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 			 			A Pilgrims Prelude

Once the car had driven away, and we were half-naked specks on the marble plaza, Hani said, Ill read and you repeat after me. His dark, strong face concentrated on the page and the Arabic words flowed out.
Kareem, pale with light eyes, and handsome, also muttered the words. We stood close to each other in our pilgrims clothes  two white towels, one round the waist, the other across the torso, leaving the right shoulder bare.
I seek refuge in Allah the Great, in His Honourable Face and His Ancient Authority from the accursed Satan. Allah, open for me the doors of Your Mercy.
It was a clear, mild night and we were standing outside the Grand Mosque in Mecca. The plaza was vast, open and powerfully floodlit. The pilgrims were piebald dots, gliding across its marble surface. The congested city, the Mecca of hotels and dormitories, lay behind us.
The mosques slim-pillared entrance, with frilled arches and two great minarets, lay ahead. It was made of an ashen stone with streaks of white; its balustrades, its minarets and its lights were white. A layer of white light hung over the entire complex. Towers, some unfinished with overhanging cranes, vanished into an inky night sky.
We paused, taking in the plazas scale.

 		   *

 		 	 I was mid-point in a much longer journey. I had set out six months earlier in the hope of understanding my deep estrangement from my father: what had seemed personal at first had since shown itself to contain deeper religious and historical currents. And it was to discover their meaning that I travelled from Istanbul, on one edge of the Islamic world, through Syria, to Mecca at the centre and the Grand Mosque itself. The remaining half of my journey was to take me through Iran and, finally, into Pakistan, my fathers country.
We walked on like tiny figures in an architects drawing towards the mosque. The plazas white dazzle and my awe at its scale had made me lose the prayers thread. Hani now repeated it for me slowly, and I returned the unfamiliar words one by one. My two Saudi companions, experienced in the rituals we were to perform, took seriously their role as guides. They seemed to become solemn and protective as we neared the mosques entrance. Hani took charge, briefing me on the rites and leading the way. Kareem would sometimes further clarify the meaning of an Arabic word, sometimes slip in a joke. Now, no flat-screen TVs and electronics, he warned, of the prayer we would say inside the sanctum.
We were channelled into a steady stream near the entrance. The pilgrims, who had been sparse on the plaza, gathered close together as we entered. The women were not in the seamless clothes required of the men, but fully covered in white and black robes. Inside, the mosque felt like a stadium. There were metal detectors, signs in foreign languages, others with letters and numbers on them. Large, low lanterns hung from the ceilings, casting a bright, artificial light over the passage. On our left and right, there were row after row of colonnades, a warren of wraparound prayer galleries. The mosque was not filled to even a fraction of its capacity, and its scale and emptiness made it feel deserted. Then, Hani whispered to me the prayer that was to be said around the Kaba. The Kaba! I had forgotten about it. It hovered now, black and cuboid, at the end of the passage. And once again, confronted with an arresting vision, Hanis whispered prayer was lost on me.
The Kabas black stone was concave, set in what looked like a silver casque, and embedded in one corner of the building. It had been given by the angel Gabriel to Ishmael, the progenitor of the Arab race, when he was building the Kaba with his father, Abraham. Many queued to touch it and kiss its smooth dark surface. We saluted it and began the first of seven circumambulations. Hani read as we walked and I repeated after him. After every cycle, we saluted the stone, and said, God is Great.
The pilgrims immediately in front of us were three young men in a mild ecstasy. They had their arms round each other and skipped through their circuits. The language they spoke gave them away as south Indians. They overlapped us many times and their joy at being in Mecca was infectious. Behind us, a man who seemed Pakistani moved at a much slower pace, pushing his old mother in a wheelchair round the Kaba. She was frail and listless, her eyes vacant: she had saved their fading light for the sacred house in Mecca. Then another overlapper hurried past in an effeminate manner, flashed us a bitter smile, and hastened on.
The vast array of humanity at the mosque, their long journeys encoded in the languages they spoke and the races they represented, brought a domiciliary aspect to the mosques courtyard. People napped, sat in groups with their families, prayed and read the Book. The hour was late, but no one seemed to notice; this, after all, was the destination of destinations.
When we had circled the Kaba seven times, we moved out of the path of orbiting pilgrims and prayed together. Behind the double-storey colonnades and their many domes, there were brightly lit minarets and skyscrapers. I felt as if I was in a park in the middle of a heaving modern city.
We had rushed things. We sat next to each other, a little sweaty now, at one end of the courtyard. Kareem, prolonging the prayer, sat on his shins. His handsome face, normally bright with an ironic smile, was quiet and closed. Hanis eyes were closed too, his dark lips moving silently. A moment later we rose for the last rite: Hagars search for water.
There are many versions of the story, but the key facts are that Hagar, Abrahams wife, is stranded with the infant Ishmael in the vicinity of Mecca. She runs seven times between Mounts Safa and Marwa until an angel appears to her. He stamps on the ground and water springs up  where the ZamZam well is  to quench the thirst of mother and child. It was Hagars steps, her fear and deliverance, a sign of God watching over Muslims, that we were to retrace.
Hani led us out of the courtyard and into a separate part of the mosque. On the way, we stopped at Abrahams feet, gold-plated and in a case. We gazed at them; Hani murmured the prayer that is said at the station of Abraham. We continued towards a long, enclosed walkway. Rectangular pillars at even intervals seemed to make an infinite reflection, like two mirrors facing each other, down the corridors length. A metal railing ran down the centre, separating those who were going from Mt. Marwa to Mt. Safa, re-created in brown paint and concrete at either end of the walkway, from those who were returning. There was a stretch in the middle, marked out by two green lights, where Hagars distress had been at its highest. We were obliged to cover this distance at a run. It made the pilgrims sweaty and the air was heavy. On one side of the corridor, there were grilles that let in the cooler night air and on the other it was possible to see the vastness of the mosque, its many floors, with escalators running between them, and black men in blue clothes cleaning the building.
At one point on the run, which was long and exhausting, I caught sight of the Kaba in its courtyard. It possessed the place. Thousands stood in tight circles around it, but they seemed hardly to fill the giant courtyard. I tried to gauge the buildings size, but it defied assessment. And this was part of its mystery, like the near invisible, black-on-black calligraphy, woven into the silk covering its solid masonry.
The Kaba could not disappoint because it was nothing. Its utter poverty expressed cosmic contempt for the things of the world. It was solid, mute, no triumph of architecture and virtually impenetrable, more like a rent in the sky than a monument. So silent and unrevealing a sanctum was this, that it implied faith, rewarding the believer with nothing, as if faith itself was the reward, and mosaic ceilings and tiled domes, mere trifles.
This thought of faith seemed to lead into what happened next. A fellow pilgrim approached us at the end of our run. He was dark, with a pointed face and a curt manner. He addressed me in Arabic. I didnt understand so he turned to Hani and Kareem. They nodded and walked on without a word.
What did he say?
He said, This is the House of God. You will receive divine merit if you make him take those off, Hani explained, pointing to the religious strings round my neck and wrists.
I couldnt even remember where the strings were from. Some were from temples, others from Muslim shrines. Tell him theyre from a Sufi shrine, I said defensively.
Dont say that. Hani smiled. Thats even worse. The Wahhabis hate Sufis.
Faith was the reward at the sacred house, and faith would have answered the objection the pilgrim had raised, but I had come faithless to Mecca. And justly, I was found out.
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 			 			The Licence-plate Game

My earliest sense of being Muslim was bound to my earliest perception of my fathers absence; it could almost be said that it was a twin birth in which one superseded the other.
It was midsummer at my aunts house, a Lutyens Delhi bungalow, on a wide road lined with neem trees. Their fruit, fat green berries, fell everywhere. They lay on the large lawn in front of the house and on the long shallow steps leading up to the pillared veranda; they even made their way into the house on the backs of huge black colonial ants.
I was five, maybe six. My mother was a journalist and used to go away on assignments. When she did, I was sent to spend afternoons and sometimes nights at my cousins house. My aunt had married the heir of a rich Sikh family and the house was always full of his nephews and nieces, who also lived in big houses on similar wide roads with neem berries and fat ants. I lived with my mother, another aunt and my grandparents in a small house past several roundabouts and a flyover that separated the Delhi of white bungalows and neem trees from the post-independence Delhi of colonies.
My mother thought that as I had no brothers and sisters it was better for me to be with other children rather than inactive grandparents. But I dreaded the house and if the decision had been left to me, I would not have gone at all. To come from my small uneventful house to the bigger house full of children was to come with nothing to share. Unlike my cousins, I rarely had any opportunity to devise games, especially not for the numbers that came. So on the occasions I was sent, I seemed always to arrive late, or mid-game, with no hope of catching up.
One morning I arrived to find that the cousins, and the cousins cousins, had all been given notebooks and pens by their fathers and put to the task of recording the licence-plate numbers of passing cars. A special prize awaited whoever at the end of the day had jotted down the most. The game was already underway when I arrived. Main roads surrounded the five-acre property and the cousins were scattered to perches on its periphery from where they could see passing cars. I couldnt find anyone to ask for a notebook, but was quite happy not to play and relieved that my absence would not be felt. I was settling into a planter chair under the portico of the house when my aunt, who had just finished doing the household accounts, found me.
She was furious to discover her only nephew, son of the sister she loved, excluded from the game. I tried to explain that it wasnt anyones fault, that I had arrived late, but here, she thought she recognised her own familys good manners and it angered her further. She called two servants and sent them to round up all the cousins from the different corners of the property. I withered at hearing these orders and pleaded again to be allowed to join the game on my own terms, but the servants had gone and my aunt, too, in search of a notebook for me.
In a short time, nearly a dozen coloured turbans had assembled at the front veranda, looking at me for an explanation. I muttered something and tried, turbanless, to blend into the crowd by engaging my immediate cousins, but they were irritated by the mid-morning interruption and could speak only of the game.
Minutes later my aunt returned with a notebook, which she handed to me. She explained that she hadnt been able to find one like my cousins had been given, but that this would do just as well. It was much longer and narrower than theirs, and when I opened it, I saw it was the accounts book from which she had torn out the used pages.
She called aside her children, my first cousins, and within earshot of everyone, yelled at them for leaving me out. Then she came up to the other cousins and said that since I had arrived late I couldnt be expected to catch up. In the interests of bridging the gap, I would be given a handicap: they were all to give me twenty licence-plate numbers from their lists before they resumed the game. Muffled groans and cries of Unfair! rose, as they submitted to the slow, arduous process of selecting twenty unique licence-plate numbers to give me. Like an unwilling tax collector, I sat on the shallow steps as my cousins, all older, taller and turbaned, came up to me. My mortification must have appeared as ingratitude, which further annoyed them. When nearly three of my books long, narrow pages were filled, my cousins vanished. Careful not to be caught alone by my aunt again, I ran after them to find a spot from which to watch the road.
And it was like this that I, who from an early age possessed a horror of competitive games, passed the longest day of my life. Fiats and Ambassadors ambled down the wide boulevards, and wobbly heat strands rising off the tar, nearly concealed their black-and-white number plates. From the roof of the house, it was possible to see the palms around the Imperial Hotels swimming-pool. The hint of moisture accentuated the dryness of the land. Fumes, dust and temperature came together to form a parched feeling of nausea. The day grew into an im possible fever, rich with boredom and hallucination. If any of my cousins registered the games monotony, they didnt let on. They ran from perch to perch, sometimes shrieking with excitement at spotting a blue-and-white diplomatic plate, which, like the newly introduced Suzukis, were higher in points.
The game broke for lunch, but its inferences dominated the conversation. Diplomatic cars were easier to spot than Suzukis, but harder than white VIP number plates. Of course an ambassadors car was the hardest to spot and so should be awarded higher points. One cousin claimed to have spotted 15 CD 1, the British High Commissioners car, but was suspected of lying. Overhearing the conversation, I could tell that the handicap had been unfairly given. I was well ahead, despite being the slowest at spotting cars. The others seemed to register this and left me out of the conversation.
When they returned to their posts, I was determined to spot even fewer cars. I knew the days humiliations would only increase if I were to end up winning the prize. As the afternoon wore on, I added barely a single entry. The cousins, despite the scorching white heat, remained fanatical. In the worst hours, I had none of the excitement of the competition, just fear of victory. It wasnt till evening when traffic filled the streets, like rising water behind a lock that I could tell I was no longer ahead. With the falling temperature, the sky regained its colour, and birds and insects, also paralysed by the heat, returned to their movements. The vast white torment of the day sank to a compact stratum just above the earth, drawing pinks and blues out of the areas that it surrendered.
At close to six, nearly the time when my mother was meant to pick me up, the nannies came running to call everyone in for milk. Drinking milk was viewed in my aunts house as the secret to growing tall. Committed to this goal, my cousins drank great quantities of it at competitive speeds. Everyones nanny brought their childs special milk mug to the house as if it were a piece of professional sporting equipment.
I didnt mind drinking milk, but I wasnt used to the amount drunk at my aunts house. I hadnt brought a mug, and hoped that if I delayed the process I might be able to slip away with my mother before the points from the licence-plate game were counted. So, as the others ran back to the house, I clambered over a small mound and went to the boundary wall. I unzipped my trousers and started to pee. I was concentrating on the small frothy puddle forming before me when I looked up and saw my first cousin similarly relieving himself. He saw me too, and after staring intently in my direction, his face turned to horror. I looked round to see what had alarmed him and began to say something, but he turned his head away, muttering to himself. Then, squeezing out a few last drops, he pulled up his zip and fled. He ran up the mound and down into the garden, screaming, Aatish ka susu nanga hai!
He had chosen his words well. I felt their embarrassment even before I understood their meaning. Nanga meant naked; it was a nannys word used to instil in children the shame of running around with no clothes on. It was used in little ditties to make the point clearer and its resonance was deep. Susu was a little boys penis. And though I knew each word my cousin had spoken, I couldnt piece together the meaning of the sentence. Why had he said that my penis was naked?
I zipped up my trousers and ran down the hill after him in the hope of figuring out what he meant before the others did. I reached the lawn as the news was being broken to the rest of the cousins, who collapsed, coughing and spluttering, when they heard. They were not quite sure what it meant, but the nannies screeched with laughter.
The commotion was so great that the adults were drawn out on to the veranda. Again, my cousin yelled, Aatish ka susu nanga hai! This time, seeing all the adults, including my aunt, laughing, I laughed too, louder than anyone else. The cousins, who earlier had been perturbed rather than amused, were now also laughing. The time for explanations had passed and I decided to ask my mother in private about what the nannies had dubbed my hatless willie. Fortunately, amid the disruption the licence-plate game had also been forgotten and when my mother turned up, she found me agitating to leave before the others remembered.
In the car, as my mother drove from roundabout to roundabout, like in a game of joining the dots, I agonised over the days discovery. I could now tell the difference between my susu and my cousins, but its implication was impossible to guess.
The truth turned out to be more implausible than anything I could have invented. If there was a link between the missing foreskin and my missing father, it was too difficult to grasp. My mother had always explained my fathers absence by saying that he was in jail for fighting General Zias military dictatorship in Pakistan, but she had never mentioned the missing foreskin until now. My idea of my father was too small and the trauma of the day too great to take in the information that he came from a country where everyone had skin missing from their penises.
It was a loose, but not disturbing, addition to my life. I felt oddly in on the joke and laughed again. The sun slipping behind Safdarjungs tomb, the little car climbing up the dividing flyover with my mother at the wheel; it was too familiar a view of the world to change over a susu without a hat.
 		   *

 		 	I grew up with a sense of being Muslim, but it was a very small sense: no more than an early awareness that I had a Muslim-sounding name, of not being Hindu or Sikh and of the circumcision. In Delhi, my mother had many Muslim friends; we saw them often, and especially for the important Muslim festivals. On these occasions  in them teaching me the Muslim customs and greetings for instance  I felt somehow that they saw me as one of their own. But in Delhi, steeped in Muslim culture, it was hard to pry apart this sense, here related to food, there to poetry, from the shared sensibilities of so many in the city, Muslim and non-Muslim alike.
On the sub-continent religion is patrilineal so it was inevitable that my awareness of religious identity and my fathers absence would arise together. At times, over the years, when the twin birth of that day surfaced again, it was always as a Siamese tangle rather than as distinct questions. My mother didnt raise me with religion, but my grandmother, though Sikh herself, told me stories from the different faiths that had taken root in India. As a child I made my way through all the sub-continents major religions. When I was five or six, I was a devout Hindu, lighting incense, chanting prayers and offering marigolds to the gods; Shiva remained the focus of my devotion until I discovered He-Man. Then, aged seven or eight, I threatened to grow my hair and become a Sikh, but was dissuaded by my mother and my cousins, who had fought their parents for the right to cut their hair. Through all this, I retained my small sense, gained on that hot day, of being Muslim.
When I was ten a Kuwaiti family, escaping the Gulf War, moved into our building and their three sons became my best friends. One night, sitting on their fathers bed, the subject of religion came up. Either from some buried conviction or just the wish to be included, I told them I was Muslim. Their father seemed surprised and asked whether I had been circumcised, making a whistling sound and a snip of his fingers that reduced us to cackles. And just as it began, the question of the circumcision, and the patrilineal connection to Islam that it stood for, was obscured in confusion and laughter.
It was only few years later, when HinduMuslim riots erupted across India and Hindu nationalist groups drove through Delhi pulling down mens trousers to see if they were circumcised, that my early memory of the link between my circumcision and my fathers religion acquired an adult aspect. But by then, my desire to know whose son I was had consumed any interest I might have had in knowing which religion I belonged to. I was also on my way to a Christian boarding-school in south India, adding the final coat of paint to a happy confusion that was as much Indias as my own. And it wasnt until I was in my mid-twenties, far away from my childhood world in India, that religion surfaced again.


    




    
 			 			The Beeston Mail

The colourful Virgin train that took me north on a low, grey morning in 2005 was heading for Leeds. I was twenty-four and had been living in London for a year. A few days before, a group of British Pakistanis had bombed London buses and trains; most had been from Beeston, a small Leeds suburb.
Beeston that morning, with its rows of dark brick, semidetached houses, could hardly cope with the attention that had come to it. The worlds press filled its quiet residential streets with TV cameras and outside-broadcast vans. The police were also there in large numbers and the residents, caught between camera flashes, yellow tape and controlled explosions, either hid in their houses or developed a taste for talking to the press. The majority were Punjabis, Muslims and Sikhs, Pakistanis and Indians, re-creating pre-Partition mixtures  especially evocative for me  of an undivided India that no longer existed.
Walking around Beeston, interviewing its residents, I became aware of a generational divide among its Muslims that I hadnt noticed in previous trips round England. The older generation could have come straight from a bazaar in Lahore. They wore the long-tailed kameez and baggy salwar of Punjab, their best language was Punjabi, and although they were opposed to Britains involvement in the Iraq war and hated America, they were too balanced to be extremists, too aware of their hard-earned economic migration from Pakistan.
Their children were unrecognisable to them and to me. Some were dressed in long Arab robes with beards cut to Islamic specifications. They lacked their parents instinctive humour and openness; their hatred of the West was immense and amorphous. One appeared next to his father, carrying a crate into their corner shop. He had small, hard eyes, a full black beard, and wore a grey robe with a little white cap. He seemed almost to be in a kind of fancy dress. I asked him why he was dressed that way.
It is my traditional dress, he answered coldly, in English.
Isnt your father in traditional dress? I asked.
Yes, but this is Islamic dress.
His father looked embarrassed.
An older man standing next to me chuckled. I was complaining to my neighbour that my son never did any work and the neighbour said, You think thats bad, mines grown a beard and become a maulvi [priest]. The joke was intended for me especially because the maulvi on the sub-continent is a figure of fun and some contempt.
Walking around Beeston, it was possible to feel, as I had for most of that year, meeting second-generation British Pakistanis in England, that an entire generation of maulvis had grown up in northern Britain. The short exchange with the men at the corner shop was a view in miniature of the differences between the two generations. Though neither felt British in any real sense, the older generation had preserved their regional identity and an idea of economic purpose and achievement. The younger generation was adrift: neither British nor Pakistani, removed from their parents economic motives and charged with an extranational Islamic identity, which came with a sense of grievance.
A large, solemn man, the owner of a convenience store, who knew the bombers, said, They were born and raised here. We did the work and these kids grew up and they havent had a days worry. Theyre bored. They dont do any work. They have no sense of honour or belonging.
Later that week, on the train home, I considered their story. It began in rootlessness, not unlike my own, and led to the discovery of radical Islam, which was largely unknown to me. I had encountered it for the first time the year before when I had met Hassan Butt, a young British Pakistani who had been a spokesman for the extremist group Al-Muhajiroun and active in recruiting people to fight in Afghanistan. (Butt later recanted these views, although in 2008 he was arrested while boarding a flight to Lahore.) We had sat in an Indian restaurant on Manchesters Curry Mile. Butt was short and muscular, with a warm but intense manner. He was exactly my age, and took me into his confidence at least in part because he saw me, on account of my having a Muslim father, as Muslim.
His ambition for the faith was limitless. Fourteen hundred years ago, he told me, you had a small city state in Medina and within ten years of the Prophet it had spread to Egypt and all the way into Persia. I dont see why the rest of the world, the White House, Ten Downing Street, shouldnt come under the banner of Islam. It was Butts nearness to me in some ways  in age, in the split worlds he had known, in the warmth he showed me  that drew me to him, and the faith he had found that created distance between us. At last, I said, So what now? Youre as old as I am, where do you go from here?
First things first, he replied. Fight to the utmost to get my passport back [the British authorities had impounded it]. The quicker I get it, the faster I get my plan of action together that I have with a group of guys who  Since leaving Muhajiroun Im focusing on them. There are about nine of us now and were not willing to accept anybody else because we have the same ideas, same thoughts. Each one of us will maybe play a different role from the other, but all collectively to gain a wider picture. Once I get my passport back, I definitely see myself, inshallah, not out of pride, not out of arrogance, not out of ambition, but rather because I believe I have the ability  I pray to Allah to give me more ability  to become a face for Islam in the future, something Muslims have been lacking for a very long time.
His answer put still greater distance between us. My small sense of being Muslim, gained so haphazardly over the years, was not enough to enter into the faith that Butt had found.
Now, travelling back from Leeds to London, I realised how short I was on Islam. I knew that the young men I had met in Beeston, and Butt, felt neither British nor Pakistani, that they had rejected the migration of their parents, that as Muslims they felt free of these things. But for me, with my small cultural idea of what it meant to be Muslim and no notion of the Book and the Traditions, the completeness of Islam, it was impossible to understand the extra-national identity that Beestons youth and Butt had adopted. I wouldnt have been able to see how it might take the place of nationality. My personal relationship with the faith was a great negative space. And despite this, I was also somehow still Muslim.
So, with only an intimation of their aggression; their detachment and disturbance; and some sense that Islam had filled the vacuum that other failed identities had left, I came back to London and wrote my article. It was an accumulation of my experience with radical Islam in Britain. I wrote that the British second-generation Pakistani, because of his particular estrangement, the failure of identity on so many fronts, had become the genus of Islamic extremism in Britain. The article appeared on the cover of a British political magazine alongside my interview with Hassan Butt and, proud to have written my first cover story, I sent it to my father.
I received a letter in response, the first hed ever written to me. But as I read it, my excitement turned quickly to hurt and defensiveness. He accused me of prejudice, of lacking even superficial know ledge of the Pakistani ethos, and blackening his name:
 			Islamic extremism is poisonous, as is that of the IRA and the RSS [a Hindu nationalist party]. The reason why it is on the rise is because of Palestine and Iraq. If Hindus were bombed, occupied and humiliated you may find the same reaction  By projecting yourself as an Indian Pakistani you are giving this insulting propa ganda credibility as if it is from one who knows it all.

 		 	 Cricket, that old dress rehearsal for war on the sub-continent, came up: Look at the way the Lahore crowd behaved after losing a Test match and compare that to the Lala crowds in Delhi. It seems the Hindu inferiority complex is visceral. A lala was a merchant, and here my father articulated prejudices of his own, textbook prejudices in Pakistan, of Hindus as sly shop-owners, smaller, weaker, darker and more cowardly than Muslims. Oh, Im so glad you werent a little black Hindu, my half-sister would laugh, or I hate fucking Hindus, man, my half-brother once said. Pakistanis, for the most part converts from Hinduism to Islam, lived with a historical fiction that they were descendants of people from Persia, Afghanistan and elsewhere, who once ruled Hindu India.
I wasnt sure which side my father placed me on when he wrote his letter, whether he thought of me as one of them or, worse, as a traitor he had spawned. He did say, Do you really think youre doing the Taseer name a service by spreading this kind of invidious anti-Muslim propaganda? To me, that was the most interesting aspect of the letter: my father, who drank Scotch every evening, never fasted or prayed, even ate pork, and once said, It was only when I was in jail and all they gave me to read was the Koran  and I read it back to front several times  that I realised there was nothing in it for me, was offended as a Muslim by what I had written. The hold of the religion, deeper than its commandments, of religion as nationality, was something that I, with my small sense of being Muslim, had never known.
When I came to the end of my fathers letter, I felt he was right: I couldnt have even a superficial knowledge of the Pakistani, but more importantly Islamic, ethos. I had misunderstood what he had meant when he described himself as a cultural Muslim. I took it to mean no more than a version of what I grew up with in Delhi  some feeling for customs, dress, food, festivals and language  but it had shown a reach deeper than I knew. And the question I kept asking myself was how my father, a professed disbeliever in Islams founding tenets, was even a Muslim. What made him Muslim despite his lack of faith?
For some weeks, during a still, dry summer in London, the letter percolated. It prompted a defence on my part in which my back was up. My father responded with silence that turned colder as the weeks went by. His wife and daughter tried to intervene, but I wasnt willing to apologise for something Id written. And although I minded the personal attack, I didnt mind the letter: it aroused my curiosity. Caught between feeling provoked and needing to act, I thought of making an Islamic journey.
My aim was to tie together the two threads of experience from that summer: the new, energised Islamic identity working on young Muslims and my own late discovery of my fathers religion. My fathers letter presented me with the double challenge to gain a better understanding of Islam and Pakistan.
But I wanted a canvas wider than Pakistan. Something deeper than national identity acted on my father, something related to Islam, and to understand this, I felt travelling in Pakistan alone would not be enough. Pakistan, carved out of India in 1947, was a country founded for the faith. But it was also a lot like India, and I felt that unless I travelled in other Muslim countries I would not be able to separate what might be common Islamic experience from what might feel like an unexplained variation of India. I also wanted to take advantage of the fact that the whole Islamic world stretched between my father and the place where I read his letter. A strange arc of countries lay on my route: fiercely secular Turkey, where Islam had been banished from the public sphere since the 1920s; Arab-nationalist Syria, which had recently become the most important destination for those seeking radical Islam; and Iran, which in 1979 had experienced Islamic revolution.
In a classical sense, except for Turkey, the lands that lay between my father and me were also part of the original Arab expansion when the religion spread in the seventh and eighth centuries from Spain to India. I decided on a trip from one edge of the Islamic world, in Istanbul, to a classical centre, Mecca, and on through Iran to Pakistan. The first part of the trip would be an old Islamic journey, almost a pilgrimage, from its once greatest city to its holiest. The trip away, through Iran and Pakistan, was a journey home, to my fathers country, where my link to Islam began, and, finally, to his doorstep.


    




    
 			 			Homo Islamicos

It was November. The sky was damp and heavy. I waited for Eyup outside a Starbucks on Istiklal. It was an old- fashioned European shopping street, with a tram, in central Istanbul. The road was being resurfaced and rain from the night before spread a muddy layer of water over the newly paved white stone. The youth that filled the street, sidestepping wide, wet patches of sludge and splashing brown sprinklings on the ends of jeans, were of remarkable beauty.
Here, it seemed, was a confluence of racial attributes that produced tall men with high central-Asian cheekbones, light European eyes and the olive colouring of the Mediterranean. They were narrow-waisted and muscular, in close-fitting jeans, small T-shirts and dark jackets. The haircuts were short with cleanly shaved edges and sloping, bristly backs. They walked with a strut, looking ahead, seeming a little vain. The womens painted faces and peroxided hair took away from their looks. Still, the abundance of idle, well-dressed youth gave the street a heady, sexual character.
Istiklal, like its youth, was a hybrid: European archways, fashionable shops and stone apartment buildings, with little balconies and pilasters, ran down its length, while its side-streets led into Eastern bazaars, selling fish and vegetables. It had seen better days, then worse days, and now again its fortunes were turning. There were pick-up bars, cafs, bookshops, an Adidas store, nightclubs, gay saunas, health clubs, embassies and offices. Varied music poured into the street from all sides, not just popular music but Sanskrit chanting with hidden techno undertones.
 		   *

 		 	 I had arrived a few days before by train, dropping south from Budapest to Sofia and then to Istanbul, a slow movement through the ghostlands of the old Ottoman Empire. Very little remained of its once deep European reach: in Budapest, a reconstructed, tiled shrine, Europes northernmost Muslim monument, dedicated to a Turkish dervish; and in Sofia, the last of its sixty-nine mosques: small and slightly run-down, it sat at an angle to a busy main road with one stone pillar stepping gingerly into the pavement.
In Istanbul, I was staying in a squat, modern hotel on a central square with a view of the Bosphorus. On the morning after I arrived, I witnessed an amazing scene on the straits leaden waters. I had come down to the shore, and next to me a few soldiers and old men sipped coffee at a kiosk doing steady business. Then everyone stopped what they were doing and looked at the water. The man at the kiosk turned off his stove and looked too. The soldiers jittered.
The first horn that sounded over the now quiet Bosphorus was like the moan of a great mammal, an elephant or a whale, in lament of a fallen leader. The soldiers stood to attention and their arms snapped into salute. Then other horns, with the eagerness of the young in a tribe, responded. The traffic behind me stopped. Some pedestrians, new on the scene, froze in mid-step. The city ground to a silence. The minute stretched and the city waited. White gulls circled overhead as if fastened by cords to the ships. The horns faded gradually, and after a few stray sounds lost over the water, the Bosphorus came to life again and, with it, the roar of the traffic behind me.
It was 9.06 a.m. on 10 November and the man being honoured in the minute-long silence was Mustafa Kemal Atatrk, the founder of the modern republic of Turkey and the man who had given the state its fiercely secular identity. When Atatrk had founded the modern state in the 1920s, fighting off foreign incursions on all sides, he had shut down the traditional Sufistic centres, thrown out fez and veil, cleansed the language of its Persian and Arabic borrowings, changed the script to roman and abolished the office of caliph. He brought to an end the idea of a sanctifying political authority that had existed in Islam since its founding. It was as if he wanted to break the new states cultural links to the larger Islamic world, rendering unto Turkey what was Turkeys and throwing out the rest.
My father had mentioned the caliphate in his letter: European countries occupied by Muslims for hundred of years, like Greece and Spain, did not enforce conversion. In fact, throughout history the Jews were protected by the Muslim caliphates and Christians were allowed to flourish. The caliphate was part of my fathers idea of a collective Muslim history, which he could possess without faith. It was one of the things  the idea of the great Islamic past  that my small sense of being Muslim didnt cover. And yet my father also admired Atatrk for his strength and modernising mission despite Atatrks break with the collective Islamic past and his creation of a state that was, in its approach to religion, the exact opposite of Pakistan. So, at the very beginning of my journey, with six weeks set aside for Turkey, and with the words of men like Butt on one side and my father on the other  both, in their way, speaking of the great Islamic past  I wished to see how the faith had fared in the state that had broken with Islam.
 		   *

 The man I waited for outside Starbucks on Istiklal was a young Marxist student who, when he heard of my interest, offered to show me a fuller Istanbul. He appeared a few minutes later with his hands in his pockets. He was short and wide, with dark, greasy hair, intense blue eyes and an erratic, jarring laugh. With Eyup, there were no pleasantries. A quick smile, a hello and immediately down to business. Should we go to this very religious neighbourhood? he said, as if it were one of many possible plans. He hailed a taxi on Taksim Square, close to where I was staying, and asked the driver to take us to Fatih Carsamba.
They are very religious there, and they want to be like Arab countries and Iran, he explained. Its a kind of sub-culture. Istanbul was protean. It became another city on the way to Fatih Carsamba. Within an intersection, peroxide Turkish blondes, with lithe bodies, vanished, and stout women, in long, dark coats and beige headscarves, moved down a busy street, selling domestic wares and cheap, synthetic fashions. It was difficult to connect the gaudy advertising, the cars and household goods with the city we had left behind near Istiklal. The buildings were different, newer, but plainer, more rundown. There seemed even to be racial differences; the features here were coarser, less mixed, more Arab somehow. But this area was not a preparation for the religious neighbourhood: it was not a sub-culture.
We paid the taxi driver and started to walk. And now Eyup and I, in jeans and winter jackets, looked out of place. Fatih Carsamba had made Eyup uncomfortable when he visited it as a teenager, and I soon began to see why. It came on with sinister suddenness. After a gentle bend in an inclining road, we seemed to come under a new law by which all women wore black and, but for a triangular opening for their noses and eyes, were covered completely. The men were in long robes with shaven upper lips and fistfuls of beard. There were bookshops with names like Dua, or Prayer, more bookshops than anywhere else so far, but they all carried the same green and red leatherbound religious books, Korans of all shapes and sizes and defensive pamphlets  Jesus and Islam, Modern Science and Islam, Status of Women and  Islam  forestalling the questions people ask. Other shops delivered a steady drone of Koranic readings. Their racks of religious CDs were on display in polished glass windows, just like on Istiklal. Dull-coloured robes with machine embroidery, black on black, navy blue on navy blue, hung on wire coat-hangers in the doors of clothes shops. All varieties of Arab clothing from slinky latex under-veil garments to white skullcaps were available. It was an Islamic facsimile of a modern high street.
Sub-culture, I thought, was a good word. It implied an aberration not just from urban Istanbul culture, but also from the traditional Islam of Turkey; it brought out the radical aspect of the new faith. For me, the word suggested punks and hippies, even neo-Nazis. It was a word I would have liked to have been able to use, when I first saw young radicalised British Pakistanis in northern England. There again, people were not simply religious in a traditional way; they were religious in a new way. The religion they embraced constituted an abrupt break from what had come before.
We were attracting hostile attention and Eyup was trying already to edge me out of the area. I suggested we turn into a teashop and reassess the situation.
Eyup seemed nervous. Something might happen, he said ominously, as we entered.
A young man with a light brown Islamic beard and a matching robe worked behind the counter. His eyes fixed on us as we came in. He seemed weary and irritated when Eyup ordered tea, as if he had been denied the opportunity to tell us we were in the wrong place. His gaze remained on us as we drank our tea and he went about his chores, wiping the counter and working the till. The hot sugary liquid and the smells from the stove were just beginning to act against the odourless cold of the street, when my question to the man gave him his chance. I asked him about his dress. Eyup looked nervous, but then translated.
The man stopped what he was doing and his face darkened. When he had finished speaking to Eyup, I could see that the exchange had not gone well.
He suggests, Eyup began, looking for solace in the change of language, that we dont try to ask any questions around here as there may be a violent reaction.
The words landed cold and hard on me, more menacing for issuing from Eyups disinterested lips. The man spoke again and Eyup translated: He says, Our way of life is personal so its not right for others to ask about it. The Prophet Muhammad wore these clothes and that is why we wear them.
There was more conversation between Eyup and the man, but when it was over, Eyup did not translate. I heard Pakistan mentioned.
We should go, he said. Something might happen. Eyups natural calm was disturbed. He was not easily excitable and I was keen to follow his judgement. We said goodbye and the man walked us to the door of his shop.
What else did he say? I asked Eyup.
Ill tell you later, he said. We should go.
It was early in the day and the street was still waking up. Shops were opening and the women who hovered down the street in their long robes turned their triangular faces to us in puzzlement. I asked Eyup if I could find a place like this in small towns or in the countryside.
No, he said, this is not how they dress.
The hidden world of Fatih Carsamba fell away as the road sloped downhill. The rest of the city returned and the subculture vanished as suddenly as it had appeared. It was only a hilltop of radicalism, but before it was gone, we were met with a haunting scene. In this environment of segregation and austerity, on a cemented quadrangle surrounded by a high chain-link fence, a school was breaking between classes. The screams and laughter from dozens of uniformed young boys and girls disturbed the morning pall.
After the muffled threats from the man in the teashop, the sight of children playing was an unexpected comfort. They were occupied in some variation of catch and mixed teams of boys and girls swept from side to side of the playground. The girls were in skirts and the boys in trousers; they seemed entirely at ease with each other, entirely without inhibition.
Outside their chain-link world, the last shrouded figure vanished over the crest of the hill. I was struck by the thought that these were the children of this neighbourhood. The shrouded figure might have been one of their mothers or elder sisters. Would she have gone to the school too? And, if so, what a strange passage it must have been from this freedom to the violent purity of her dress and the segregation it stood for.
Then, as we turned the corner, we saw a self-standing structure whose presence here was at once fierce and absurd. About three feet from the ground, placed dead centre on the extremity of the playground, and lost in childrens games was the unlikely, the implausible, the almost chimeric object: a head-and-shoulders bust of Atatrk in smooth black stone, watching over the cemented playground.
In the taxi, Eyup recounted the rest of what the man in the teashop had said to him. Speaking of Fatih Carsamba, he had said, This is the only place we can live like Muslims so we have to protect that. If someone comes from outside, like a journalist or writer, he can cause problems for us. The police could come and break up the neighbourhood. Of his dress, he added, I am dressed like this because the Prophet Muhammad dressed this way. None of our other leaders dressed like that, not Atatrk, not anyone else.
At the time, I didnt appreciate how daring a remark this was. The cult of Atatrk was sacrosanct in Turkey and his forceful brand of secularism, backed by the army, could silence the boldest Islamists. For the man in the teashop to discuss him in disparaging tones, and to a fellow Turk, was a jailable gesture of defiance. It was an introduction to how important physical appearance would become over the course of my journey, especially in regard to Islams relationship with the modern world; it was part of the completeness of the challenge the faith presented. It had been a battleground for Atatrk and it was a battleground for the man in the teashop.
The man had asked Eyup if I was Muslim. Eyup knew only the facts of my parentage and, though he was not a believer himself, he made a leap of reason that others around me would make for the next eight months: if your fathers Muslim, youre Muslim. He might only have been trying to cool the situation, but he knew that the man in the teashop was forced to accept this information. This level of being Muslim was more important than anything that came afterwards, such as the actual components of your faith. It was primary, built into ones birth and recognised by all Muslims, religious or not. He is from Pakistan and is a Muslim, Eyup had said. The man, obligated by his religion to accept this, replied, If youre a Muslim, you know that this is how real Muslims dress.
Muslims living in a Muslim country with a sense of persecution. The link to the great Islamic past, and the cultural threads to the larger Muslim world, proscribed and broken. The modern republic of Turkey aspired to be part of the European Union. Turkey had been among the most open Muslim countries, but its secularism was dogmatic, almost like a separate religion. The state didnt stay out of religion, it co-opted religion: it wrote Friday sermons, appointed priests and hounded people it thought to be religious out of the establishment. Why did it have to be so extreme? What threat to his modern, secular republic had Atatrk perceived in the Islamic identity?
It was the army, along with Istanbuls educated lite, who had enforced his aggressive secularism since the founding of the republic in the 1920s. At first people had obeyed, but in recent years, as migration from more religiously conservative Anatolia to Istanbul increased, people became emboldened, more sure of who and what they were. The radical hilltop, with its high street refashioned along Islamic lines, was the response of a few, but many more wanted to know why they couldnt wear their headscarves. They set up centres of business and capital, green capital, to counter the power of Istanbuls secular rich. The prime minister, Recep Tayyip Erdog. an, was of their ilk. The city was full of women wrapped in Versace headscarves driving SUVs. Islam was coming in through the back door. The army and the bourgeois Kemalists eyed them with deep suspicion.
But what was really meant by this reassertion of Islamic identity? What cultural wholeness had been lost and what would it take for the world to be whole again?
 		   *

 I dont know what my time in Turkey would have been like had I not met Abdullah. Months later, when I recalled his agony, so difficult to match with his plump face and soft manner  I never forgot that before he gave himself to the faith, before he was penalised for being from a religious school, he was almost a business student. And though he studied Arabic and religion, unlike Beestons Islamists and religious students in other Muslim countries, he studied them as part of a larger, secular curriculum, and in the way someone in Britain might study divinity. He had not come off a radical hilltop, and though he might always have been a believer, his degree of self-realisation was new. He was like a symbol of the enforced absence of religion in Turkey and of what a conspicuous absence it was.
 		   

I had been a few times to the Islamic Cultural Centre on the Asian side of the Bosphorus. Eyup had taken me once to hear a visiting Saudi diplomat speak and then, in his irreligious way and with his Turkish disdain for Arabs, laughed out loud when the man appeared in traditional Arab dress. After the lecture, I had begun a conversation with a student of religion, and it was him who first told us about Abdullah. We tried on many occasions to arrange a meeting with him, but it was only days before I was due to leave Istanbul, when the December rain and wind were at their fiercest and traffic clogged Istanbuls major arteries, that we managed to arrange a time. We took a small, shared bus along the Bosphorus steely waters and a taxi over a giant, slab-like bridge, entering Asia with an ease that never ceased to delight me.
At the Islamic Cultural Centre, the rain drove us out of the open courtyards into covered walkways that led to the cafeteria. It was a bare white room, with one corner churning out cups of tea. We sat round a Formica table which was too low for me to write on. Eyup went to get us tea and I started to test the language abilities of the two students who had just walked in. Abdullah was heavy-set, with a round face, thick lips and an auburn Islamic beard. He had a friendly, docile manner and spoke English slowly but precisely. Oskan was clean-shaven with an angular face and close-set eyes. He spoke little English and next to Abdullahs smiles and gentle voice, there seemed something hard about his manner. Eyup returned with a round of plain tea, the sugar cubes crumbling at the bottom of the glasses.
This is something very hard to explain, Abdullah began, in response to my question about why he had entered the theology faculty. I thought he meant that language would pose a problem, but this was not the case; he was thinking of the actual complication of his decision. The simple and basic reason for it is that I want to learn about my religion. Im studying Arabic language actually, not theology, but as a general education I have studied the Islamic sciences such as hadis [the sayings of the Prophet], and fiqh [jurisprudence]. I was still under the impression that Eyup would have to translate from here on when Abdullah surprised me with his fluency.
You have to be a well-qualified and educated person, he said, picking his words carefully, to represent your religion, culture and point of view in the world.
Do you feel you have to do it some service? I asked, surprised at the new firmness of his tone.
Yes, of course.
What do you have in mind?
There is a conflict between the world and our ideas, our beliefs, our culture  Suddenly he was embarrassed at his exclusive conversation with me in English and asked if Oskan could participate. I was happy for him to do so, but wanted Abdullah to continue in English. Oskan seemed to understand better than he could speak, and Eyup agreed to translate where necessary. Abdullah returned to the question: We have to understand the conditions we are living in today. This world is a very different world from that of our religion, our history and our background. The first thing we have to do is grasp that, to take the point of what is going on in the world and to understand the political, philosophical and historical root of this system. Of course, we also have to study and practise our own beliefs and culture. It is not easy to take in the culture as a whole because it is a huge culture of more than a thousand years.
I was forced to stop him; he was losing me in his separations. Do you mean Turkish culture or Islamic culture?
Islamic, he replied, because we are part of that big culture. For example, Arabic language, there are lots of people who have studied it, Arabs, Turks, Persians. It is a big tradition, hard to grasp as a whole, but we have to do what we can. Then we need to create a response, an answer to this world, and try to solve the problem between the reality around us and our own beliefs and ideals. It was at this point that I realised that when Abdullah spoke of the world, he didnt mean the rest of the world or his world, but something alien, which he later described as a world system, shorthand for the modern world.
What is this conflict?
Oskan, who had been listening watchfully until now, said, The conflict starts with information. All knowledge orders and determines things. It makes the systems of the world. For example, Western civilisation, which is at the centre of the system, is trying to control others. It is getting the knowledge in its hand and trying to control others with it. Once it has, we find that in our practice we no longer think as the early Muslims thought.
I sensed that I would have to be vigilant about abstraction and the traps of philosophy and theology. Do you find that this is something that Western civilisation is trying to do or has successfully done? Do you consider yourself out of the world system?
I dont mean we are out of the system, Abdullah answered. We are living in it. We are just thinking about what is going on, trying to understand what is being done to us. We are becoming more and more a part of this system, but if you ask me, Is that OK? of course the answer is no. For example, Islam says you should live in a particular way, but in todays world system, if you try to follow the orders of your religion, it is really hard to stand up in a capitalist economy.
How do you mean?
Interest, for example, is such a big problem. This is one of the ingredients of conflict. I must have looked a little baffled at how the Islamic injunction against usury could make so much difference to Abdullahs life because he added, Another example is of some American people I know. One of them said to me last month that he has a son. He is trying to make him fulfil his religious obligations, but is finding it really hard.
Theyre American Muslims?
Yes, and his father is trying to make him do his obligations, but the system is working against him. It is stealing your child from you.
His description of the system as something encircling him, and yet alien, puzzled me. I was part of the system he described, but couldnt think of myself in any other way, couldnt peel away the system. I was curious as to how the other system, the Islamic system, could even remain active within him as something distinct. I can see why you describe the system as founded on Western values. I also see why you feel the need for your own system, but why do you think Islam, founded so long ago, would have answers for today?
To be a person, Abdullah answered, to be a human being, is one thing, but I have a mode of being. It is to be a Muslim. It is a unique mode of being because it does not change in any time or in any place. Islam is not something man-made. It was given to us. That means it is above history, above man and above culture, but we are only now beginning to get relevant to it, trying to practise it.
Abdullahs tone had changed and become tighter. I was worried that the curtain of faith had come down early on our conversation. The certainties of faith had obstructed other discussions I had had, but I was sure that I could find common vocabulary with Abdullah. After all, it was him who brought up this term, the world system, which, even though he had never left Turkey, was common to us both. It could mean anything from mobile phones, to air travel, to modern education, but perhaps its most significant component was the exposure to the culture and values of Europe and America that ran like a live wire through Istiklal.
What is it about the modern experience that is problematic?
It is that todays system is putting man at the centre. It is anthrocentric. Our system is theocentric. Western civilisation says we are able to do what we want, that we dont need a God to make a cultural or religious system. That is the difference and it is a big one. This modern system is different from all other traditional systems, not just Islamic but Christian and Judaic systems too. Man instead of God, progress instead of the afterlife, reason instead of faith: these were the transfers Abdullah felt he was being forced to make, and yet my own feeling was that his regret came not from the prospect of having to make them but from already having done so.
The modern system has a great power, Oskan started, which is not just against Islam but against Chinese culture too, and other traditional cultures. Its just that any response from another culture may be used by the modern system and made into an empty box, a consumer product. It cant do that to Islam because Islam is a religion that is interested in this world and the other world.
What is the difference in the way Islam treats the physical world?
Islam has many rules about this world, Abdullah said. We believe that for a person who is a Muslim the religion will have something to say to him in every second of his life. This is what we try to do in fiqh. We try to place value on what a man does. We have a scale and whatever you do must be within that scale. You cannot go out of it. It begins with farz, obligation, and ends with haram, what is forbidden. There are many levels between these two parameters, but there is no way out of the scale. Other religions dont have these kinds of orders and permissions, but Islam has this unity. It is a whole system for this world and the other world. Islam offered an enclosed world of prescriptive and forbidden action, which was more detailed than most other religions, but in the end could only cover those things that were common to the world of today and the Prophets world in Arabia. Within decades of the thousand-year history that Abdullah had spoken of earlier, the Prophets example was abandoned for the ways of the new worlds of Persia, Syria and Egypt that the early Muslims had gained. But now, in Turkey, that great Islamic past, which had absorbed so much, could not be seen to continue and, with Abdullah, I felt both the nearness and sadness of its end; just the other day, it seemed.
You think the West is trying to impose its way of life on the rest of the world, I said. Have you ever thought that in the seventh century when Islam was a conquering religion, the Arabs imposed their way of life on the people they conquered?
Both Oskan and Abdullah choked with laughter and, I thought, some degree of amazement. No one has ever asked me that before, Abdullah said good-humouredly. Good question, good question.
And, although it was as blasphemous a thing as I could have said  that history was a golden history; those Arabs were the bringers of the faith  Oskan fielded it: Islam is an organising religion, but these others are destroying 
Abdullah, recovering from his shock, said, For example, the Europeans went to America. They found many people living there, but today we dont find many of its original inhabitants living there. But the Ottoman state controlled the Balkans for many hundreds of years, and if you go there, you still find churches.
The conversation was heading in a dangerous direction: churches destroyed or not in lands Muslims conquered versus mosques destroyed or not in retaliation. I wanted to avoid it, hoping to reach beyond the sanctity with which Muslims viewed their past, a historical perfection held up in contrast to the errors of others.
If what youre saying, I said, is that there is something in Islam that orders and preserves while there is something in the West that destroys, I want to know what that ordering is.
Abdullah returned to mosque, temple and church destruction. I may say, he began, that if a Muslim has destroyed temples in India, acting as a Muslim, then we can say that that is not OK.
Not OK?
Yes, definitely without any doubt.
Even if he was destroying idols?
Abdullah smiled. A discussion began between him and Oskan. Arabic verses were traded back forth. At last Abdullah, as if reading the jurys verdict said, Our Prophet destroyed idols by his own hand so of course worshipping idols is not OK. Still smiling, he made a smooth transition to People of the Book. But we call all Christians and Jews People of the Book and respect them. If someone who is a Person of the Book cuts an animal, a Muslim may eat it.
Tell me one thing: is it possible for someone who is a Person of the Book to follow his own religion, not accepting Islam and Muhammad, and still go to heaven?
They began to laugh again and traded more verses. There are different points of view on that, Abdullah said, but the major and central opinion is that, no, its impossible.
My thoughts were on neither theology nor the afterlife. What interested me was Abdullahs mention of an almost biological sense of being Muslim. Perhaps that was why Muslims always wanted to establish  and it had started as soon as I arrived in Turkey  whether or not I was Muslim, and it didnt seem to matter what kind of Muslim I was.
You have a pan-Islamic idea of the world, yet the Muslim world has been so divided.
Sunni and Shia?
Yes, but also within countries. Turkey has its eyes one way, Iran another. What gives you hope that Muslims will overcome their differences?
Maybe political views will not come together, Abdullah said, but the people  You may say there are two levels. The ones at the top care about the political system, but there is something under that. And so if you look at those people in Muslim countries, they are not very different from each other. There might be differences in political structures  and even these are related to the West  but not in peoples lives.
Abdullah had never been to a Muslim country other than Turkey, but he was sure of his brotherhood with Muslims beyond any national or political difference. This was also an aspect of the faith: looking upon governments and political classes as corrupt, in foreign hands, and the average Muslim as inherently good and of one mind. My father later spoke to me of this brotherhood, and what I wondered again and again was what his admission into this brotherhood was based on. And why was I so definitely shut out of it where he was concerned?
When you go to a country and you see two groups of people, Abdullah said, you can easily tell who is a Muslim and who is not because to be a Muslim requires many things. For example when the time for prayer is called, he goes to prayer. Another example, a Muslim doesnt lie
Oh, come on, thats nonsense. You might be talking about good Muslims, but good Christians dont lie either. Half the Islamic world is filled with bad Muslims.
Abdullah laughed. I had heard this talk a lot already. Muslims couldnt kill other Muslims. So what was happening in Iraq? Israelis. Muslims would never have dropped the atomic bomb, and so on.
You mentioned the conflict between Islamic countries, Abdullah said, his face growing serious, but Im trying to say that to be a Muslim is a very different experience from any other, no matter where you are. To be a Muslim is to be above history. It is a mode of being, an ideal, but the closer you get to that ideal, the better a Muslim you are.
To be a Muslim is to be above history. That formulation, like an echo of Gletkin in Arthur Koestlers Darkness at Noon, saying Truth is what is useful to humanity, explained so much about the faiths intolerance of history that didnt serve its needs.
Familiar with Islamic logic, Abdullah explained, Therefore Islamic countries have an advantage, and that advantage will not go. You say there are differences between them, we accept there are, but these are temporary differences. We can overlook them because we have something that never changes.
What do you think the West wants from the Muslim world?
Thats a big question, Abdullah said, leaning back a little.
It was nearly dark outside and more glasses of tea arrived. I think they realise, Abdullah said, that Islam has an ideal system with the power to make their political and cultural system as a whole go back. Islam has that advantage. It is the unique system with that power. Other systems, Buddhism or Taoism, they dont have that power because the world system can easily turn them into empty boxes. But Islam still has that power because you cannot change it. For example, if you want moderate Islam, you just make yourself far from Islam, but Islam is still there. You cannot do anything to it. If you obey its orders, youre a good Muslim. If you leave it, its your choice, but you cannot change it.
For a moment I wondered if the unchanging aspect of Islam that Abdullah seemed so proud of was also the source of his frustrations. After all, it meant living in another still more complete system, the world system, that reached into so many aspects of his life and with which he could never be at ease as long as he believed in Islam the way he did. I was grateful for his formulation, the world system. It was like shared experience between us; Islam was his response.
Fine, I said. This world system that you and I are part of, many things come from it, your phone, for instance 
I was looking round the room for other things to mention when he stopped me. Everything, he said, with fresh pain in his voice. Everything.
Right. Everything, I repeated, my eyes fixed on him. I felt I had to tread gently now. Has anything of value come out of it?
They talked among themselves. I sensed they understood the question well, but were now picking their way through the rubble of our conversation.
Marlboro cigarettes, Oskan laughed, and technology are OK.
Abdullah had thought harder about it. No, actually, he said, this is a big issue among Muslim intellectuals. There are many discussions on the subject and, no, it is not so easy to say that technology is OK. For example, lets talk about cinema. The Persians have made many good films. Now, maybe thats OK. By doing that we may stand up against the system by representing our ideals.
I was about to interrupt him, to say that most of the Iranian films he had spoken about actually stood against the Islamic regime, when he introduced a more interesting idea.
But some other people say we have to discuss the camera itself, not the films. Before making good films, we have to discuss the camera itself. Good or bad? We are not interested in the product, we are interested in the camera.
Whats the problem with the camera?
Its something Western civilisation made. We have to discuss that camera. What does it represent?
His words chilled me. I thought I heard in them a desire to take the world apart, to have it sanctified in some way by the faith. At the same time, I admired his consistency, the way in which he felt it was wrong to profit from the world system while guarding yourself against its values. Few thought so hard about the issue or cared so much about falling into hypocrisy as Abdullah did, but I couldnt imagine any closed completeness pure enough for him. The world couldnt be put through an Islamic filter: that kind of recasting, like with Fatih Carsamba, could only ever be cosmetic.
He must have seen my discomfort because he tried immediately to console me, supplanting the hate that had risen in him moments ago with reason. There was a time in Turkey, he said, when people could not wear turbans and fezes. They had to wear hats. At that time, we discussed whether it was OK to wear turbans or not. Its a very important discussion. There are things that are a symbol of a culture, and if you partake in them, you give a picture of your cultural side.
Why is this ownership so important? The West has borrowed from the East, things have gone back and forth. Why must you reinvent everything yourself?
The irony in what he had said was that for centuries Islam absorbed a great deal that was outside the faith, from Greek medicine and philosophy to Persian architecture, but only at the end of our conversation did Abdullah explain why the faith today was saturated, its cultural circle closed, almost as if American culture, having taken in yoga and Italian food, was to say, No more.
Of course, he said. Yes, definitely. I dont know what to do. OK? I dont mean that were going to leave everything that comes from the West. That would be ridiculous. I dont mean that. Im saying that we have to think and discuss everything that we believe and have today because  The words failed him,  because we didnt do that till today, he finished a moment later, in a voice that almost broke.
A long, silent moment passed between us. Then, recovering himself, he spoke again: We need to discuss everything and maybe were going to create a new structure. I dont know if we will, but what we need to do is to discuss everything from the beginning, from start to finish. We need to do that.
Histories swept away, hidden under laminates like Turkeys dogmatic secularism, produced men like Abdullah, who were not content to be told to conceal their religion and wear European clothes. He was studying the past, the big Islamic culture that Atatrk rejected, learning the languages that Atatrk sought to cleanse modern Turkish of, wearing the clothes Atatrk banned; and he had had to pay a price.
Growing up, what did you and the people around you think of Atatrk? I asked.
I received the standard embarrassed smile that this question produced in religious people. I pressed Abdullah for an honest answer and assured him that it was not for a newspaper article. Of course it wasnt so good, he said at last. We werent talking so much about the man  In my family, you mean?
Yes. Just growing up, in school, at home.
I would go to school, and Atatrk was in school, just in school. Outside there was no Atatrk. Its difficult to describe. There are some things you dont say but you understand. Abdullah grew up in a conservative neighbourhood and, briefly, I imagined him in a playground like the one I had seen, a cemented patch of secular life surrounded by men and women of faith.
He complained about secularism: It is being used to create a new population, to push Muslims out of the system, and I think they have succeeded on a certain level. For example, if today a religious man, the prime minister, for instance, reaches a high position, it is something we must focus on, something bad. Muslims in Turkey are still out of the system and trying to get in. All the changes in Turkey are coming from the top. They dont ask people if they want these changes.
Abdullah had suffered at the hands of the system. He came, like Erdog. an, the prime minister, from the religious Imam Hatip schools. He was penalised for this in his college entrance exams; his marks had been docked. It hadnt occurred to me until now to ask him whether he had even wanted to study religion and Arabic.
There is an ironic story about that, he said, We were meant to write fifteen choices of faculties we wanted to join. Theology was thirteenth on my list. The first was commerce. I was nineteen at the time, not an age when you evaluate things properly, but after entering the theology faculty, I realised that it was the best faculty for me.
Commerce! I balked. Abdullah, so full of rage against the system, might have been climbing its rungs, drawn in by its rewards. Cast out from that system, he now wanted to be a researcher in the Islamic studies department.
It was late and I rose to leave, but was detained by one last question. It had arisen because I felt at odds with someone I liked. You say Muslims have to develop their own system, I asked, separate from the world system. Why is it not possible for there to be a world system that Muslims could be part of?
Let me tell you a story, Abdullah said in reply. If a Muslim girl marries someone who is not Muslim, we say thats not OK. She cannot do this. But if a Muslim man marries a girl who is a Person of the Book, thats OK. Jewish people criticise us for allowing our men to marry Jewish and Christian girls, but not allowing our women to marry Jewish and Christian men. You know what the reason for this is? We accept all their prophets, all their books, we dont say anything bad about Christ, but they dont accept our Prophet. They dont accept our Book, they dont accept our religion, they dont accept our system. Thats the difference. I think that Muslims have to be at the top, at the centre of the system. We have to determine all the things in the world, otherwise we wont be free ourselves. That doesnt mean we will destroy other cultures. No. We want to be at the top so that we can realise what has been ordered by Allah, to make it real in this world by our own hand. We believe that that is the right thing to be done in the world.
He stopped, and I thought he felt bad that the goodwill between us had evaporated again, but he went on anyway: For instance, a Christian may live here with us but not like a Muslim. He may live here, but we have to be dominant.
I left Abdullah and Oskan on that cold, wet afternoon, in the cafeteria on the Asian side of the Bosphorus. I was taking the train to Damascus the next morning and had to pick up my tickets.
 		   

Abdullah was also planning a trip to Syria the following summer. I wanted him to go; he had asked about Pakistan and the level of freedom its people enjoyed; I wanted him to go there too. Turkey and Pakistan had had similar histories: strong, politically involved armies, a coup every decade and the execution of a sitting prime minister, but Turkey had gone one way and Pakistan another. I felt that travelling in the Muslim world might produce new respect in Abdullah for what his country, outside its Islamic commonality, had achieved.
Pakistan shared an important link with Turkey. When it gained its independence in 1947, carved out of a diverse, pluralistic society, it became, as Turkey had, what it had never been before: an almost pure Muslim state with fixed borders. But while Pakistan, intended as a secular homeland for Indian Muslims, re-asserted its connection to the great Islamic past  even importing Urdu as a suitably Islamic national language  Turkey, founded as a secular state for Turks, broke its links to that past.
I had started out wanting to see how men of faith had fared in the state that had broken with Islam. What I hadnt expected to find was the extent to which Abdullahs faith, in its sense of politics and history, spoke directly to the alien and hostile world system that sought to turn Islam into an empty box. For this aspect of his faith, faith didnt even seem necessary: the same feeling of affront could have come to a people occupied by a foreign power.
The Islamic world also meant something distinct to him: not just a world, but a world order, a big culture, to which Arabs, Persians and Turks had contributed. He had never been to any other Muslim country, but he was certain its people would be of the same mind as him, almost in the way that someone in America whod never left his country might feel about Europe. I didnt ask him about Muslim India, but Im sure he would have included it as part of what a man in Karachi was later to describe to me as the Civilisation of Faith. To listen to him was almost to feel that a world as complete, as connected, as difficult to contain as the modern world, or the world system that we knew today, had existed, with its origins in faith, in the Muslim world.
The date Abdullah put to its demise, though he would have agreed that its decline was many hundreds of years in the making, was 1924, when Atatrk abolished the office of the caliph in Istanbul. The date chosen was important because it suggested a notion of sanctifying political authority, rule in the name of Islam, that accompanied the millennia-long history that had ended. Its end meant that Islam, at least in the world post-Islamic history, was not as effortlessly complete as Abdullah made out: its completeness had to be asserted. There were constant incursions  technological, moral and political  from the world system. And to realise the Islamic completeness, as Abdullah had spoken of it, the world would have to be recast, passed through an Islamic filter, and the world system kept out. For this reason it was both possible to see why Atatrk had wanted the modern, Turkish state to break its connection with the Civilisation of Faith and how the Turkish approach had been perhaps too extreme, needlessly alienating men like Abdullah.
 		   *

 On my last night in Istanbul, a gay couple I had been staying with took me to a club called Love. We entered a dark room where a show was about to begin. I couldnt make out the people around me, but the room smelt of a mixture of sweat and cologne. A dim purple light came on over the stage. My eyes adjusted to the darkness and I saw rowdy transvestites covered with jewellery, a few plain, dumpy girls and, interspersed among the crowd, tall, fine-looking men in their twenties wearing dark trousers and collared shirts. One was telling me about biotechnology when the show began.
In the purple shade, I could make out four men in white underwear. Their bodies were smooth and taut. It made the mind reach for its gym Latin: quadriceps, erector spinae, pectoral major and anterior all toned to the point of plasticity. Their faces showed the best of the regions warm colouring, dark features and high cheekbones. Their hair was shiny and short, and they smirked and joked among themselves as if bound by soldierly comradeship. It was unclear what they intended to do with the green and orange paint in their hands, which glowed luridly in the purple gloom.
Then the music started and the men stopped chatting. Their faces poised and pouting, they broke off in pairs and started to dance. The light dimmed and only their white underwear and the glowing paint were visible. They danced closer together, quadriceps brushed against quadriceps; the crowd let out a scream. Then a diagonal gash of phosphorescent green, from gluteus maximus to shoulder-blade, made it clear what the paint was for, and sent the crowd to frenzy. The two pairs of white underwear moved closer together, the paint changed hands, partners were exchanged and the music picked up. The men rubbed the glowing paint on to each others bodies in time to the music and as part of a dance. At last so much green and orange paint had been spilt that the figures of the men re appeared like a scene from The Invisible Man. The crowd was cheering in rhythm and the men were laughing, half in embarrassment, it seemed, and half in vanity.
 		   

This was the Turkey the visitor could never discount, the Turkey of freedoms such as these, of the Istanbul biennale, of the first Picasso exhibition in the Muslim world, the country a professor living in Istanbul described to me as the only livable place from here to Singapore  no offence. It was this same country that was anathema to men like Abdullah, where freedom meant licence, where secularism was a tool of oppression and foreign values prevailed in place of the rule of God. In secular Turkey, it was impossible to see what his vision of the world was. The Islamic completeness he had spoken of, though touched with a sense of loss and attack, was hard to visualise. It was only in Syria, and later, to a greater extent, in Iran and Pakistan, that Abdullahs words gained physical reality.
The show ended and the activity at Love resumed. My Turkish friend had caught my eye from time to time. And now turning to me, he said, in a sibilant whisper, This is why well never be Iran.
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