Mubarak issued a decree authorizing the Church of Mayiet Bara in Minūfīya Province to fix its toilet.44

Though Copts were still prominent within Egypt’s elite and among Egypt’s largest landowners, they were largely invisible in Mubarak’s entourage. Christians represented no less than 10 percent of Egyptians in 1993 —the government’s estimate was 7 percent — but not one of the twenty-six provincial governors was Christian; nor were there many Copts among senior army or police officers of consequence.45 Of Mubarak’s 480 political appointments in 1991, only 5, or just over 1 percent, went to Christians. No major ambassador, city mayor, or state college dean was Christian.46 Yet Mubarak repeatedly denied that there were dangerous sectarian divisions in Egypt or that his government discriminated against Christians. The Copts and Muslims were “very good friends,” he told reporters in 1993 at a news conference in Washington. Not just some but “all” of his “best friends” were Copts.

Muslim-Christian vendettas in Upper Egypt grew increasingly ferocious in the early 1990s.47 But only after Islamic groups began targeting non-Christian police and opinion leaders in Upper Egypt and senior officials in Cairo — as well as foreign tourists in October 1992 — did the government launch an intensive antiterrorist campaign. Now there were thousands of soldiers and police in riot gear in this region, along with armored personnel carriers, helicopters, and missile launchers. Gamal and I had finished our interviews near Assyut escorted by the police in a heavily armed convoy. The police chief would not let us wander around alone — too dangerous, he said. The gentle countryside seemed menacing from the backseat of a bulletproof Toyota van where I was seated beside four nervous, khaki-clad policemen wielding double-clipped, ready-to-fire rifles — something I had not seen since the civil war in Lebanon. In the fall of 1993 the Assyut region was a war zone.

THE HARSH POVERTY of Upper Egypt made me reevaluate Egypt’s long-term prospects. On the one hand, Egypt had made remarkable progress during Mubarak’s years in office. The middle class was expanding; the economy was slowly opening up to a vibrant private sector; and numerous institutions cushioned change, such as a still-spirited press and Parliament. Income disparities that generated so much public outrage were still relatively small compared to many of Egypt’s neighbors. The $35 billion in American aid since 1975 had not been wasted, though half of it had gone to the military.

In the past thirty years, average life expectancy had climbed from sixty-seven to eighty-one years; childhood deaths had fallen from thirty-four to eleven per thousand. Per capita gross national product had doubled from the mid-1970s to the mid-1980s, and adult literacy had risen from 35 to 49 percent; some 86 percent of Egyptians had access to safe drinking water, as opposed to 75 percent two decades earlier.

At the same time, the middle class was under enormous pressure. Nouveauriche shop owners and real estate millionaires were making ten times as much as army colonels, the respected but increasingly impoverished pillar of Egyptian society. And the urban poor, once confined to a few of Cairo’s slums and suburbs, were suddenly omnipresent and growing as a percentage of the population. Except for the military, the government had built almost no new public housing for the poor — housing of less than sixty square meters per unit — since Nasser, a housing expert told me. The shortage of housing units stood at 3 million.48 Now the government was building housing, clinics, and schools in blighted areas, but demand constantly overwhelmed supply.

These were the stubborn demographic facts: Mohammed Ali’s Egypt of the nineteenth century had 2.5 million people; when I first visited Cairo in 1971, soon after Nasser’s death, there were 35 million Egyptians; by the end of 1993 some 57 million Egyptians inhabited that same slim strip of fertile land along the banks of the Nile, about 3.5 percent of the land. By the year 2025 there would be nearly 100 million Egyptians, 50 percent of them under twenty.

Each year, deteriorating fertility due to overirrigation costs Egypt nearly 10 percent of its agricultural production. In 1840, 5 million Egyptians had lived on 5 million acres of cultivated land. Today, despite almost half a century of land reclamation and ambitious irrigation schemes, 60 million Egyptians still lived on just over 5 million acres of cultivated land.

Cairo, the monster of a capital, had trebled in size, and Egyptian cities were still growing on average by 3.7 percent a year. Two million people had lived in Cairo during Nasser’s coup; there were 13 million now. By the early 1990s some 46 percent of Egyptians lived in cities, where population was growing at an annual rate of 3.3 percent, almost twice the rural rate.

Since Mubarak became president in 1981, Egypt’s population had increased by 16 million people — more than twice the population of New York and more than the combined population of Israel, Lebanon, Jordan, and the occupied territories of Palestine.

At the peak of Egypt’s population boom in 1983, a new Egyptian baby was born every twelve seconds, more than a million each year. By the end of Mubarak’s second term a decade later, the birthrate had slowed from 2.76 to 2.3 per family, but that still required the government to build a new school every day to keep pace with growth. Even with the now slower rate of growth, the government would have to create 400,000 new jobs a year for the foreseeable future — almost 4.5 million new jobs in the 1990s — just to employ new entrants into the labor force. That, in turn, required the economy to grow at a minimum of 5 percent a year. But Egypt’s economy had been expanding in the early 1990s at an average annual rate of less than 2 percent, and by 1994 it had risen to only 3.9 percent. Between 1976 and 1986, Egypt added only 2.2 million jobs to its labor force of 15 million —less than half the jobs required. No wonder more than 75 percent of those unemployed (officially 9 percent in 1994 but more than 25 percent and some said even higher in the cities) were new entrants into the labor market — mostly young people under twenty-five, or roughly 60 percent of the population.49

Moreover, more than 90 percent of those who could not find work were men; of these, more than 90 percent held college degrees or had other advanced training. It was these young men, with their diplomas and high expectations, who often turned to militant Islam when their hopes of marriage, a decent home, and fulfilling work were dashed.50

While violent fringe groups like the Gama’a and New Jihad had lost ground by late 1994, the mainstream Muslim Brotherhood, the umbrella organization for Islamic political and social activities, with thousands of members across the world, including in Europe and the United States, was still growing richer and stronger. I had paid little attention to the group when I was in Cairo in the mid-1980s. At the insistence of our office manager, my friend Gamal, I would occasionally stroll over to the Brotherhood’s dingy downtown office above a vegetable market to interview Ma’moun Hodeiby, the Ikhwan spokesman. And I had paid several courtesy visits to Zenab al-Ghazali, the leader of the Muslim Sisterhood, a woman of some physical and intellectual heft who had influenced previous generations of young Muslim radicals and never tired of trying to convert me to Islam. But during the mid-1980s the Brotherhood was a marginal factor in Egyptian political life. Mubarak had encouraged political debate and authorized several opposition parties and a freer press. The Brotherhood was no longer the only opposition in town.

Cairo in those days — with its teeming streets, Coca-Cola billboards, belly dancers, glitzy nightclubs, its passion for the recordings of Urn Kalthoum and other nightingales of Arab nationalism — seemed an unlikely place for Islamic revolution. Young men were busy buying airline tickets to the Gulf for jobs that would earn them the apartment “key money” they needed to marry. The government-paid sheikhs of al-Azhar were also buying tickets for their annual pilgrimages to Mecca. The official ulema, or sheikhs of al-Azhar, would return with funds for new mosques, educational programs, charities, and Islamic investment companies.

By the early 1990s, Cairo’s mood had soured. There were fewer jobs to be had now that oil prices had fallen and brought recession to the Gulf. A million Egyptians had returned from Iraq or had moved to neighboring Libya, where jobs paid less well than in the Gulf or Baghdad. Egypt’s grateful Gulf war allies had written off about $20 billion of what was a $51 billion debt. But America’s Gulf war victory and Iraq’s humiliation had produced an upsurge in anti-Western Islamic sentiment in much of the region. The Egyptian economy seemed stalled, and Mubarak’s political liberalization had fizzled. Pharaonic caution had set in.

Meanwhile, the Muslim Brotherhood, with its partly Saudi financed network of low-cost clinics, social-welfare centers, clubs, and classes, had developed an impressive base of support within the economically squeezed middle class, and it provided essential services to neighborhoods that the government had effectively abandoned. A sociologist, Sa’ad Eddin Ibrahim, estimated that as many as 6 million Egyptians — a tenth of the population — now benefited regularly from such mosque-based services. Hisham Mubarak, the human-rights activist, said that the Brotherhood was now the largest, richest political organization in Egypt, though it was technically banned. The head of the Brotherhood acknowledged that the group received considerable funding and support from its offices in Germany, London, and the United States.51 The elected heads of the most prominent professional associations — medicine, engineering, lawyers, and students — were almost all Muslim Brethren. The octogenarians who had long dominated the Brotherhood had even begun to recruit younger stars — men in their mid-forties. Dr. Essam Al-Erian, for example, a physician and gifted Islamist ideologue who in his student days had led a violent group at Cairo University, had told me that although the students had called their groups gam’iyaf (Islamic associations) — as distinguished from the Gama’a Islamiya, Sheikh Omar Abdel Rahman’s radical Islamic Group — the student associations in Cairo and Alexandria had long been part of the Brotherhood.

Erian’s clipped beard and mustache, beige corduroy jacket, and wire-rimmed eyeglasses suggested an Islamic Trotsky—the Brotherhood’s new face. Educated in the West, articulate in several languages, and smooth, he spoke in clipped and precise Arabic, dotted with classical Koranic phrases — “Islamic speech,” Egyptians called it. Erian denied that he had ever encouraged strong-arm tactics; he had always favored making Egypt an Islamic state through democracy and reform.52 The violence was the government’s fault, he told me. After the 1987 elections, Islamists had lost hope of being able to secure power through the ballot box.53

The Brotherhood headquarters had changed little since my last visit in 1986. It still needed a coat of lime-green paint. Even its posters were the same. One depicted an octopus draped in an American flag, its tentacles encircling the earth. Another was of the Dome of the Rock mosque in Jerusalem, among Islam’s holiest shrines. The mosque was locked with a chain that bore a Star of David.

In the spring of 1994 I was greeted by Ma’moun Hodeiby, a well-preserved seventy-three, wearing a gray Egyptian-style leisure suit like the one I had seen him in a decade earlier. Hodeiby’s father had been a judge and the Brotherhood’s second leader. Ma’moun Hodeiby was still the group’s chief spokesman. Like the Brotherhood itself, he was a survivor.

Founded in 1928 in the Suez Canal city of Ismailia by Hassan al-Banna, a charismatic schoolteacher, the Brotherhood had rapidly become one of Egypt’s largest political movements. Starting with four branches and fewer than a hundred adherents in 1929, the Brotherhood by 1949 had two thousand offices and more than 500,000 active members, and probably double that number of supporters. Like the Wafd, Egypt’s oldest and largest political party, Banna’s Brotherhood was determined to end Britain’s colonial presence and restore Egypt’s “dignity.”54 But unlike the Wafd, Banna did not seek an independent Egypt based on a Western democratic model. His dream was to build an Islamic society with neither Western democracy nor a constitution but with sharia, the Koran-given law of God. Nothing more was needed, Banna argued, as the group’s slogan proclaimed: The Koran Is Our Constitution. Banna’s movement was shaped by Islam’s intellectual pioneers: by Jamal al-Din “al-Afghani,” the nineteenth-century Islamic reformer who championed Muslim resurgence — the “Father of Muslim Nationalism,” one scholar had called him — and also by Afghani’s disciple, Muhammad Abdu, an Egyptian reformer who became Egypt’s mufti, the chief judge of its religious court and one of the leading ulema at al-Azhar University.55 Banna’s father, in fact, had studied with Abdu, who founded the influential Salafiya movement, which believed, as did Afghani, that the West had triumphed only because the Muslim world and its ulema were technologically backward. While rejecting Western science and technology, Muslim scholars and leaders had adopted Western political systems and cultural values, departing from the authentic spiritual and political principles of the salaf (literally, the “pious ancestors”) — the Prophet Muhammad and the first four “rightly guided” caliphs.

Banna, like most contemporary Islamists, was vague about the nature of the state he wished to create, but one point was clear: Sovereignty, or hakimiyya in Arabic, rested not in the people nor in their rulers but in God. Not until Muslims acknowledged this dependence and created political systems that reflected it would they succeed in the present life or the next. Without sharia, Muslims were simply, in Banna’s words, “a society of cultural mongrels and spiritual half-castes.”56

While the Brothers initially focused on combating Christian missionary activity in Egypt, the fighting in Palestine gave the group its first significant international role. What began as fund-raising and propagandizing for Palestine in 1935 escalated into preparation for jihad through its secret military wing — its “special apparatus” — in late 1947 and, finally, participation in the ineffectual Arab effort in 1948 to prevent the Zionists from founding their state. The Brotherhood’s enmity toward Israel would become an enduring theme.

Banna commanded fierce loyalty and was soon venerated by his followers in language like that Christians used to describe Christ. As late as 1985, one disciple referred to Banna not only as the “Restorer of the Cause of Islamic Principles,” “builder of the nation,” but also “innocent,” “all-embracing,” and “incapable of committing errors.”57 Given the respect of Arab culture for eloquence, Banna’s fiery speeches and personal magnetism were largely responsible for the Brotherhood’s early successes, an American historian argued. But Banna was an autocrat. “If Banna sneezed in Cairo, the Brothers in-Aswan would say ’God Bless You,’ “ one critic complained.58 His authoritarian instincts were also the source of the group’s autocratic tendencies, its intolerance of dissent, and the political violence that ultimately gave governments the pretext to crush it — three times, in 1948, 1952, and 1954.

Banna was in some ways a prototype of today’s modern militant Muslim — sly, ambitious, action oriented, and willing to embrace violence if it served his ends. In early 1949, Banna was gunned down on a Cairo street by the king’s secret police.

The Brotherhood that reemerged from Nasser’s horrific repression in 1954 was so different from Banna’s — so cautious, so fearful of antagonizing the regime — that one scholar called them the “neo-Muslim Brethren” to distinguish them from the group that first the king and then Nasser had crushed.59 Now it was guided by men fully aware of the horrific consequences of challenging the omnipotent pharaoh and his hard state. This time, the Brethren reasoned, they would fully prepare the ground for their Islamic state before they acted. They would renounce violence and work to become not only legal but indispensable. Never again would they move precipitously or openly challenge the regime if they could avoid it.

Not all the Brethren were chastened, however. Ever since Banna’s death, a Brotherhood faction had resisted the group’s more patient, accommodating strategy. In a prison infirmary, a sickly Brother—a schoolteacher and fiery essayist — had written a book that would shape the current Islamic revival: Signposts on the Road, an Islamist version of Lenin’s What Is to Be Done?60

The true ideological father of modern Islamic militancy, more than Banna, is Sayyid Qutb, a Brotherhood leader and ideologue who spent more than ten years in Nasser’s prisons and was himself atrociously tortured. His Islamic call to arms, a devastating Islamist criticism of Nasser’s regime that was smuggled out of prison in the early 1960s and published in 1964, immediately became modern radical Islam’s unofficial handbook.

In Signposts, Qutb set forth what was then a shocking thesis: Many Arab leaders, like Nasser, who called themselves Muslims were, in fact, nonbelievers; hence, their governments, too, were un-Islamic. True Muslims could never subject fellow Muslims to the torture and persecution that he and his brothers endured in prison. Indeed, such leaders and their societies were jahili — that is, spiritually akin to those Arabs who lived in “ignorance” and “barbarism” before the Prophet Muhammad founded his seventh-century state in Arabia. So, he wrote, real Muslims had a religious duty not only to reject such pseudo-Muslim creations but also to overthrow their leaders by force. From then on, jihad could be fought against ostensibly Muslim regimes.

Gilles Kepel, a French scholar, stressed that Qutb’s manifesto was a radical departure not only from traditional Islamic doctrine, which maintained that even unjust Muslim rulers had to be obeyed for the unity and sake of the Islamic umma (community), but also from Muslim Brotherhood dogma. “Banna would never have dreamed of accusing the Egyptian society of his day of being non-Islamic!” Gilles told me. “But from Qutb’s vantage point in a concentration camp, Nasser’s United Arab Republic was even less Islamic than Egypt under the monarchy and the British.”

Fouad Ajami, an American scholar of Lebanese origin, agreed: Qutb’s deadly distinction “let the cat out of the bag.” Before Qutb, and even for most traditional Muslims today, anyone who called himself a Muslim and prayed was a Muslim. No one had the right to challenge him. Qutb claimed the right to decide who was, and was not, a believer.

I had long been intrigued by Qutb, whose works I had seen on the shelf of every Islamist I visited in the Middle East. Like Banna, Qutb had secured a hallowed place among modern Islamic militancy’s heroes by being “martyred” — sent to the gallows in 1966.

Unlike Banna, Qutb came to Islamic activism late in life. He was forty-five when he was inducted into the Brotherhood. Born in 1906 near Assyut to a family of poor rural notables, he was an inspector in the Ministry of Education until the end of World War II and wrote obsessively—not just essays but also literary criticism and fiction, even an autobiographical novel in which Qutb describes his disillusionment with love, which several analysts say explains why he never married. In 1948 the Education Ministry exiled him to the United States for study. As it did for so many other militant Arabs, Qutb’s voyage to the New World served not to open his heart and mind to the West and so-called modern solutions to social problems but to drive him into Islam. Political scientists would later observe that many militant middle-class Islamists-in fact, were educated or trained in the West, particularly in the sciences.61

Qutb apparently rediscovered his faith as he stood on the deck of the ocean liner bound for New York. From that day on, says Kepel, he began praying five times a day and meeting with and preaching to fellow Muslims. In America, he exchanged his obsession with literature for Islam.62

While most scholars have focused on Qutb’s political philosophy, I was more intrigued by the man himself and, in particular, his pathological vision of the West and my country.

Qutb detested America. The little-read account of his travels in the United States63 is filled with disgust at American support of Zionism and the country’s “synthetic civilization,” materialism, and sexual depravity. But some of the America Qutb depicts in the 1950s is virtually unrecognizable to anyone who grew up in the United States in those years. While adherents of militant religious orders, and not just Muslims, often condemn practices and traditions that differ from their own, Qutb’s writings, however fluent and occasionally humorous, reflect an absolute intolerance of the “other” so typical of his political writing in general and of his movement’s brand of Islam.

Like most Islamic fundamentalists, Qutb was obsessed not only with sex but with the moral significance of women, and like many Muslim militants, he believed that their place was in the home. In a just society, a woman was not a “plaything created for man’s pleasure” or a cog in the wheel of “material production” but the hub of the family, the guardian of humanity’s most precious commodity: its children.64

I recalled his description of a church social in Greeley, Colorado, in 1950. When religious services ended,

we made our way through a side door into the dance hall adjacent to the auditorium devoted to prayer. Every young man took the hand of a young woman. Among the young people were those who had just sung their hymns. Red and blue lights, with only a few white lamps, illuminated the dance floor. Songs from the record player whipped the dancing into a fury. The room became a confusion of feet and legs: arms twisted around hips; lips met lips; chests pressed together. The air was thick with passion. And then, the minister came down from his office to scrutinize the place and everyone in it. He began to urge the hesitant young men and women who remained seated to join the dancing. When he noticed that the white lights were too bright — spoiling that dreamy, romantic atmosphere — he moved deftly around the room with subtle American efficiency, turning them off one by one. The minister feared that they were inhibiting the dancing and preventing couples from getting out onto the floor. In fact, the place did become more romantic. Then he proceeded to the turntable to choose a dance record that would be appropriate for the mood and that would encourage the participation of those still stuck to their chairs.

Qutb reports that the minister made “quite a selection,” a “famous” tune called “Baby, It’s Cold Outside.” “The minister waited to see the steps of his ’sons and daughters’ gliding to the music of that stirring song: then he was contented. He slipped out of the dance hall and went home, leaving the young men and women alone to complete this delightful, wholesome evening. The last to leave were responsible for depositing the keys to the church at the minister’s house. The couples left one by one as they pleased!”

Qutb was not persuaded by the minister’s explanation that churches used youth clubs and such innocent socials to recruit new members and attract the young to prayer services. To Qutb, the minister was a pimp. The churches saw nothing wrong with “using the prettiest and most elegant girls in the city” to lure Americans to prayer “in the same manner in which girls wearing tights and loud, colorful clothes are employed to stand in the entrances and corridors of cinemas.” As it was for any “store manager,” success was key, the “first priority; the nature of the means to success is no cause for concern.” The more people joined his church, “the more his revenue increases, and therefore, the more his prestige and influence grow in his city.” Americans, by nature, he wrote not inaccurately, were “truly enthralled by bigness — both physical size and number.”

He had chosen such anecdotes from among “hundreds of similar scenes” that he supposedly witnessed as evidence of America’s “total licentiousness.” As a result, he wrote, “natural, licit, heterosexual relations no longer satisfy sexual urges,” and “deviance has spread among young men and women alike.” Qutb cites as proof the “precise and startling statistics” in what he called The Kinsey Reports on Sexual Behavior in the Human Male and Sexual Behavior in the Human Female.

Like most anti-American writers, he often quoted Western critics of Western culture to support his prejudices. Among those books he likes to cite is Man, the Unknown by Alexis Carrel, whom Qutb describes as a famous French scientist who lived and worked in the United States for thirty-five years and won the Nobel Prize for science in 1912. Carrel, in fact, was an American who was born in France and returned to his native land shortly before World War II. Having grown increasingly authoritarian and hostile to Western democracy, Carrel enthusiastically championed the pro-Nazi Vichy government in Paris. He. died shortly before the end of the war and hence was never tried for collaboration.65 But who among Qutb’s modern readers would know that Carrel, so generously cited in Qutb’s book, was a Nazi sympathizer?

As a result of his travels, Qutb decided that America and Europe — indeed, the entire West — was irretrievably decadent and in a “civilizational decline similar to the fall of ancient Rome.” The decline that began with the Renaissance intensified, “especially during the Enlightenment,” when society broke away “from the reins of the church, and simultaneously, strayed from God and from the course that He sets for human life.” The moral crisis deepened in the nineteenth century with the advent of Darwin, Freud, and Marx, each of whom had “denigrated” humanity in his own way: Darwin stressed “the absolute animal nature of man”; Freud, the “totality of the sexual morass enveloping him”; and Marx, the “insignificance of human action in contrast to the power of economic forces and the material world.”

Shattering the “fundamental principles of morality,” such villains had “set the sexes loose like two animals pursuing desire and sensual pleasure for their own sake.” As a result, Western society itself was adrift, and the church suffered from “neglect and alienation born of its irrelevance.” Thus, the church “began to scramble frantically after society, grabbing at its coattails, no longer taking the lead in community affairs and directing the people toward religion, but, rather, chasing after society and pandering to base appetites.”66

Jews, of course, played an important role in the creation of such barbarous jahili societies. Some appeared in the form of “Orientalists,” besotted Western souls who attempted to understand Arab and Muslim society. Others, such as “Marx, Freud, Durkheim, and the Jew [sic] Jean-Paul Sartre,” had all made inimitable contributions to the debasement of moral order.67 Qutb cited the “Protocols of the Elders of Zion,” a notorious czarist anti-Semitic tract, as evidence that Jews were behind “materialism, animal sensuality, the destruction of the family and the dissolution of society.” But, Qutb added, it was wrong to blame Jews exclusively for Western materialism and imperialism, for “Western blood carries the spirit of the Crusades within itself.”

Qutb’s verdict on America, Europe, and the West was damnation. When he returned to Egypt in the summer of 1951, he denounced America so vehemently, according to Gilles Kepel, that he was forced to resign as a government teacher. And years later, in Islam and the Problems of Civilization, the same book in which he discusses his stay in America, he condemns Western civilization, explicitly pronouncing a death penalty. “What should be our verdict on this synthetic civilization?” he asks. What was to be done about America and the West given their “overwhelming danger to humanity. . . ? Should we not  issue a sentence of death? Is this not the verdict most appropriate to the nature of the crime?”

Although the Muslim Brotherhood leadership officially rejected Qutb’s most radical views, I would read many books and articles and hear endless mosque sermons in the next decade that echoed Qutb, though few as eloquent or original. Generations of disciples would “refine” his thinking. For example, the manifestos of both Jihad — The Philosophy of Confrontation—and the Gama’a — The Program for Islamic Action—borrowed heavily from Qutb. Those documents, both published in 1984, were partly written by militants in prison, as Qutb’s Signposts had been.

Hisham Mubarak, who analyzed the manifestos in detail, noted that both groups paid homage, as had Qutb, to the spiritual ancestor of all modern Islamic revivalists, Ibn Taymiyya (1268-1328), the puritanical medieval scholar who spent his life protecting Islam from heretics and deviationists. Ibn Taymiyya, too, had done much of his work in prison and had died a martyr in a Damascus jail. He, like his militant successors, promoted a purist, literalist Islam, one stripped of what one scholar called “the dross accumulated during centuries of decline.”68 Ibn Taymiyya knew that his Mamluk sultanate of Egypt and Syria faced real enemies—the Mongols — men who called themselves Muslims but in Ibn Taymiyya’s view were not. The Mongols, who had forced Ibn Taymiyya’s family to flee their town when he was a boy, had abandoned most of the holy law, the sharia, he argued, and they had attacked other Muslims. In blessing those who fought the invaders and resisted such “illegitimate” power, Ibn Taymiyya, in effect, provided Jihad and the Gama’a with the theological underpinning they were seeking to fight contemporary Egyptian Mongols — Hosni Mubarak’s godless state.69

But the conceptual framework of radical Islam’s view of the West and of America — its rejection of the imitation by Arab regimes of Western systems and values and its devastating conclusion that every pious Muslim was religiously obliged to wage a jihad against such jahili societies — became accepted militant dogma by the time the Jihad and Gama’a theoreticians began writing in the 1980s. Those concepts are Sayyid Qutb’s legacy to modern Islamic militancy, or “literalism,” as a thoughtful Palestinian scholar prefers to call it.70 The words and phrases that Qutb used are as old as Islam. Qutb’s inimitable contribution was to make them mean something supposedly authentic and traditional but actually novel and radical. Qutb still matters, especially today, because his views penetrate “the mainstream of Muslim thought,” as one scholar observed, and eventually helped change “age-old habits of passivity.”71 I did not fully understand this when I first read Qutb, but as I continued to encounter his words, I was also seeing how contemporary young Muslim literalists saw themselves and their world as well as me and mine.

THE NEO-MUSLIM BRETHREN were cautious. Ma’moun Hodeiby, for instance, had been among the fifteen hundred opposition figures jailed by Sadat in September 1981, only a month before his murder. His message, and that of most Islamists I interviewed, was that the Brotherhood was now “mainstream” and “moderate” — no threat to Mubarak’s regime and certainly not a group to be repressed.

“It is very frustrating.” Hodeiby sighed, flashing a sincere smile through his scruffy gray beard. “What more can we do to demonstrate our peaceful intentions? We can publish our journal, but we cannot organize as a political party? What kind of democracy is this?”

A very “Egyptian” version, I thought, a “pharaonic democracy,” as Egyptians jokingly called it, the other side of the president’s “official” Islam, and equally disingenuous. But Mubarak, I knew, was adamant. “We have a law,” he had told me in 1994. “It says no religious parties.” As a youngster, Mubarak had been in the Brotherhood, he said. He knew what the Brethren were after: power, not Islam. He would let them run candidates through coalitions with legal parties, but not run as a party. Not as long as he was president.

Hodeiby insisted on his devotion to democracy, but I was as skeptical of him as I was of Mubarak’s “Egyptian” democracy and “official” Islam. He assured me in the spring of 1994, for example, that in an Islamic Egypt all parties, “EVEN atheists,” would be able to participate in politics. But a few months later, he told another reporter that while he might favor tolerating secular parties in an Islamic state, “the people would not accept it, and we cannot make people accept something they do not want.”72

This was, of course, Islamic double-talk: There was nothing moderate or democratic about his credo. His Islamic state would ban many things as Egyptian as the Nile: belly dancing, for instance, and alcohol, a mainstay of the country’s vital tourist industry, among its largest sources of foreign currency.

I asked him how. Egypt would attract Western tourists without liquor. “Do you think they come here just to drink?” Hodeiby replied. “There is much to see in Egypt — the Pyramids, the tombs of Luxor. Tourists will still come.”73

I was not so sure, recalling my own tours of the monuments in the furnace of Upper Egypt throughout the 1980s. A beer — even an Egyptian Stella, which critics said contained formaldehyde as a preservative — had never been as welcome.

Sharia, of course, with its death penalty for apostasy, its amputation of limbs for theft, and other medieval punishments, would be the law, Hodeiby continued, but women, a bulwark of the economy, would still be permitted to work. “Not as prostitutes, of course,” he added quickly. “Or as judges or president. That’s forbidden by the Koran.”

Egypt’s Coptic Christians, he said, would enjoy “full Koranic rights” as dhimmis, a protected minority. So why were they worried? he asked rhetorically.

In his Egypt there would be no place for relations with Israel, a sine qua non of militant Islam’s doctrine. “They are killing our people,” he said of the Israelis. And if they weren’t? I asked him. If Israel satisfied the Palestinians and made peace with all its neighbors, as it had with Egypt in 1979, with the PLO in 1993, and with Jordan in 1994?

Hodeiby would not be pinned down. I knew that the Brotherhood had strongly condemned every peace agreement with the Jewish state, from Egypt’s “Stable of David” agreements, as Brotherhood leader Muhammed Hamid Abu al-Nasr had called them, to the 1994 peace between Israel and Jordan.74 The “only” way for Palestinians to achieve liberation, according to a Brethren communiqué after the 1993 Israeli-PLO accord, was through jihad. The Palestinians were weak; the “Zionist enemy” was strong. Thus, the PLO had not gotten the right to rule even 2 percent of historic Palestine. This “shameful” solution “imposed” on the Palestinians would not succeed. It would be “burned under the feet of the Mujahadeen.”75 But no matter how hard I pressed him, Hodeiby would not be specific about whether, or under what conditions, the Brotherhood would accept a Jewish state in Dar al-Islam (the realm of Islam).

Hodeiby and other senior Brethren were also determinedly vague about the size and operations of their group. Egyptian officials said that the Brethren had about 100,000 active members and more than a million supporters. But because the Brotherhood was both officially illegal and secretive, estimating its strength with confidence was impossible. Hisham Mubarak, the lawyer and Islamic expert, believed, however, that if the Brotherhood ever ran in a free election, it would win overwhelmingly.

Hodeiby was even more evasive when I asked about the Islamic violence plaguing Egypt and the Brotherhood’s alleged role in aiding or inspiring it. “We operate through peaceful means,” he insisted, thumping the Formica table separating us for emphasis. Only “Communists and other secular enemies of Islam” tried to link the Brethren to the extremist groups.

But did the Brotherhood condemn the violence? I asked.

He dodged my question by asking another: “Is there a more blatant terrorism than that exemplified by the state itself?” he replied.

Did the Brotherhood still maintain a secret apparatus, a secret military wing that aided or inspired the more radical Islamists like Gama’a and New Jihad?

“Nonsense!” he told me. “The government is living in a fantasy world.”

My friend Said al-Ashmawi, a jovial, rotund, retired chief judge on Egypt’s State Security Court, insisted that the Brotherhood and the fanatics were “two sides of one coin” when I visited him in the spring of 1994 in his shuttered apartment where four men with machine guns guarded him. Ashmawi, an outspoken critic of the radicals, had received numerous death threats, but he continued to denounce them. Of course, the Brethren had secret links to the violent groups, he told me. But they also had an effective division of labor. The radicals weakened the system through violence and terror; the Brotherhood stood by as the “peaceful” Islamic alternative to the government. The government was right about the ties. Hodeiby was lying, Ashmawi told me.

Only later did I learn why Ashmawi and others close to the police believed this. A high-level defector in the underground armed movement in Cairo had told the police in 1993 that Muslim Brotherhood supporters made secret payments to several violent groups, including his own, a senior official later told me. The official added that what the defector said was consistent with information the police had uncovered almost two years earlier at the offices of a computer software firm called the International Company for Development and Advanced Systems, known as Salsabil. In a raid in the Cairo suburb of Heliopolis in February 1992, the police said they had found computer disks and other documents that linked the Brotherhood to radical Islamic groups. The computer company was owned by two Egyptians, one of whom was the son of a Brotherhood leader in the 1950s. The material reportedly showed that despite the Brotherhood’s denials, the Brethren still maintained a “secret apparatus,” as they had in the 1930s and 1950s, and that this unit’s goal was still to overthrow the government. While the Brotherhood was petitioning the courts to legalize the group, its secret branch was ready to take advantage of the government’s “benign” attitude toward it, the official said, summarizing the material for me. Brothers with contacts in the security services were instructed to explore “the extent to which it is possible to realize the objectives of the party” through those good offices. The coded Salsabil disks also supposedly contained lists of Brotherhood banks and investment companies abroad, including in Switzerland and the Bahamas, as well as “reliable” Islamic contacts outside Egypt. While the government had immediately arrested fifteen people, including the two young store owners, and fifty others a few months after the raid and charged them with belonging to an “illegal” organization, the security services still had to verify the information and keep people on the list under surveillance. When in the summer of 1994 I read what was presented as an extensive description of the Salsabil documents in a pro-government magazine that was virtually identical to what the official had told me a year earlier, I realized that the government was probably planning to move against the Brotherhood itself.76 Within days, the government, in fact, proposed legislation that would limit Brotherhood influence in the major professional syndicates, or unions. And some six months after the Salsabil documents were described in the press, the government arrested almost thirty senior Brotherhood leaders of the professional unions, including the suave Dr. Erian, charging them with membership in an “illegal” group.

I was never permitted to see the actual documents or to meet the elusive defector whom the official had described. But I was willing to believe that government supporters believed in their authenticity. Diplomats and human-rights workers, however, remained skeptical. Hisham Mubarak, for example, who had interviewed dozens of militants and read what they wrote, said that after Sadat, the Brotherhood was committed to coming to power by peaceful means. Perhaps some militants had ties to some Brethren, but that did not constitute formal cooperation between the Brotherhood and the violent groups, he argued. Moreover, he insisted, the Gama’a and Jihad detested the “co-opted” Brotherhood almost as much as they did the government. In August 1995, for example, both groups had denounced the Brotherhood for having condemned a Jihad-sponsored attempt on Mubarak’s life in Ethiopia. The Brotherhood’s expression of “joy at Mubarak’s salvation” had not stopped the government from arresting Brotherhood leaders and jailing them at what a Jihad leader mockingly called the “Tura Prison tourist resort.”77

As for the Salsabil documents, no case had ever been brought against a single defendant based on them, he argued. Eight of the fifteen people arrested at the company in 1992 had been released. While most of the fifty men arrested several months later were still in jail, none had been tried in court. Hisham had attended almost every hearing in connection with the Salsabil defendants and looked at the prosecutor’s file, he told me. “I read the interrogation reports. There was not a single reference to those documents. No one I know has seen them, and no case has ever been brought to court based on them. What am I supposed to think?”

BY THE TIME I returned to Egypt in late 1994, the violence was still continuing; more than 460 people had been killed, including nine tourists, but police sweeps, coupled with government aid, had forced the armed militants to retreat to the villages of Upper Egypt. In February, a founder of Jihad acknowledged that his movement was “weaker now than it was in 1981.”78 Some fifteen people had been convicted in military court — only one was acquitted — of the assassination attempt on Minister Alfi. Four were sentenced to death; all were executed.

By the summer of 1994 the government’s campaign to repress the Muslim Brotherhood was well under way. The Parliament approved legislation that denied university professors the right to elect their faculty deans, since many departments were dominated by Ikhwan activists. Then the Ministry of Awqaf, which oversees the nation’s mosques, announced that the government would bring all of Egypt’s 120,000 mosques and prayer rooms under its supervision — an ambitious goal, since officials had acknowledged the previous year that the state controlled less than half of them. But the statement served notice that the government could close any mosque at any time. Mubarak himself began denouncing the Muslim Brotherhood as a “terrorist” organization. Senior leaders, including the ailing supreme guide Abu al-Nasr, then eighty-one, and the aging leadership of the Labor Party, which was in a shaky alliance with the Brotherhood, were hauled in for questioning. The government also launched a public-relations offensive against the “terrorists,” creating mawkishly patriotic soap operas and broadcasting “confessions” of repentant militant leaders.79 It was hard to turn on your television or pass a café without seeing a now cleanly shaved Islamist in his ankle-length galabia sobbing over how he had been led astray from Islam’s “straight path,” a phrase from the opening chapter of the Koran that is repeated five times a day by devout Muslims. Some friends found the confessions unpersuasive. “I might say a lot of things after a few weeks of Interior Ministry hospitality at the receiving end of electrodes,” said Mohammed Sid Ahmed, an engaging aristocrat and leftist intellectual who had spent time in Nasser’s prisons.

Mubarak’s policy also offered some incentives. In Cairo’s Imbaba district, for example, where a million people were crammed into tottering mud-walled tenements along narrow, dark alleys and where an average of eight people shared each room,80 the government was investing more than $10 million in a new medical and dental clinic — where the entrance fee was an affordable fifteen cents — paved roads, a sewage system, better garbage collection, new bus lines, more power and water lines, a vegetable market, and a youth center.81 Two years earlier, the government had launched a brutal offensive against the Islamic groups in this same quarter, where the Gama’a had run a state within a state. Imbaba had been virtually sealed off for five weeks in late 1992 while fifteen thousand troops raided shops and homes, closed mosques, rounded up students, shot up militants’ hangouts, and searched for members of the Gama’a. Now Mubarak was making amends. He also planned to spend more than $200 million on similar projects in other poor quarters and villages throughout Egypt beginning in 1994 —$1.5 billion over the next five years. The militants’ institutions still flourished in Imbaba, however. There, as everywhere, demand for government services and expectations still outstripped supply. Per capita income, after rising through much of the 1970s and 1980s, was falling, from $670 in 1980 to $610 in 1994, less than New Guinea, El Salvador, or the Congo. So were Egyptian living standards. While 42 percent of Egyptians lived below the poverty line in 1984, more than 54 percent of the country did so a decade later.
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