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			PROLOGUE

			BETWEEN SEASONS

			Spring 2007, Le Kram, Tunis

			Nour didn’t consider herself a pearl without a shell, or a lollipop without a wrapper, or anything other than her thirteen-year-old self, wanting to practice her religion as best she could. She had listened to a sheikh on YouTube argue why the face veil was obligatory for Muslim women, and after listening a further four times, his words played like a ticker tape through her mind. The Quran commanded, in the verse called Surah al-Noor, “The Light,” that women not display their beauty and ornaments, “except for that which is apparent.” And is the face apparent? the sheikh argued. Is there anything less apparent than a face? It seemed to inexorably follow, then, that women wishing to submit to the divine will of God, to be eligible for His blessings and judged by Him approvingly, should cover their faces. The sheikh’s words made intuitive sense to Nour: modest covering enrobed women in the core values of Islam itself, in peace, calm, and equality. It dimmed the visible differences between rich women and poor women, dark and fair, beautiful and plain; it was a reminder that God loved all His creations equally.

			Nour shared this new belief with her girlfriends one afternoon in the spring of 2007 as they were sitting in the park, Le Kram’s nominal neighborhood green space, amid parched palm trees, heaps of garbage, and a decaying swing set covered in rust. The girls agreed it sounded persuasive, and one of them asked, “So who’s going first?” Most of them had started covering their hair when their bodies began filling out in the last few years, just a light scarf, and they also had begun praying, as many did in their families and in the neighborhood. Wearing a hijab was ordinary; even though Tunisia’s laws banned the headscarf in schools and you could get sent home for wearing one, it was still a commonplace enough infraction. The face veil, the niqab, was punchier, more assertive. But the sheikh on YouTube had said one shouldn’t be timid about one’s Islam, that even though wearing hijab was tough in so many places, “the more we are in number, the stronger our message.”

			
			Had Nour been born to an upper-middle-class family in La Marsa, a suburb of the city where liberal Tunisians lived amid Western expatriates and restaurants that served prosciutto and gin, she might have rebelled by piercing her tongue. But she was a daughter of Le Kram, a working-class neighborhood in a country where the state micro-policed people’s piety, and putting on the niqab was a natural act of defiance for a teenage girl. That day in the park, as the sunlight caught the glinting sides of the juice packs in the trash heap, she felt a knot of purpose in her stomach. “I’ll do it first,” she said to her friends. “I’ll do it tomorrow.”

			She already had a niqab from the hijab shop near the pizzeria; she had bought it the previous week after watching videos of the sheikh. She had tried it on in the bathroom at home with the door locked, angling her body in different directions to see what it did to her eyes.

			The next morning, she stuffed it into her schoolbag, and said goodbye to her mother as usual. As she neared the school she slipped into a doorway and pinned the niqab—by itself it was a small thing, just a little scrap of fabric that covered her nose and mouth—to her headscarf. The fabric tickled her lips as she breathed against it.

			The principal often stood outside the main doors of the school in the morning, greeting pupils as they hurried up the steps. Nour fell in behind some older girls, hoping to pass by without notice, but the principal stopped her.

			“Who are you?” she asked, peering at the slim frame obscured by the folds of black. Nour heard, if it wasn’t her imagination, a flicker of appreciation in the woman’s voice. “I’m going to let you in,” the principal said. “But you’re going to have to deal with the teachers yourself.”

			
			Nour’s first class of the day was French, and she took her usual seat in the classroom, assembling her notebook and pens on the wooden desk. The teacher looked at her from across the classroom. She didn’t say anything at first, just narrowed her eyes, then approached Nour, stopping to lean on an empty desk a couple of meters away.

			“What is this ridiculous thing you’re wearing? Do you think God wants you to hang a curtain across your face? I hate God. God isn’t some kind, benevolent power, he’s cruel.” The teacher crossed her arms over her chest, nostrils twitching. To Nour, the things the French teacher was saying were blasphemy. Nour stared ahead at the blackboard, focusing on the strange curve of the teacher’s handwriting. “God killed my parents,” the French teacher continued. “If I could take revenge against God, I would.” The class watched the berating in unprecedented silence. The French teacher finally rose and started the lesson.

			Nour’s next class was Arabic literature. In Tunisia, teaching of the humanities, especially literature, tended to draw Francophone secularists with a deep antipathy to the religious, whom they viewed as backward and uncultured. When the literature teacher saw Nour, she rose from her seat in surprise and walked over, blocking Nour from reaching her desk.

			“You’re not sitting in my class with that thing on. Take it off immediately!” she said.

			Nour’s face went hot, and she refused.

			“I said, take it off,” the teacher repeated, punctuating each syllable.

			Nour wondered if the teacher knew it was her. The literature teacher liked her. Would it matter? “No, I can’t, please. It’s me, it’s Nour.” Her voice trembled.

			The teacher moved forward and placed a hand on Nour’s chest. “Didn’t you hear me? I told you to take it off.” She was shouting now, her face distorted and ugly with anger.

			Nour’s heart roared in her ears. She stepped backward, away from the weight of the hand. Students gathered around them, trying to calm the teacher. She pushed them away and planted both of her hands on Nour’s chest, shoving hard, as if to topple her.

			
			Nour gasped and stumbled backward. The teacher’s arm rose again, as if to strike her, as if to pull the niqab off. One of Nour’s friends in the class, a tall girl who sometimes got called the Giraffe, grabbed the teacher’s hand. “Please, ustadha, please, calm down.”

			Nour was crying, glad only that no one could see the tears of humiliation under her niqab. By now, the class was openly rioting. Someone had fetched the principal, who came running into the room and ordered the students into the schoolyard. Classes were canceled for the rest of the day.

			

			—

			IN THE MID-TWENTIETH CENTURY AND the decades that followed, men and women led the Middle East’s armed opposition groups and insurgencies together. The women who took part often became international celebrities. The Algerian resistance fighter Djamila Bouhired, who opposed French rule of her country in the 1950s, planted a bomb in an Algiers café that killed three people. A French colonial court sentenced her to death and she was tortured in prison. Her trial became an international cause célèbre, prompting a Moroccan princess, tens of British parliamentarians, and Bertrand Russell to plead her case to the president of France, who eventually stayed her execution. Bouhired later married her French defense attorney, who had fallen in love with her during her trial, and became known as “the Arab Joan of Arc.” She was featured in The Battle of Algiers, along with two other films, posed for Picasso, and was sung about in Persian. When the Palestinian liberation fighter Leila Khaled hijacked an airplane in the summer of 1969, she inspired several rock songs, a character on the television show Doctor Who, a feature film, a mural in Belfast, and an art installation called The Icon, featuring 3,500 tubes of lipstick. She had to undergo six plastic surgeries to evade her own visibility.

			In this age, women like Khaled and Bouhired would certainly be called terrorists. But in the 1960s and 1970s, their popular appeal reflected a worldview that was more understanding of armed struggle. Such opposition, in those years, was seen as an expression of legitimate political aspirations—a symptom of asymmetrical conflict rather than evil ideology. Those decades, leading up to and during the Cold War, were dominated by postcolonial liberation movements that commanded sympathy in the West, and were supported, to varying degrees, by the Soviet Union and the United States itself.

			
			Bouhired and Khaled were striking correctives to prevailing Western attitudes about Middle Eastern women. In Simone de Beauvoir’s account of a 1967 trip to Egypt, she was offended to find Egyptian women bound to a “life of repetition,” subjugated by men who behaved toward them like “feudalists, colonialists, and racists.” A “deadly beauty” from the Middle East who hijacked airplanes in service of her movement’s political struggle embodied an unexpected, raw female power. So too did a young Algerian woman who refused to chant “France is our mother,” as was rote for students under colonial rule, and screamed “Algeria is our mother!” instead. It was possible, even if not easy, to sympathize with emancipated Middle Eastern women seeking to free their countries from occupiers.

			In the decades that followed Bouhired’s capture and trial by the French and Khaled’s hijacking, the political landscape of the Middle East changed dramatically. The great secular nationalist liberation movements of the post–World War II era that had challenged colonial control saw themselves weakened and subverted. The Palestinians, whose first intifada included many women among its leaders, saw many of their leading figures assassinated by Israel; in Iran, a CIA-supported coup snuffed out a democratic push to nationalize the country’s oil industry; in Egypt, defeat in the 1967 war against Israel contributed to sclerosis within the Nasserite movement, and eventually to the entrenchment of authoritarian military rule under Hosni Mubarak, a firm ally of the United States. Across the Middle East, secular movements and leaders fared poorly, whatever they were agitating for, whether the return of occupied land, political freedom, or socioeconomic justice. Enshrined in nationalist and leftist armed struggle or even secular nationalist politics was a belief in liberal universal values and democratic principles, and the assumption that the West—which espoused these ideas—would respond to or tolerate Middle Eastern figures who also upheld them. But over time, it became starkly clear that that would not be the case. Prisons began to  swell with Islamists, activists and militants who, disenchanted with the old failed ideologies, turned to religion to inflect their opposition. The torture they often faced accelerated and cemented their radicalism. Politics across much of the region stagnated. In 1979, with markedly little violence, the Iranian revolution did something unthinkable: it dislodged a modern, worldly U.S.-allied government, and propelled to power a Shia cleric, a gloomy medieval figure in black robes who promised his people independence and freedom under the banner of an Islamic republic. This was a defining moment for the Middle East. Where all secular leaders, from cosmopolitan leftists to nationalist democrats, had failed, a cleric had succeeded. And he was propelled to power by crowds filled with women; bare-headed women in skirts, conservative women in headscarves, united in their nationalist belief that Iran must be independent of the United States. The Iranian revolution inspired a new wave of politics in the region; the militant groups, political oppositions, and visions that emerged turned more religious and radical, and with this shift, they also became more firmly the terrain of men.

			
			In the 1980s, in the midst of the Cold War, the United States backed Muslim foreign fighters opposing the Soviets in Afghanistan. That fight drew men from around the world, but women were not invited to join in this religious jihad. The wives of fighters often accompanied their husbands to the front, but in traditional domestic roles. So too with the al-Qaeda movement of Osama bin Laden that grew in its wake, culminating in the 9/11 attacks. When it came to gender roles, al-Qaeda remained starchily orthodox and uninterested in women’s involvement. Even as late as 2008, bin Laden’s deputy, Ayman al-Zawaheri, maintained that “there are no women in al-Qaeda”; women were simply wives of the mujaheddin, “assuming a heroic role in taking care of their homes.” Al-Qaeda neither wooed fighters with promises of brides nor beckoned single women to join as members. In 2003, the U.S. invasion of Iraq attracted Arabs from around the region to fight the American occupation, setting off a wave of insurgent violence that would roil the country for years to come. It was here, in the shattered aftermath of liberated Iraq, that a new chapter opened for women’s militancy.

			
			Iraqi women were ensnared in both the U.S.-run torture chambers of Abu Ghraib and the brutality of Iraq’s criminal justice system; their defiled honor became a rallying cry for al-Qaeda’s affiliate in Iraq (a predecessor to the Islamic State in Iraq), and young women themselves began signing up for suicide missions in the Sunni insurgency. This dark interlude remained largely an Iraqi story, an after-wound of the American invasion, but it laid the groundwork for what would later follow. Because so many of the fighters who traveled to Iraq were veterans of previous waves of jihadist violence, it was easy for policy-makers and security analysts to cast what was unfolding as more of the same: Middle Eastern terrorism driven by Islam itself. To the Western eye, the dynamics by then were cemented: insurgency was religious, and insurgent leadership, combat, and recruitment were men’s work.

			You can pick up books on any one of these conflicts, riffle through the index, and not find a single woman. Violence and insurgency were enacted by men, and women blended into the wallpaper of history, believed to be bystanders, passive enablers, sometimes victims. They weren’t the ones holding forth on the pulpit, excoriating the West or Arab dictators. They didn’t record fatwas on cassette tapes that were smuggled across the world. They didn’t carry guns or sit beturbaned and cross-legged on dusty floors with Western journalists. But women were always there in the background: as wives and logisticians, educators and morale boosters, mothers whispering values, politics, and worldviews into the young ears of the next generation. Their roles were indirect. To outside observers, who kept their eyes trained on armed actors on the stage, the women in the wings were invisible.

			

			—

			THE 2010S CHANGED THAT FOREVER. In 2011, a staccato sequence of uprisings across North Africa and the Middle East heralded momentous change. Women galvanized the Arab Spring, often standing at the forefront of protests in Cairo’s Tahrir Square, in Bahrain and Yemen, Libya and Tunisia, encouraging and egging on men to confront security forces, demanding political freedom, dignity, and opportunity. Young women like Nour, who had found no place for herself in the old order of Tunisia, formed the backbone of a movement that, more than anything, simply sought the right of all to be included: in school, in politics, in the market of opportunity.

			
			Arab despots moved to crush the protests. And in the tumultuous years of the Arab Spring, these despots found unlikely allies. The West was deeply ambivalent about this sudden wave of change, despite the fact that the United States and Europe had complained for years that authoritarianism was holding back the Arab world’s development, allowing women’s inequality to fester and fueling radicalism. As Egypt’s revolution stumbled to find its feet under the leadership of Islamists—politicians who had been democratically voted into power—President Barack Obama’s loyalty shifted toward the country’s generals, who were itching to consolidate their control. America’s priority, he declared, was stability. In the course of about two years, these hopeful Arab revolutions collapsed one by one, descending into civil wars or suppression by the generals and autocrats who saw that the United States was distracted by other priorities.

			Out of this historic interlude of hope and chaos, into the resulting vacuum of instability, the Islamic State emerged. It was sophisticated, organized, and determined to exploit all the grievances, cracks, and disorder the lost revolutions so generously offered. And it had perceptively noted women as a rising political force, even as it proposed a radically patriarchal form of family organization and politics that stripped women of their autonomy.

			The Islamic State rose from the recent histories of Syria and Iraq, the specific grievances and fractures of those countries. But from the earliest days, the State told a different, loftier story about itself. It claimed the mantle of leadership for Sunnis around the world, prophesying a final apocalyptic battle between the forces of Islam and the West. It promised the creation of an Islamic homeland, an empire-state where Muslims could live freely and justly under a kingdom of heaven. Echoing the demands of the Arab Spring protests, it seduced tens of thousands of Muslims into traveling to its territory, with assurances of enlightened rule, opportunity, and dignity.

			If in 2011 the aspirations of young women across the Arab world had been for freedom, a dream that seemed achingly close before disappearing into the smoke and tear gas of coups and massacres, by 2013, when IS leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi declared his caliphate, the future held only more of what Simone de Beauvoir had sniffed at previous generations of Middle Eastern women for accepting: lives of repetition. Conventional wisdom in the West held that nominally secular Arab generals and royal autocrats were “better” for women than political Islamists, but under the rule of such leaders, women faced multiple binds: they had to contend with the patriarchy of their culture, which frowned on women being educated and working; they had to struggle with the structural barriers to accessing work and education in societies like Tunisia that rejected religious women accessing public life—and at the very same time could not organize to challenge these norms through politics, because secular dictators didn’t allow any politics at all.

			
			These supposedly better-for-women dictators were not opposed to imprisoning women or using sexual violence—gang rapes, virginity checks—to punish women who opposed them. For women who wanted more—more dignity, more public and civic influence, more room to practice their religion—the status quo had no room for them.

			It was in this febrile, despairing atmosphere that the Islamic State began unfurling its vision. It was neither authoritarian client state nor pretender to liberal democracy. It was not a conventional nation-state at all, not obliged to follow the dictates of neoliberal capitalism.

			In 2013, thousands of women from across the world poured into this promised land. They came from across North Africa and the rest of the Middle East, from Europe, Russia, and Central Asia, the United States and Australia, China and East Asia. Women formed 17 percent of all European travelers to the caliphate. They included educated daughters of diplomats, trainee doctors, teenagers with straight-A averages, as well as low-income drifters and desolate housewives. They swelled the cities under the group’s control, settling in the abandoned homes of Syrians and Iraqis who had fled the conflict. They set up makeshift clinics and schools for the Islamic homeland they believed themselves to be building.

			Many of these women were trying, in a twisted way, to achieve dignity and freedom through an embrace of a politics that ended up violating both. Perhaps it is difficult, if not impossible, to understand and sympathize with women whose vision of armed struggle deviated so dramatically from the liberation fighters of earlier decades. They embraced an apocalyptic ideology, supported attacks on cafés and places of worship, and seemed to espouse their own subordination, through an ethos of separateness so severe as to forsake any real prospect of justice within its confines.

			
			Perhaps to the outside world, the ending of the story was already written. But the Islamic State’s female would-be citizens harbored real expectations, and watched them quickly fall apart. The militants showed themselves to be no better than the tyrants they claimed to oppose; they too used religion as ornament, were obsessed with power, spoils, and territory, ignorant or dismissive of even basic tenets of Islamic justice. Crucifixions and beheadings drew crowds. Their husbands, who had been decent men at home, began to swipe through phone apps for sex slaves.

			How regretful were these women? It is exceedingly hard to say. They risked execution by rejecting the Islamic State’s rule and trying to escape. If they did escape, they risked death and social stigma afterward if they admitted to having willingly associated with or having believed in the caliphate. Some women rationalized that the atrocities their husbands committed were nothing singular, that their brutality was matched or exceeded by the brutality of the opponents they were up against: Assad’s army, the Shia militias controlled by Iran, the Russian air force, the al-Qaeda–linked insurgent groups, the pro-Kurdish autonomy forces supported by the United States. Many women found themselves trapped in a lawless place, strafed nightly by the warplanes of different nations. When their husbands died, there was always a knock at the door shortly afterward, a commander demanding that they remarry, again and again, forever widows.

			Though vanquished today as a battlefield force in Syria and Iraq, the Islamic State is still with us: its supporters killed more than 250 people in coordinated bombings on Easter Sunday 2019 in Sri Lanka, and its leader Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi emerged in a video clip that same April, declaring that his group’s vision remained alive and vowing to continue its bloody guerrilla war against non-Muslim unbelievers across the world. Affiliates linked to the group continue to wage powerful local insurgencies in disparate corners of the globe, in areas the group insists are its “provinces.” Its sectarian hatred has infected a whole generation in the Arab world.

			
			The political fractures from which it arose have not been fixed. History has shown that unless conditions genuinely change, a new insurgency always arises from the ashes of an old one.

			If we are to break this cycle, we must contend with the group’s shameful, provocative legacy, and understand how it persuaded thousands of women that they could find security or empowerment through joining its ranks.

			This book follows thirteen women—some very young, some older; some educated, some not—as they sought lives in, or in support of, the Islamic State. It does not tell a Western story or a Middle Eastern story; it is set across the United Kingdom, Germany, Tunisia, Syria, Turkey, Libya, and Iraq. It charts the different ways women were recruited, inspired, or compelled to join the militants, a process that often ensnared their lovers and relatives, their teachers and neighbors.

			The female victims of the Islamic State, specifically the enslaved Yazidi women, have commanded a great deal of attention. No one can deny the extraordinary horror and centrality of their suffering. But along the way, we have been perhaps too caught up in revulsion to fully appreciate the conditions that gave rise to the group’s female adherents. If we want to truly understand these conditions, then we must look at the women who joined the group with more nuance and compassion.

			As I write this, there are thousands of IS women and children lingering in camps and detention centers across the Middle East—awaiting death sentences, suspended in stateless limbo, or resigned to permanent incarceration. In fetid camps their children are dying in the tens of disease and exposure to the cold. They are no one’s priority, the human residue of a conflict that everyone wishes to forget. Their abandonment may be politically expedient in the short term. But it risks stoking another cycle of precisely the same resentments and reactions that led to the group’s creation. Not every woman who joined the Islamic State wished to hurt, enslave, or oppress others. Many thought they were saving themselves, or saving others, from unspeakable harm—harm they never could have imagined awaited them in the caliphate.
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				If I speak wildly in my poems I speak against the police

				And if I manage to create a poem it’s against the police

				I haven’t written a single word, a verse, a stanza that isn’t against the police

				All my prose is against the police

				—MIGUEL JAMES

				[President Ben Ali] has done a tremendous job in Tunisia and is well respected back home, as well as here in the Arab world.

				—U.S. CONGRESSMAN EARL HILLIARD, ON HIS THIRD VISIT TO TUNISIA, 1999

			

		

	
		
		
			
			NOUR

			Spring 2007, Le Kram, Tunis

			After the niqab incident, Nour was suspended from school for ten days as teachers and the principal deliberated how to respond to a thirteen-year-old flirting with religion. No one summoned Nour to speak to her about why she had shown up at school wearing a niqab, or whether something was wrong at home. Nour just wanted to be virtuous, to be dutiful to her God and ensure her place in heaven; she was also an adolescent, and it made her feel alive to defy something and play around with her identity. But no one asked precisely why she felt that covering her face was her religious duty. Had they given her the chance to mention the YouTube sheikh, they might have informed her there were opposing and indeed stronger and more valid scholarly views. Instead the principal summoned Nour and her parents to the school and, in the presence of a disgusted-looking policeman, made her sign a pledge to never cover her face or hair again.

			

			—

			IN THE PERIOD THAT STRETCHED from its independence from France in 1956 to the 2011 revolution, Tunisia was said to be a secular country, but the state’s approach to religion was not so much secular as simply authoritarian. The state controlled how Tunisians practiced Islam, down to the daily, physical details of their worship—dictating what women could wear, when men could go to the mosque—and it did so with the totalizing scrutiny of a police state. President Habib Bourguiba, who ruled Tunisia after independence, was enamored with the French model of laïcité—secularism in public affairs, aimed at bringing about a secular society—and, when he took office, brought Islamic learning and instruction under the full control of the state.

			
			In doing so, he upended centuries of tradition. Tunisia was a country with a deep Islamic heritage stretching back to the late seventh century, when the Arabs wrested control of North Africa from the Byzantine empire. Though the boundaries of the Islamic world shifted continually over time, expanding as far as Spain and Sicily, the region of Tunis remained firmly within the heart of successive Muslim empires. Al-Zaytuna, Tunisia’s historic center of religious learning, dated back to 737 CE. When Bourguiba took power, he shut it down. He abolished religious courts, turned imams into civil servants, and bowdlerized religious texts used in schools. He sought to end fasting during Ramadan, arguing that Tunisians couldn’t develop without shedding such dogmatic habits; he drank orange juice on national television during the holy month to make his point. Like many of the Middle East’s twentieth-century nation-building modernizers, he believed that society needed growth and discipline to modernize and catch up with the West, and that Islam inhibited those qualities.

			Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali, who seized power from Bourguiba in 1987, further instrumentalized religion to establish his authority. He allowed radios to start broadcasting the call to prayer, went on the hajj pilgrimage to Mecca, and promoted folksy Sufi festivals, pushing a curated, “moderate” Tunisian Islam that, as an ethos, made full submission to the state a core principle.

			In 1989, he allowed candidates of Ennahda, the religious opposition movement, to participate in elections, but when they fared well, Ben Ali tortured and imprisoned them. He also shut down mosques and expanded restrictions on wearing the hijab. Mosques were locked up outside prayer times, and police crept through the streets at first light, making note of who had risen for the dawn prayer.

			Despite all this, the state did not manage to turn Tunisians into either state-friendly Sufis or secular proto-Parisiens; the majority remained conservative, traditional Muslims. Under the chokehold of repression, asserting control of one’s religiosity became a means of challenging the state. Young women like Nour, who grew up curious about religion, often resorted to watching sheikhs on satellite channels broadcast from the Gulf countries, whose approach to Islam was far more rigid and puritanical than the “Zaytuna” school that had been native to Tunisia for centuries.

			
			Generations of young Tunisians grew up identifying as Muslims, but their worship and religious identity were fraught with political meaning. For many, being religious became a language through which to demand freedom from the state’s intrusion into daily life.

			

			—

			WHEN SCHOOL STARTED BACK UP a week later, Nour showed up at breakfast in her pajamas. Her mother told her she was too young to make her own decisions about her future, and that she had better go get dressed. She consented. But the incident had doubled Nour’s conviction to wear the niqab, and now, instead of changing surreptitiously by the bakery after she left the house, she put it on openly at home, wore it through the streets, and only took it off outside the school. In the classroom, she felt like a specter, a girl the teachers refused to look at or speak to.

			“You should be wearing it too,” she told her mother reprovingly. Nour’s mother, a housewife with four other children to look after, didn’t know what to say to this aggravating teenage daughter. Nour often lectured her mother about taking Islam more seriously. Her mother, it seemed to Nour, had no thought-through position on why she didn’t cover her hair, apart from it saving her humiliation on the street and visits to the police station. These were weak positions, Nour thought; not even positions, just a base instinct for self-preservation.

			President Bourguiba had famously called the veil “that miserable rag” and banned it from schools and public offices in 1981. There was grainy footage of him pulling the white scarf off a middle-aged woman’s head, on the street on the day of the Eid festival at the end of Ramadan; the woman looks startled and embarrassed, and her fingers flutter to pull it back up, but the president pulls it down as if correcting a child, and pats her cheek indulgently. Since 1981, Tunisian women were obliged to go bareheaded in public spaces such as schools, universities, banks, and government buildings.

			
			Like other modernizers in the region, Kemal Atatürk in Turkey and Reza Shah Pahlavi of Iran, Bourguiba didn’t explicitly advocate that women abandon Islam, but he made clear that he wanted them to act secularly: to mingle bareheaded in mixed company, to dress in modern Western fashion. Along with this, he granted women sweeping rights in voting, marriage, and child custody that rapidly made Tunisian women the most literate, educated, and independent in the Arab world. LIBERATOR OF WOMEN is engraved on Bourguiba’s mausoleum, but whether it was liberation for all women or just for some women would become clear in later generations.

			Nour’s mother, like many in her generation, went along with this model pragmatically, because there were more people than jobs in Tunisia, and she had a family to support. Everyone saw what happened to the families of the resistant women in the neighborhood, the stubborn women who insisted on covering their hair and engaging in religious activism. These families were nervous wrecks, in and out of police stations, living at the brink of poverty, with fathers, husbands, and sons who were imprisoned or in exile for dissident activity. Nour’s mother recounted these ghoulish stories often, hoping her daughter’s ears would catch some basic truths: the story about the woman who married an Islamist and arrived at the wedding reception to find it swarming with police ripping the headscarves off guests; the stories about nighttime home raids of those suspected of “religious” activity.

			She told Nour about a woman three blocks over who was raped by policemen one night during a raid on her house and went mute for a whole year. “A whole year, Nour, she didn’t utter a word. Every week, we would ask, ‘Has she said anything?’ And they always said, ‘No, not yet.’ ”

			Nour understood these stories were meant to scare her, but she remained stoic. “If it was easy, it wouldn’t be a test then, would it? Allah loves those most whom he tests the hardest.” That was true, according to the Quran, but that line had also become a rose-filtered meme popular among teenage Muslim girls.

			A few months into her existence as a specter at school, Nour told her parents she’d had enough. “At least finish and get your certificate,” her mother said. But Nour could not see how it was possible to learn anything when she felt herself reviled by the teachers. Nothing entered her head anyway, not how to graph an atom or the qualities of a hypotenuse. What was the point?

			
			She quit school in 2009. Now, instead, she spent her mornings at home helping her mother clean and cook. After lunch she read the Quran. The neighborhood mosque had a prayer room where girls could meet to talk and discuss religion, and it was here that the imam’s wife befriended her.

			Nour liked the imam’s wife’s spirited laugh and genuine conversation, the small lessons she gave that illuminated aspects of the religion—lessons about the mindset to bring to prayer and the importance of charity, and how it would ennoble a person. She told Nour stories about the prophets, about Moses and Jesus, and most of all, stories about the Prophet Muhammad’s qualities. The Prophet said: “Guard yourself from the Hellfire even with half a date in charity. If he cannot find it, then with a kind word.” Nour could manage half a date, and feeling like she could help others, even when she herself had so little, was heartening. She wasn’t as powerless as she thought. When the imam’s wife invited other women over for a circle of discussion, Nour was often too shy to say very much herself. But she listened avidly and took it all in.

		

	
		
		
			
			ASMA

			Summer 2009, Raqqa, Syria

			It was one of those perfect, sun-kissed days when the sky above Raqqa was the color of Herati turquoise, the baklava at the sweet shop tasted like brittle layers of heaven, and Asma almost thought she could be happy in this provincial city, if she had Hisham at her side and all their days passed like this one.

			They started with coffee in the morning at Negative Café, where Hisham had been trying to take her for weeks, after she’d complained Raqqa had no modern coffee shops. It was all right—white leather chairs, walls collaged with black-and-white photos, as if someone had been told to imagine 1950s Paris—but she smiled prettily to show she appreciated his effort. She felt the eyes of the other women survey her as they walked out. She would have liked it if the others had been dressed more fashionably; it would have given her something to look at and think about. To Asma, it wasn’t especially satisfying to be the best-dressed woman in the room; it just meant you were in the wrong room.

			They walked around the ruins of Qasr al-Banat, the Castle of the Ladies, the structures that the Abbasid caliph Harun al-Rashid built when he moved his capital from Baghdad to Raqqa in the twelfth century. They smoked on the steps and swatted away flies as the midday heat grew stifling. Hisham suggested swimming by the Old Bridge, but really the suggestion was that he could swim, because she wasn’t about to wade into the Euphrates with all her clothes on.

			
			Asma was trying to be enthusiastic about Raqqa, her new city, because she loved Hisham and also desired him. He was slender, with black hair that curled, honey-colored eyes, and an appealingly hooked nose. His parents were well off, by Raqqa standards, and he had a privileged-boy personality: prankish, easily bored, fluidly moving between decorous and louche. But Raqqa itself she found disappointingly dull. Asma had grown up in Damascus and had only moved to the city (was it even a city, she thought, or a town?) in her late teens, when her parents decided to return to her mother’s hometown. She missed the buzz and glamour of the capital: the pool parties, the five-star hotels, the tourists and language students from across the world, the modern restaurants, the sheer cosmopolitanism of the place. Damascus felt connected to the pulse of the twenty-first century, while Raqqa, for all that it was a religiously mixed, easygoing enough, river town, felt exactly no more than that.

			Asma was studying marketing at al-Hasakah University, a forty-five-minute bus ride to the northeast of Raqqa. She spent most of her free hours reading and online, watching, learning, yearning to be part of the outside world. She wanted to know what everyone in the West was reading, eating, wearing, listening to, thinking. Marketing, she’d felt, would be a good path to lead her outward, hopefully far out of Raqqa, out of Syria, into the broader world. She wanted to interact with foreigners, maybe even work in tourism, or tourism marketing, anything global. Her shelves were lined with books—by Dan Brown, Victor Hugo, Hemingway, the Egyptian writer-philosopher Taha Hussein. She was on Facebook and Instagram, listened to Coldplay, and, like women the world over, felt there was something ineffably unappealing about Angelina Jolie. She read in English as much as she could, and began using English for certain terms that seemed to demand it: relaxation, money, power. They just had a different ring in English. She felt herself to be a modern young woman with aspirations, and that’s why Hisham’s suggestion that she start wearing the hijab rankled so bitterly.

			It was one evening after they’d had burgers for dinner and were sitting in the car, talking, at the end of a quiet cul-de-sac in an affluent neighborhood with villas that Asma liked gazing into. Hisham laced his fingers through hers and said, “A man has different expectations from a wife than a girlfriend. Why should your beauty be available to everyone?” He spoke about how precious she was to him, how he wanted to possess some part of her others did not.

			
			This was the first time he’d mentioned it, and she couldn’t believe he was saying these things. They had spent time at the beach together, her in a yellow bikini, in short skirts, tank tops, everything easy and relaxed. Her brothers didn’t care, her father didn’t care, and she thought her boyfriend hadn’t either.

			“You do have special access to a special part of me,” she replied. “My heart.”

			He said he wanted some visible part of her all to himself.

			Was it because he doubted her chasteness? Was it his parents?

			“If you want to marry me, you have to cover,” he said flatly.

			“Hisham, faith is here,” she said, tapping her fingers against her heart. “It’s not here”—she ran her hands through her hair, then down her body. “You loved me first without hijab. Why, now, do you say I have to put it on?”

			He shrugged. “I can’t change that part of me that wants that. It’s fixed.”

		

	
		
		
			
			LINA

			Summer 2000, Weinheim, Germany

			
				“So what? German or French, friend or enemy, he’s first and foremost a man and I’m a woman. He’s good to me, kind, attentive….That’s good enough for me. I’m not looking for anything else. Our lives are complicated enough with all these wars and bombings. Between a man and a woman, none of that’s important. I couldn’t care less if the man I fancy is English or black—I’d still offer myself to him if I got the opportunity.”

				—IRÈNE NÉMIROVSKY, Suite Française, 1942

			

			Lina sometimes wept so copiously into the rice she stuffed into the vine leaves that she wondered whether they didn’t grow salty or bitter from her tears, and whether the customers who ate them weren’t made ill by her sorrow. Life in Weinheim, a small town near Heidelberg, had always been difficult. Then her Lebanese in-laws had moved to the city from Beirut, and their presence was so tormenting that she found herself wistful for the old times. At least then she’d not been so physically exhausted.

			Lina had three young children and was married to a man she abhorred; he had small eyes, a snouty nose, and a bloated face. He had a girlfriend and frequented discos; he did not pray or read the Quran or acknowledge God in the slightest. The long German winters—the season of low, pale gray skies that often stretched from September all the way to June—sharpened Lina’s depression. Lina and her husband had moved from Beirut to Weinheim in the early 1990s. The first year after their arrival, when she went for long walks around the town, growing familiar with its winding streets and crooked, gabled old buildings, she came across a Lebanese cedar planted in the gardens of an old palace. Its trunk stretched at least two meters wide and it had towering limbs and roots that, she imagined, pushed deep into the earth. Lina looked at it admiringly, accepting she was a less successful transplant.

			
			Lina’s in-laws, in the spirit of Lebanese entrepreneurs the world over, followed the couple to Weinheim a few years later, confident in their ability to identify what sort of business their new locale lacked, and to launch that business themselves with verve and competence. There were no Lebanese restaurants in the area, and setting up a restaurant seemed the obvious choice. Her father-in-law prepared the shawarma meat—this was the task of a man—but it fell upon Lina to help her mother-in-law cook the rest of the fare. Often she woke before dawn to ready the dishes expected of her: stuffed vine leaves, roasted eggplant dip, thyme pastries. She cooked these things so often that she grew to hate eating them. They tasted like labor.

			Lina’s husband worked at the restaurant, and he usually took the food she had prepared with him when he left in the mornings. But her shift didn’t end then. Her mother-in-law expected her to help with the cleaning and housework at her apartment. In Beirut, where the in-laws had lived previously, household help was readily affordable. For the price of a fancy sandwich, one could hire a local Lebanese or a South Asian woman to do the cleaning. Much of middle-class Beirut was composed of women whose manicured hands hadn’t touched a toilet brush in decades.

			But in Weinheim, there was no such supply of cheap labor. Or there was, and it was called Lina. On days she didn’t go over right away, when her own housework and cooking piled up, or her shoulders and fingers clenched up from fatigue, or she simply wanted to spend an hour watching television, the phone call always came after lunch. Her mother-in-law’s withering, sing-songy voice, “Shou, Lina? Where were you today?”

			Lina knew she was a faint-mannered woman; her milky-blue eyes and barely audible voice meant that people were perpetually asking her to speak up. But despite her own softness, she felt like the man in her marriage. Her husband couldn’t (wouldn’t?) stand up to his parents; he couldn’t get them to stop summoning Lina to clean, to give her one less dish to cook for the restaurant; he couldn’t ask for time off for himself. It was only after the birth of their third child that Lina told him enough was enough, he could ask for one day. When he was home, he did the bare minimum, and then spent all his time and money going out. She washed his discarded shirts that smelled of other women’s perfume; she economized so that they could get by with what he shared with her each month, after he’d subtracted the sizable amount he needed for his extracurricular life. The hours he spent at home steadily decreased until eventually he only came back to sleep. The only signs of him were the boxers he left in the bathroom, and the stub of the cigarette he smoked with his morning Nescafé. Sometimes, when she was on one of her now infrequent walks through the small town, she thought perhaps there was nothing greater to expect from a marriage born of desperation.

			
			When Lina was six years old, her German mother and Lebanese father parted acrimoniously. Her father kidnapped her and took her from her native Germany back to Lebanon, not because he especially wanted her, but because he wanted to punish his German ex-wife. The six-year-old girl was suddenly motherless and plunged into Arabic, a new language she barely knew. Her father remarried quickly.

			It was clear to Lina that her stepmother was jealous of any claim on her new husband’s attention. When her father read her German stories at bedtime or they sang German songs together, her stepmother banged doors or blared the television. In Lebanon they moved house so many times that Lina had to keep repeating the same grade, because they never stayed in one place long enough for her to take the final exam. When her father was at work, her stepmother was frosty and sometimes shouted at her, heaping the young girl with chores. Most nights Lina fell asleep crying, listening to the lives of other people in the building. In the sticky summer heat, everyone kept their windows open for the breeze, and the neighbors’ voices wafted up and down. She knew that the couple upstairs quarreled over their wastrel son; that the family downstairs was pooling money to send their daughter to art school. She sometimes wished she were that girl’s sister and belonged to that family, so tender were they with one another, coming home with little surprises, inventing pet names.

			
			When she was fourteen, her father announced that Lina would be marrying her cousin. Nobody asked her whether she liked his snout-nosed face or unhurried gait, or whether she even wanted to get married. But her father wasn’t marrying her off because he thought it would fulfill any special dreams or help her ascend to a better station. He simply wanted to be rid of her. And Lina saw no other prospect of leaving that house, where the air was heavy with her stepmother’s displeasure and her father’s resigned sighs.

			They married, and moved to Weinheim almost immediately after. Lina was fifteen and enrolled in the seventh grade. Her German slowly started coming back. She looked forward to the hours in the schoolroom—so orderly and clean, the teachers’ behavior so soothingly reliable. But after a couple of weeks, after she missed a period and felt her stomach churning in the mornings, she realized she was pregnant. Too ashamed to show up at school with a swelling stomach, she stayed at home instead, watching hours of German television. Her mind was nimble with languages. She had learned some English in Lebanon, in those on-again, off-again spells at various schools. She felt some satisfaction when her ears discerned English words from the torrent of language on the television. It was like some kind of private puzzle she was actually good at.

			Islam had always been Lina’s sustenance. When she was ten, she saw the Prophet Muhammad in a dream. She kept the memory of that encounter like a talisman, something to reach for when she felt especially alone. The dream made her pull the Quran off the shelf and try to decipher its passages; its plot, the path it set out for God’s creations, became her plot. In her early twenties, as she contemplated leaving the husband with whom she had three children but not an actual relationship, Lina grew more religious. She found herself praying and reaching for the Quran even more during those bleak winter days, when the sky was a steel dome. The Germans passing her on the sidewalk looked straight through her, as though her hijab did not simply cover her hair but cloaked her in invisibility.

			
			She felt as though she were playacting, detachedly going through the motions of her tasks as a homemaker, mother, restaurant worker. She raised the subject of divorce with her husband five or six times. He reacted so violently—calling her an animal, a disgrace—that she locked herself in the bedroom afterward and waited months before broaching it again. She discussed her unhappiness with her family and in-laws, who were inconveniently tangled together; her husband was her first cousin, which made her mother-in-law also her aunt. No one was willing to acknowledge the abuse she faced, and they all dismissed her idea. “Are you crazy? You have kids, you can’t get divorced,” her mother-in-law said with finality.

			One night late in 2009, after her three children were in bed, Lina sat by the telephone with a pad of paper. She had scrawled the numbers of three imams she found online, who were available for phone consultations. She said the same thing to each one: “My life is a farce. My husband doesn’t pray or respect Islam. He drinks alcohol. He goes with other women.”

			In response, they uniformly said the same thing. According to the principles of Islamic law, her husband was committing zina, adultery, the most grave of sins. Not only did she have the right to ask for divorce, she shouldn’t even be living with him in the interim. The voices of these imams, saying words that were correct and firm, confirmed her belief that only religious men had decency and backbone. She attributed her husband’s fecklessness and abuse to his lack of faith.

			She packed her bag silently. She knew she couldn’t take her children. Where would she take them? Who would support them? Their father found it easy to mistreat her, but he was decent enough to the children; she had no genuine fear of leaving them in his care.

			She had lived her whole life dedicated to the service of others. It was time to save herself.

			
				Spring 2010, Beirut, Lebanon

				In the years since she had left the city, her father and stepmother had moved into an upscale building near the Martyrs’ Cemetery off Tariq al-Jadideh, a predominantly Sunni neighborhood named for the long overpass road that led to the airport. During the ride in from the airport, Lina saw that Beirut had been transformed.

				
				The downtown that she remembered as gutted by the civil war of the 1980s—its graceful, arched buildings had been empty shells, streets strewn with bombed-out rubble, empty lots like gaping teeth—was now a knife-edged, glittery re-creation of its former self. The old buildings were now the golden color of spun sugar and housed Prada, Dior, and other boutiques. There were restaurants with tanned young men in white slacks waiting outside to valet-park cars. Lina gaped at every street they passed, at the city that looked familiar and utterly alien at once. She thought she recognized the juice stand near their old street, the one her father would sometimes take her to in the evenings when she was a little girl, for a fruit cocktail topped with clotted cream and honey. Despite the infusions of glamour and wealth, Beirut was still one of those cities where the streets permanently bore the flags and billboards of an unresolved political story: the same old images of warlords from rival religious clans, militias, or power dynasties vying for control of the statelet, each beholden to some greater regional power with its own agenda.

				The apartment building was imposing. She felt nervous as she walked through the lobby, lined with exotic potted ferns that reflected infinitely in the mirrored walls. The elevator glided up silently. When her father opened the apartment door and saw her standing there, he froze, a look of dismay flashing across his face.

				“Have you lost your mind?” He gestured at her all-enveloping black robe and headscarf. Few women dressed that way in this neighborhood, which was inhabited by people, Lina assumed, who aspired to bank jobs for their children and weddings in prominent hotels rather than investing in the spiritual labor that might guarantee a better hereafter. But whatever she thought of his godlessness, he was still her father, and still capable of hurting her. She dug her teeth into her tongue to hold back tears. He stood there, one arm holding the door, as if reluctant to admit her. He didn’t reach to hug her, or ask how she was. It was his wife’s voice from inside that recalled them both. “Come in,” he said at last, standing aside and patting her awkwardly on the back a few times.

				
				The scene repeated itself in the kitchen, where her stepmother was making coffee. “Sweetheart, why?” she said, sweeping her hands up and down at Lina’s frame. Her stepmother’s lips were inflated and cartoonish, and she wore skinny jeans, white sneakers, and a tight T-shirt. A teenager’s outfit, thought Lina. Photos of the couple on holiday lined the wall, one of them featuring her stepmother in a bikini. The three of them sat together at the table in the kitchen. Her father wore a pained expression and kept looking out the window. “Listen, take this black stuff off,” he said. “Go back to Germany and start wearing modern clothes. Find a boyfriend. I’m okay with it, even if the others aren’t.” He was referring, she assumed, to his sister, her mother-in-law, who forbade divorce.

				Lina stared at her hands on the table; she should have known better than to come. The gulf that separated belief and disbelief was impossible to cross. How easily her father spoke of her finding a boyfriend, becoming a loose woman. They didn’t understand her decision to dress like this. They didn’t understand how faith soothed her. She wanted to be in God’s good graces, to dress like the wives of the Prophet, peace be upon him. To them it was foolish, but Lina truly believed in Judgment Day. She truly believed in the Hellfire that awaited those who displeased God, and she was willing, indeed eager, to do anything in this life that would earn His mercy.

				As her father kept crossing and uncrossing his legs, Lina could sense how desperate he was for her to leave his house, to leave Beirut and go back to being someone else’s problem. She collected her bags and, the next evening, took a taxi to the airport.

				The sun was setting, bathing the city in luminous peach light. Lina had wished to stay here a while, to walk along the promenade near the sea, among the old houses with their arched, jewel-toned windows standing in charged conversation with the aggressive luxury high-rises. She knew she was prone to depression, and had to fight all the time to keep herself from its grasping fingers. She had hoped her mood would be lightened by the light and warmth of spring and autumn in Beirut, seasons that scarcely existed in Germany. She had hoped to walk the streets of the neighborhood doing her grocery shopping, stopping for a chat at the produce stand or the local corner shop. In Beirut, people who did not know each other still interacted with great warmth. Lina’s clothes would not create an immediate disincentive to conversation or a barrier to being seen as someone employable, likable, human. She could sit in cafés frequented by pious men and women, where people drank spiced coffee and strawberry juice and enjoyed the frantic glimmering of the sun on the Mediterranean.

				
				But there was to be no such chapter in her life. God had not willed it for her, and He knew best.

				

				—

				UPON ARRIVAL AT THE FRANKFURT airport, Lina found a policewoman and explained to her that she had nowhere to go and that her ex-husband, the last time she saw him, had tried to kill her. This was not something she liked to dwell on; the memory made her pulse quicken. But it was true, and pertinent information as she sought the state’s aid in finding a place to live.

				The airport policewomen were kindly. They took Lina to a women’s shelter with unobtrusive staff, who showed her the communal bathroom and her own private bedroom. She was so tired she could only murmur “Thank you,” but tried to express gratitude with her eyes. For the first two days, she stayed in bed, anticipating problems. Surely it could not be so simple to be allowed to stay in her own private room. Surely they would ask her to leave, or ask her to stop wearing her Islamic clothes. But nothing of the sort happened. She was surprised and grateful to find the staff at the women’s center respectful and welcoming. They even helped her find work. Eventually a small studio flat opened up at the shelter. It had a living room and a kitchenette, where Lina could make tea and light meals for herself.

				After a few months, she heard from an Arab woman staying in the same shelter about a job opportunity—one that would, crucially, allow Lina to wear her hijab and niqab. A Moroccan man in Frankfurt ran a company that offered caregiving services to the ill and elderly. Lina began working for the Moroccan in December, during an especially rainy winter when the clouds would not relent. Her job was to go to the homes of elderly women, do some light cleaning, give them baths and dispense medications. The women were lonely, and grateful for the company. They did not stiffen at her appearance, or at least, not after the first couple of visits.

				
				Lina felt compassion for them, because in their depression and isolation, she saw a reflection of her own condition. It was fine to pause her work and pray the noon or afternoon prayers, and she was grateful to God for this opportunity to earn money and practice her religion. But eventually the work dwindled. The Moroccan complained he wasn’t getting enough new clients due to the fact of his being Moroccan. Lina didn’t know about that; she just needed work.

				She found a second job as a school janitor, working on the weekends. The problem here was that she had to work alongside another cleaner, a man, and she worried about wearing her niqab around him. Germans could be touchy about the niqab. But she came up with an ingenious solution: a doctor’s mask. “The cleaning products are really toxic,” she explained, and the man nodded, uninterested. It was striking how much it mattered to others exactly what you were covering your face with. On the best days, the man didn’t show up and she handled the cleaning by herself, free in her isolation.

				

				—

				THE DAYS PILED UP. LINA, still living in the shelter, stopped cooking real meals for herself and subsisted on boiled chicken and potatoes: sick-person food. She stopped looking up at the night sky, stopped noticing whether the moon was round or crescent. The smell of the elderly women’s rooms—a sour, curdled smell—seeped into her mind, along with images of their fungal nails and cloudy glaucoma eyes and the sound of their confused mumblings. She never spoke to her children. Sometimes she even had difficulty remembering the sound of their voices. When someone died, at least that grief had stages and might eventually abate; this kind of grief was ever present, an ache, like a ringing in the ears. She was afraid that if she called her children, her ex-husband would find out that she was in Germany. She knew that he would search for her and try to harm her.

				She feared that even here in Germany, had she tried to divorce him in court, she might not be protected. Just a couple of years earlier, in 2007, a German judge had refused to grant a German Moroccan woman a quick divorce from an abusive husband, on grounds that the couple were Muslims and that, as such, the woman did not qualify for the hardship criteria required for a fast split. The judge interpreted a verse of the Quran—one that has been contentiously debated by Muslims for centuries—to argue that both God and custom permitted a Muslim man to beat his wife. The case caused great public uproar, especially among German Muslims, who felt the judge had inexplicably sided with a rebarbative, fringe reading of their faith. How any German judge felt qualified to read and interpret the Quran was unclear to Lina. There was no example of the Prophet ever beating his wives; indeed the Prophet’s forbearance, his playfulness, his storied understanding, offered a model of conduct that wives over the ages had nudged their husbands to follow.

				
				The thought came to her one night, previously unconsidered, that her ex-husband might have remarried. What if his new wife treated her children harshly, as Lina had been treated by her own stepmother? The idea panicked her. Her pulse went staccato fast and she felt breathless and jumpy, as though there were butterflies beating their wings under her skin. She took one sleeping pill, which usually helped when sleep eluded her. She loved nothing so much as sleeping and spent most of her days off in bed, not even bothering to change out of her pajamas.

				It was hard for her to see a

				

				—
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