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            Introduction: My Foreign Correspondence

            One day, beside a slender stream in the
                high mountains, a monk met an essayist and they fell to talking. The minutes passed
                as they reclined there in the presence of dragonflies. It soon seemed clear to the
                essayist that the monk’s view of life, perched as it was upon a foundation of
                faith, was ripe for a good debunking.

            The essayist laid out the required
                argument in painstaking detail, ending with these words: ‘Since you have no
                proof, I must conclude your beliefs are merely your own invention.’

            ‘So what?’ the monk
                responded, with a smile as steady as it was serene.

            ‘So what? So everything.
                You’re a monk!’

            The monk hiked up the robe he was
                wearing and dipped the back of one powerfully muscled calf in the water. ‘I
                invented myself,’ the monk said. ‘Until yesterday I was an Olympic
                sprinter.’

            The essayist stared, incredulous.

            ‘Invention,’ the monk
                explained, ‘is a blessing.’

            Globalization is a brutal phenomenon.
                It brings us mass displacement, wars, terrorism, unchecked financial capitalism,
                inequality, xenophobia, climate change. But if globalization is capable of holding
                out any fundamental promise to us, any temptation to go along with its havoc, then
                surely that promise ought to be this: we will be more free to invent ourselves. In
                that country, this city, in Lahore, in New York, in London, that factory, this office, in those clothes, that occupation,
                in wherever it is we long for, we will be liberated to be what we choose to be.

            When I sat down to shape this book, a
                collection of pieces I wrote for various publications in the fifteen years between
                2000, the time my first novel, Moth Smoke, appeared, and now, which is to
                say 2014, I found I was content to let much of what I had written go. Many of my
                past pieces were, to my present eye, simply too crudely built or too blatantly
                wrong-headed to include. Others were too similar to each other, meaning it was
                better not to pick two when one would do.

            What was left, the three dozen or so
                pieces making up the pages that follow, I wanted to alter as little as possible, so
                that they would read much as they read when they were first written. I have made
                some minor changes, probably the most significant of which are deletions of passages
                that seemed too repetitive, but I have done my best to avoid any major rewriting.
                Each of the pieces remains of its place and of its time.

            Rereading them now, I am struck by how
                their writer, which is to say me, has changed over the years. Obviously, there have
                been changes in writing style and technique. But there have been other changes as
                well, changes in how I view the world, changes that perhaps reflect how I am in the
                world, and those changes remind me that I am becoming a different person, that I am
                inventing myself as I go along, as I suspect we all are. The novelist I am now would
                not today write the novels I wrote before; the human I am now might not behave as
                did the human I was before.

            In that sense, the fragmentary and
                ‘of the moment’ nature of the pieces that constitute this book brings
                with it, I hope, a different type of honesty than a book that is conceived as a
                whole and executed in a single effort. It reveals opinions and attitudes that are malleable, showing the plasticity of
                what in any given present moment one typically presents as a rock of certainty.

            But it reveals consistencies, too,
                themes that reappear, again and again, in pieces written at different times, for
                different publications, in different places. Over the past fifteen years I have
                lived in three cities: Lahore, New York and London. I have called and considered all
                three home. And yet, as I review the writings in this book, I recognize that I have
                always felt myself a half-outsider. The pieces here take different forms: some are
                lengthy essays, others are focused op-eds, others still are small fragments just a
                page or two long. But all of them, I think, are the dispatches of a correspondent
                who cannot help but be foreign, at least in part.

            Pakistan emerges as a recurrent subject
                of mine. I have lived more of my life in Pakistan than in any other country, even if
                that total still comes to a little less than half. I am preoccupied with
                Pakistan’s future, as most Pakistanis I know seem to be, Pakistan being
                simultaneously an unusually troubled country and one that manages to provide many of
                its daughters and sons with remarkably resilient roots, roots that often endure even
                when the plant they belong to is removed to soil a vast ocean away.

            In my writings about Pakistan over the
                years, I perceive an attempt at optimism, probably a little forced, and possibly
                somewhat misguided. I have often noted the potential for changes for the better
                that, in retrospect, have not occurred. And yet I think a stance of optimism is not
                useless. With optimism comes agency, the notion that Pakistan can solve its own
                problems. And a lack of agency has been at the heart of Pakistan’s failures,
                an impulse to blame foreign powers who, while very far from guiltless in the Pakistani context, have
                only secondarily contributed to Pakistan’s ongoing crises, which remain
                primarily of Pakistani making. My position has been that foreign powers should
                resist the impulse to intervene in Pakistan, and that Pakistanis should correct
                failed Pakistani policies and attitudes themselves rather than claim these are the
                best that can be hoped for given the machinations of the outside world.

            I think Pakistan matters, not just to
                myself and other Pakistanis, nor only because it is beset with terrorism and
                possesses nuclear weapons, but because Pakistan is a test bed for pluralism on a
                globalizing planet that desperately needs more pluralism. Pakistan’s uncertain
                democracy and unsteady attempt to fashion a future in which its citizens can live
                together in peace are an experiment that mirrors our global experiment as human
                beings on a shared Earth. The world will not fail if Pakistan fails, but the world
                will be healthier if Pakistan is healthy.

            Pakistan is at the forefront of the
                escalating conflict between Sunnis and Shias that is convulsing many Muslim-majority
                countries. Most Muslims worldwide are Sunnis, and acceptance by Sunnis of the rights
                of the largest Muslim minority group, Shias, is therefore a vital step toward
                building meaningful religious tolerance for all, including for targets of
                persecution such as Christians, Hindus, Ahmadis, secularists and those of no
                religion.

            Pakistan is also one of many places
                whose citizenry is made up of a patchwork of intermixed ethnic and linguistic groups
                – as are, for example, the European Union, Ukraine, Nigeria, South Africa, India and
                Malaysia. Meeting the challenges of coexistence in societies like Pakistan will be
                critical if the twenty-first century is to avoid repeating the bloody internecine
                wars of the twentieth.

            Sadly, Pakistan’s history these past fifteen years
                has not been very promising. Religious and ethnic minorities have been subjected to
                legal and political discrimination, targeted assassinations, and, in some cases, a
                level of violence tantamount to wholesale slaughter. Even more worrisome, in its
                resistance to pluralism, Pakistan’s trajectory has been far from unique.

            I have lived in Pakistan during its
                recent and most intense period of terrorist activity and drone strikes, in London
                during the years on either side of the 2005 public transport bombings, and in New
                York in the era that came to an end with the attacks on the World Trade Center of
                2001 – and so it is perhaps not surprising that what has been called ‘the war
                on terror’ features centrally in these essays. Indeed, this entire collection
                might be read as the experience of a man caught in the middle of that conflict.

            To my mind the ‘war on
                terror’ is not, at its heart, an actual war. Yes, it has involved wars in
                Afghanistan and Iraq. And it has involved violence of various types and intensities
                in innumerable other places: Pakistan and Britain, America and Russia, Libya and
                Yemen, India and Indonesia, Spain and Kenya – the list goes on and on. But wars,
                insurgencies, cross-border raids and terrorism characterized the twentieth century
                too. What distinguishes the ‘war on terror’ is that it is a war against
                a concept, not a nation. And the enemy concept, it seems to me, is pluralism.

            Pakistan and other Muslim-majority
                countries have hardly been unique in their struggles to accommodate diversity. In
                the United States and Europe, the ‘war on terror’ has been accompanied
                by a great backlash against migrants. Actual walls are being constructed along the
                southern border of the US, with drones
                deployed overhead, and some American states are legislating draconian anti-migrant
                restrictions. Anti-migrant parties are in the ascendant across the EU, and Britain
                is considering leaving the block in large part because of anger over migrants.

            In many places, the past fifteen years
                have been a time of economic turmoil and widening disparities. Anger and resentment
                are high. And yet economic policies that might address these concerns seem nearly
                impossible to enact. Instead of the seeds of reform, we are given the yoke of
                misdirection. We are told to forget the sources of our discontent because something
                more important is at stake: the fate of our civilization.

            Yet what are these civilizations, these
                notions of Muslim-ness, Western-ness, European-ness, American-ness that attempt to
                describe where, and with whom, we belong? They are illusions: arbitrarily drawn
                constructs with porous, brittle and overlapping borders. To what civilization does a
                Syrian atheist belong? A Muslim soldier in the US army? A Chinese professor in
                Germany? A lesbian fashion designer in Nigeria? After how many decades of US
                citizenship does a Spanish-speaking Honduran-born couple, with two generations of
                American children and grandchildren descended from them, cease to belong to a Latin
                American civilization and take their place in an American one?

            Civilizations are illusions, but these
                illusions are pervasive, dangerous and powerful. They contribute to
                globalization’s brutality. They allow us, for example, to say that we believe
                in global free markets and, in the same breath, to discount as impossible the global
                free movement of labour; to claim that we believe in democracy and human equality,
                and yet to stymie the creation of global institutions based on one-person-one-vote
                and equality before the law.

            Civilizations encourage our hypocrisies to flourish.
                And by so doing, they undermine globalization’s only plausible promise: that
                we be free to invent ourselves. Why, exactly, can’t a Muslim be European? Why
                can’t an unreligious person be Pakistani? Why can’t a man be a woman?
                Why can’t someone who is gay be married?

            Mongrel. Miscegenator. Half-breed.
                Outcast. Deviant. Heretic. Our words for hybridity are so often epithets. They
                shouldn’t be. Hybridity need not be the problem. It could be the solution.
                Hybrids do more than embody mixtures between groups. Hybrids reveal the boundaries
                between groups to be false. And this is vital, for creativity comes from
                intermingling, from rejecting the lifelessness of purity. If there were only one
                human left, our species would die.

            When I was younger, I thought of being
                a migrant and being foreign as things that made me different, an outsider. Now, at
                the age of forty-three, I think these experiences are increasingly universal.

            On our globalizing planet, where the
                pace of change keeps accelerating, many of us are coming to feel at least a bit
                foreign, because all of us, whether we travel far afield or not, are migrants
                through time. Even if you are eighty and have never left your hometown, yours has
                become another country from that of your childhood.

            Perhaps, as we search for principles
                that can bind together our diverse and interconnected world, we should explore the
                empathy that arises from such a shared experience. It may be that as we examine our
                position as temporal beings, as individuals who represent a folding together of
                days, years and decades – as a person who is at once a child of the seventies, say,
                and a mother of the noughties – a sense of our common hybridity may start to become apparent. To be a human
                being and to be a hybrid being are the same thing.

            In my writing, I have tried to advocate
                the blurring of boundaries: not just between civilizations or people of different
                ‘groups’, but also between writer and reader. Co-creation has been
                central to my fiction, the notion that a novel is made jointly by a writer and a
                reader. Co-creation is central to my politics as well. I believe that we co-create
                the overlapping societies we belong to, large and small, and that we should be free
                to try to invent new ways of being and interacting.

            At some level, I suppose my personal
                need to write fiction comes from my inability entirely to accept our world as it is.
                When I write a novel, I am disappearing into another world, one of my own devising.
                But I don’t desire to remain there, alone, apart, for ever. I want to bring my
                imagined world back into our world, to share it, to have a reader enter it and shape
                it, to open a space for experimentation and imagination that crosses the boundaries
                of the self, of the real, of time. I believe that the hope of invention animates the
                arts. And I feel that same hope as I think of people coming together to invent a
                world that is post-civilization, and hence infinitely more civilized.

            This book is organized into three
                sections: life, art and politics. This is not because I hold these categories to be
                separate: I think the opposite, that the personal is political and vice versa, and
                my own art partakes strongly of both. Rather, the structure here is intended as a
                possible journey.

            The pieces in the first section, titled
                ‘Life’, are arranged in subsections that adopt the age-following order
                of chapters in a memoir. The second section, ‘Art’, is divided into
                subsections more thematically. And the final section, ‘Politics’, is
                composed of subsections that retain the
                basic chronology of when the pieces were written, and therefore tracks the evolution
                of my perspective, starting in 2000 and ending in the present.

            I wanted the experience of reading this
                book to be like developing a relationship. The first section would allow you, the
                reader, to get to know me a little; in the second section, you would see how I think
                about and approach the task of writing; and in the third, you would encounter me
                writing some opinions on the world we share.

            All that said, you too have been on your
                own path of invention these past fifteen years. You too are a foreign correspondent
                in your own right. So how (and whether) you now proceed is, of course, up to you.
                That’s the thing about co-creation. To exist, it requires the presence of more
                than one point of view.
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            Once upon a Life

            In December 1980, at the age of nine, I
                moved back to Pakistan for the first time.

            We touched down at Lahore, in those less
                security-conscious days when it was still a place where families strolled to the
                tarmac to greet deplaning passengers. Ronald Reagan had just beaten Jimmy Carter in
                the election for president of the United States, the Soviet Union was about to mark
                the first anniversary of its invasion of Afghanistan, racoon-eyed General Zia-ul-Haq
                was ensconced in Islamabad as Pakistan’s dictator, and I’d lost my
                Urdu.

            It’s a funny thing to lose your
                first language. I was an early talker, chirping along in full sentences and
                paragraphs well before I turned two, and I have a scar to prove it. In the summer of
                1973, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto was campaigning to become prime minister of Pakistan, and
                I picked up the habit of climbing on to the dining table and holding forth in the
                manner of the speeches I’d heard him make on PTV: ‘When I become prime
                minister …’

            One day someone tried to get hold of me
                and lower me to the ground. I made a run for it, dashed into thin air, fell, split
                open my head and wound up with blood in my eye and stitches across my brow. (Z. A.
                Bhutto’s fate would, sadly, be similar.)

            The following year I left Lahore,
                winging my way via Hong Kong and over the Pacific to San Francisco with my parents.
                In California we moved into one of many identical graduate-student townhouses on the
                Stanford University campus. Bands of kids
                ran around and chased butterflies and dashed through the tish-tish-tishing rotating
                water sprinklers, all barefoot, unsupervised. I slipped out to join them.

            My mother heard crying and went to
                investigate. She saw me in tears at the door next to ours, gazing up at a perplexed
                neighbour, surrounded by jeering children. My mother took my hand and led me back
                home.

            ‘Is he retarded?’ one of my
                new playmates asked her.

            ‘No,’ she answered.

            ‘Then why can’t he talk
                properly?’

            ‘He can. He just doesn’t
                know English.’

            After that I didn’t speak for a
                month. My parents worried, but they decided I probably just needed time to adjust.
                So they let me sit in front of our TV, do my drawings and build precariously tall
                towers with my wooden blocks. And when I next spoke, much to their surprise, it was
                in English, in complete sentences, and with an American accent.

            Over the next six years I didn’t
                speak a word of Urdu. I made friends, went for sleepovers, brought home tadpoles and
                frogs in jam jars, ran like the wind, played soccer, crashed out on unused beds at
                grad-student parties, camped in tents in national parks, asked what that funny smell
                was at a spliff-heavy open-air Bob Marley concert, swam in the frigid Pacific,
                dressed in moccasins and beaded vests, and wrote my first stories – intergalactic
                space operas inspired by a slew of sci-fi movies and TV shows of the time: Star
                    Wars, Star Trek, Battlestar Galactica, Buck Rogers, Space Ghost, Star Blazers,
                    Battle of the Planets.

            Meanwhile, my dad did his PhD, my mom
                worked in the accounting department of an early Silicon Valley electronics firm, my
                little sister was born, and our battered second-hand Datsun clocked tens of
                thousands of miles.

            I’d been so fluent in Urdu, and
                such a talker, that my parents never
                realized just how completely I’d forgotten the language until we arrived back
                in Pakistan.

            I was thrown into a strange new (old)
                world of extended families, aunts and uncles, two dozen cousins, cricket,
                odd-tasting bread, still-odder-tasting milk, only one television channel – and even
                that on for only part of the day – and an almost complete absence of familiar
                consumer brands. Here in Lahore there were no Frosted Flakes, Twinkies, Nestlé Quik,
                Trapper Keepers, Nerf balls, Bactine, no No More Tears shampoo.

            On my first day in Pakistan, I asked a
                cousin, ‘Are these people slaves?’

            ‘No,’ he explained.
                ‘They’re servants.’

            I kept wanting to write to my friends in
                California but never managed to. What would I even say? Months passed and then it
                seemed too late. One night I looked up at the stars and thought these were the same
                stars people over there looked up at, and I cried. It was the only time. Pretty
                melodramatic stuff. But it passed.

            Or maybe it didn’t, but it did
                subside. Besides, I made new friends, learned new sports, biked around town, found a
                place that sold model aeroplane kits, another that sold aquariums and tropical fish,
                and understood – after the first few bruises – that my cousins were actually like
                brothers and sisters, a classroom-sized clan always ready to chat and play and come
                unquestioningly to my defence against the outside world.

            I liked my new existence, but I’d
                liked my old one, too, and I imagined places where the two could come together. I
                was a map buff, and for my tenth birthday my parents bought me an exquisite atlas.
                Pencil in hand, I would create new countries: non-existent Pacific islands with
                snow-topped volcanoes and tightly packed contour lines, the French department of
                Alpes-Maritimes as an independent republic (I admired its shape), the Kathiawar peninsula separated from the mainland by a deep
                canal, a confederacy of mid-sized city-states scattered across a variety of
                continents.

            I would write the almanac entries for
                these places, their histories and natural resources and climates and militaries and
                flora and fauna. And, importantly, their demographics: always mixed, with no clear
                majority, and with significant immigrant groups of Lahori and San Franciscan
                descent.

            This was the creative writing initially
                inspired by my return to Pakistan. (There was also some poetry, modelled on verses
                in Tolkien and in Bulfinch’s Mythology. ‘Do you know what a
                virgin actually is?’ my dad asked me upon reading it. ‘Like a
                maiden?’ I ventured.)

            Most of my family and classmates in
                Lahore spoke English, so I didn’t need to fall silent this time. I just
                started picking up Urdu on the go. Eventually I could tell a joke and sing a song in
                it, flirt and fight, read a story and take an exam. I could speak it without a
                foreign accent. But my first language would be a second language for me from then
                on.

            English fractured for me, too, coming in
                distinct Californian and Pakistani varieties. (Later, in adulthood, Mid-Atlantic and
                British English would be added to my mix.)

            Sometimes, as a nine-year-old twice
                transported, the words I heard moved me in unexpected ways, like impressions of
                half-forgotten sunny afternoons, less than memories and therefore impossible to
                share.

            I wonder now if that is partly why I
                write, to try.

            (2011)

        
    
        
            Art and the Other Pakistans

            (The Ones that Don’t Make the
                Headlines)

            Looking back, it’s obvious to me
                now that the Pakistan of my teens was bursting with art. I had a burly cousin who
                used to play (incongruously) with inks and watercolours in the afternoons when he
                got home from school. I had an aunt who was in the habit of telling over and over
                again the story of her random encounter with the famous artist Sadequain, an
                encounter that resulted in him executing what was surely his version of an
                autograph: a quick drawing depicting my aunt as a Nefertiti-necked goddess holding a
                flower above a line of calligraphy. I had seen the legendary painter
                Chughtai’s long-eyed ladies smiling out from drawing-room walls, offering
                half-lidded innuendoes to easily flustered young men like me. And I had in the
                backdrop of my youth the Lahore Museum, the marvellous old city, the trucks and
                cinema billboards covered in bold, pelvis-thrusting iconography.

            But at the time, art felt to me like
                something that belonged either to the past or to other places, because my teens were
                in the 1980s, and Pakistan in the 1980s had the misfortune of being governed by a
                moustachioed dictator with dark bags under his eyes and a fondness for dystopian
                social re-engineering. General Zia-ul-Haq claimed to be acting in the name of Islam,
                and even though the history of Islam in our part of the world stretched back over a
                thousand years, we were told that our Islam wasn’t Islamic enough, indeed that
                we Muslims
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