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			Allegiance

			This is a story about love and country, and I will tell it to you how I remember it, in strands that took me years to untangle and then thread together. I became an American on a sweltering day in 2000, a day when the marine layer over Los Angeles cleared off before breakfast. The exact date had been circled on my wall calendar with the same blue Sharpie I used to mark holidays, and I thought of it as an equally festive occasion, the culmination of a journey that had begun when I came to the United States as a foreign student eight years earlier. Over the course of those years, I had adopted, almost without realizing it, two of the more emblematic trappings of that particular era: I worked for a technology startup company and drove an SUV for which I had no discernible need. The deregulation of banks, the war in the Balkans, and Bill Clinton’s angry denials that he did not have sex with that woman were in the past. The NASDAQ was at a record high; unemployment was at a record low. The future seemed full of possibility.

			The citizenship ceremony was held at the Pomona Fairplex, a 487-acre facility best known for hosting the Los Angeles County Fair every summer. I remember wearing a sleeveless dress, a silver necklace my mother had given me, and a pair of new shoes that blistered my feet. My husband was in the same black suit and tie he had worn at our wedding. Ushers directed us to Building Four, a large, gray hall where I turned in my alien-registration card and was handed a miniature flag in return. Folding chairs had been set up in two columns: those who were to be sworn in had to sit on the left side of the aisle, their guests on the right.

			
			At precisely 9:00 a.m., the first few notes of “The Star-Spangled Banner” played on the loudspeaker, and a hush fell over the audience. The air smelled of fresh roses and heavy cologne, but the mix could not fully disguise the scent of three thousand people gathered in a windowless hall in ninety-eight-degree weather. The presiding judge, an elderly man in wire-rimmed glasses, came to the lectern and delivered a homily about the rights and responsibilities that awaited us. Citizenship was a privilege we had earned, he said, and we were to honor it by participating in civic life—voting in elections, serving on juries, even running for office. He had kindly eyes and a warm demeanor; it seemed impossible that he would ever pass a cruel or unfair sentence on anyone in his courtroom. After his speech, he moved to the center of the stage and asked us to stand so that we could recite the oath of allegiance. I raised my right hand.

			Love had brought me to that moment. When I came to the United States, my intention had been to complete a doctoral degree in linguistics and return home to Morocco, where I hoped to work as a college professor. But one day I met a man who made me reconsider many things, not least of which my distrust of romance. Alex and I had nothing in common—he was a network engineer, listened to grunge music, liked to spend entire weekends hiking up one mountain or another in Southern California. My hobbies were limited to reading. Still, whenever we were together, we lost track of time. I remember us driving to a movie in Century City one night, and missing the freeway exit twice because we were so engrossed in our conversation. After it became clear that our relationship was serious, we realized that one of us had to live in the other’s country. I was young and in love; I made a commitment to my husband and another to his homeland.

			
			I applied for permanent residency, a process that required submitting to a background check, sending in tax returns, going on interviews, and jumping through various bureaucratic hoops. One day, a notice arrived from the Department of Justice informing me that I was eligible for naturalization. I spent weeks studying for the citizenship exam. Alex helped by quizzing me while we were eating dinner or washing dishes. How many voting members are there in the House of Representatives? Four hundred and thirty-five. Who wrote the Declaration of Independence? Thomas Jefferson. What stops a branch of government from being too powerful? Checks and balances. But in the end, I didn’t find the test particularly challenging. Perhaps it was because, long before setting foot in the United States, I had taken courses on its history, studied its literature, and become fluent in its culture. (The familiarity, I realized within days of arriving in California, was not mutual.)

			Then the moment came when I had to take the oath. I swore to renounce allegiance and fidelity to any foreign prince of whom I had been a subject, to support and defend the Constitution and laws of the United States, and to bear true faith to the same. Faith was an apt word for the leap I was taking: I was placing my trust in America. Alex and I came out of Building Four, holding hands and squinting in the sunlight. Later that morning, he dropped me off at my office, and an hour later I was called to a meeting. I opened the door to the conference room to find my colleagues—lexicographers and programmers and business analysts—huddled together under red, white, and blue balloons. “Surprise!” they hollered in unison. On the table was a catered lunch of hamburgers, apple pie, and lemonade.

			
			As I said, a festive occasion.

			

			—

			Nearly twenty years have passed since that summer morning at the Pomona Fairplex. I am no longer a starry-eyed bride, but maturity has its advantages: I can see better now what I had perceived only dimly back then. Being a citizen of the United States, I had thought, meant being an equal member of the American family—a spirited group of people of different races, origins, and creeds, bound together by common ideals. As time went by, however, the contradictions between doctrine and reality became harder to ignore. While my life in this country is in most ways happy and fulfilling, it has never been entirely secure or comfortable. Certain facts regularly stand in the way, facts that make of me a conditional citizen. By this I mean that my relationship to the state, observed through exposure to its policies or encounters with its representatives, is affected in all sorts of ways by my being an immigrant, a woman, an Arab, and a Muslim.

			Shortly after taking the oath, I applied for and received an American passport. The blue booklet was at once a tangible proof of my new citizenship and a powerful artifact that gave me the freedom to travel without restriction to more than 150 countries. I made immediate use of it when I flew to Hong Kong in October 2000 to attend the annual meeting of the Association for Computational Linguistics. Alex had decided to tag along, and we spent a few days sightseeing on the island and in the Kowloon peninsula. Coming back to the U.S., we went through Customs at Los Angeles International Airport, both of us relieved not to have to go in separate lines anymore. When we walked up to the counter, the border agent examined both of our passports, then turned to my husband. “So,” he said, his face breaking into a conspiratorial smile, “how many camels did you have to trade in for her?”

			
			This was my first interaction with an agent of the state since I’d become a citizen, and the direction it took so stunned me that I was rendered speechless. I think I might have gasped, because the agent threw back his head and laughed, his face as pink as a new scar. With a wink at Alex, he stamped my passport and waved us both through. I was furious, and when I told a friend about it later, she said to forget it, it was just a stupid joke. “Don’t read too much into it,” she said. But I am a writer, and what is a writer if not someone who reads into things? Ten years later, the experience happened again, in almost identical detail, at John F. Kennedy Airport. We were returning from a vacation in Morocco and this time, my husband was asked whether he’d had to trade some cows for me.

			Twice, I had come face-to-face with the state, in the person of the border agent, and discovered that it held a specific bias about me as a citizen. The two encounters reflect an enduring perception in the United States—by no means restricted to border agents—of Arabs and Muslims as lesser people: their religions, languages, cultures, customs, and modes of dress are marked not only as different but also inferior. The perception flows from representations in popular media, whose purpose is less to illuminate or engage Arab Muslim life than it is to assert its deficiency and justify its subjugation, a dynamic that Edward Said described forty years ago in Orientalism. In a comprehensive survey of representation in Hollywood films, for example, the critic Jack Shaheen found that more than 90 percent of movies that featured Arab Muslim characters portrayed them negatively. These images are ubiquitous and influential—so influential that they can make otherwise sensible people believe that they are true. The complexity of a multitude of private experiences is erased and replaced by a single public story, which grows more convincing with each repetition.

			
			When a community struggles against such erasure, I would soon learn, even a small glance of acknowledgment from a politician can feel like an immense validation. A couple of months after I took the oath, Alex and I went to a mosque on Vermont Avenue to donate blood for a drive organized by the American Red Cross. While I stood on the sidewalk, waiting my turn to have my blood drawn, I was handed a flyer from the Muslim Public Affairs Council asking me to vote for George W. Bush in the upcoming election. I can’t recall the specific wording of it, but the basic argument was that Ralph Nader was unelectable, Al Gore didn’t espouse family values, but George Bush cared about issues that mattered to the community. When Alex came out of the Red Cross truck, I showed him the flyer. “Why him?” I wondered out loud. “I don’t understand.” Only later did it occur to me that Bush had made these people—my people—feel like they were seen and heard for the first time.

			As presidential candidate, Bush had courted the Arab and Muslim vote. He traveled to Dearborn, Michigan, which has a large Arab-American population, to meet with community leaders, and appointed an Arab-American lobbyist, Khaled Saffuri, as an adviser to his campaign. During one of his televised debates with Al Gore, Bush pledged to end racial profiling in encounters with law enforcement and to stop the use of secret evidence in immigration proceedings, both sensitive issues within the Arab and Muslim communities. At the First Union Center in Philadelphia, where the Republican National Convention was held that year, Bush invited Talat Othman, a Palestinian-American businessman, to deliver a Muslim benediction. This marked the first time that an Islamic prayer had been included in a major party’s convention, a novelty that pundits highlighted during television coverage of the events.

			
			Bush’s strategy ultimately paid off. He received more than 45,000 votes from various Muslim communities in Florida, a state he carried, thanks to the Supreme Court’s interference in the recount, by just 537 votes. Notably, however, black Muslims remained unconvinced by Bush’s claims that he was “a different kind of Republican”—a conservative who would rally “little armies of compassion” to address persistent social problems like drug abuse or teen pregnancy—and by wide margins chose Al Gore instead. The “Muslim vote” was not monolithic, it turned out. Black Muslims had a different perception of Bush than non-black Muslims, many of whom seemed either unaware or unconcerned about the racist flyers that were sent in support of his candidacy during the race for the Republican nomination in South Carolina. Openly pursued for the first time by a presidential candidate, and apparently persuaded by his campaign promises, Arab Muslims cast their ballots for him.

			The day after Bush was sworn into office, a group of prominent Republicans, including Newt Gingrich and Grover Norquist, met with representatives from the Arab and Muslim communities to discuss issues of concern, including racial profiling. Legislation to stop the practice was introduced in Congress—by Russ Feingold, a Democrat. To remind Bush of his campaign commitments to them, Arab and Muslim leaders asked to meet with him directly. The appointment, much discussed and much delayed, was finally scheduled for 3:30 p.m. on Tuesday, September 11, 2001.

			The meeting never took place.

			That morning, my phone rang a little before 6:00 a.m. It was my brother-in-law, his voice filled with urgency, telling me to turn on the television, something terrible was happening. I stumbled over to the living room and turned on the set, in time to see thick plumes of black smoke billowing from the North Tower of the World Trade Center, and people jumping from the windows of the building. At least, that is how I remember the moment. It seems to me now that the television cameras were too far away to have captured the falling bodies, that this was a detail I read about later in a newspaper or a magazine. Yet my memory insists on the detail, as though it were necessary for me to see the individuals in order to apprehend the full scale of the tragedy.

			

			—

			
			In those days, I thought a lot about memory—how precious it was, and how fragile. The year before the attacks, Alex and I had driven to Orange County, where my mother-in-law had lived since the death of her husband, to celebrate Mother’s Day with her. We took her out for lunch on Balboa Island, but throughout the meal, she kept asking us what the name of the island was. Each time we answered, she would say, “¡Oh, sí, verdad!” The following Sunday, when we visited her again, she had forgotten about the lunch altogether. At first, she denied having troubles with memory. She got lost going to the grocery store, but blamed her confusion on a change of landscaping along the avenue. When she stopped making the elaborate meals she usually cooked for us, she insisted it was because she was too tired, not because it was too arduous for her to recall all the steps involved in planning a feast. One time, she withdrew a substantial amount of cash from her bank account and couldn’t recall where she put it. Another time, she called the police to say that someone had stolen her wall phone—from inside her house, in a gated community. Later I found the phone, wrapped in its cord, in a cabinet beneath the kitchen counter.

			
			After weeks of cajoling, I managed to get her to see a neurologist, on the promise that I would stay with her and speak to all the nurses myself. The diagnosis hardly came as a surprise: she was showing signs of dementia, probably Alzheimer’s disease. Somehow, by repeatedly pressing the point that we couldn’t drive thirty-five miles to Orange County every time she needed help, we convinced her to move to a senior residential home five blocks from us in Redondo Beach. The place was in high demand, so she was put on a waitlist. But when her turn finally came up and we went to sign the lease, she abruptly changed her mind. She stood up, throwing her chair back, and screamed that she had no intention of moving out of her house. It was her house, no one could steal it from her by forcing her to live elsewhere. The fury in her voice seemed magnified by the slightness of her four-foot-eleven frame.

			My mother-in-law and I were very close. Like me, she was a naturalized citizen. She and her husband were both refugees, having come to the United States after the Communist takeover of Cuba and the wave of political repression that followed. “Salimos con nada,” she often told me, the implication being “Look what we made of ourselves.” Her sons had grown up poor, but one had become an obstetrician and the other an engineer, a living illustration of the American Dream. She opened her heart to me, and treated me as the daughter she never had. We spent many an afternoon together at the movie theater—how she loved the movies!—or at the shopping mall, where I translated for her and in so doing improved my Spanish. Because her birthday fell on Halloween, she often joked that she was a “bruja.” Never had a label been so misapplied.

			It took a long time, but her paranoia finally receded, giving way to a reluctant acceptance that she was ill. As her memory loss deepened, she became compliant: she agreed to take her pills; she agreed to go to her doctor’s appointments; she agreed to have a home aide move in with her in Orange County. A few months into this new arrangement, however, I noticed that a couple of heirlooms had disappeared from her house, and that store receipts didn’t match purchases. Of course, I couldn’t get any reliable information from her because her short-term memory had become too impaired. Exasperated, we fired the home aide and moved my mother-in-law in with us.

			
			Sometimes, I tried to look at the world through her eyes. All the landmarks she’d once depended on were unrecognizable to her. Each day was new, a blank slate waiting to be filled. When I found an agent for the novel I was writing, she was thrilled, and for weeks I got to break the news to her again and again and watch her face alight with joy each time. Her memory was unreliable, this much she knew by now, and she had to depend on others for tasks big and small, whether it was going to the doctor’s or finding her pills in the morning. One day, I went upstairs to take a shower, and when I came back downstairs again she was gone. Perhaps she had decided to go for a walk, but I knew she would never find her way back in an unfamiliar neighborhood. I got in my car and drove around, looking for her, until, in despair, I called the police. A couple of hours later, an officer brought her back in a squad car. Did she agree to get in the car with this stranger because he spoke Spanish? Or was it because he was a figure of authority? I worried constantly about what she might do simply because she was told. Consent had become her natural state.

			

			—

			
			It was during this time of turmoil in my family’s life that the attacks of September 11 happened. Driving to work that Tuesday morning, I was waiting at a red light when I saw a man in a T-shirt and jeans take his daughter’s hand as they stepped off the curb and crossed the intersection. It was such a small, ordinary gesture—the kind that parents everywhere do multiple times a day. Three hours earlier and three thousand miles away, another man or woman had done the same, at an intersection somewhere in New York. Mothers and fathers and sisters and brothers had sat down to breakfast, finished their coffees, and put on their shoes. I love you, they said. Have a great day. Don’t forget to pick up the dry cleaning. Then, one by one, they left home and never came back.

			In my memory, the shock and grief of that day are intertwined with fear and rejection. I remember pressing a software engineer on my team about meeting a project deadline, and his response was “What are you going to do? Shoot me? Isn’t that how you people solve things?” Only a year earlier, this same co-worker had shared a slice of citizenship apple pie with me. I remember being followed around a home-improvement store while I shopped for flashlights and extension cords for my new home. “What do you need all these cables for?” the clerk asked me at checkout. I remember the pat-downs I received every time I went through an airport.

			Because I have light skin, however, these stories rank as inconveniences compared to those of people who are more visibly nonwhite or more conspicuously Muslim. Places of worship, community centers, and businesses were burned down or vandalized; men were killed or assaulted; women were stripped of their headscarves; and children were taunted at school. In the months following the terrorist attacks, hate crimes against Muslims spiked, accounting for 27 percent of all religious-bias crimes in 2001. Sikh men, frequently mistaken for Muslims because of the turbans they wear, were particularly targeted.

			
			George Bush received a lot of credit in the press for visiting a mosque six days after the attacks and for proclaiming that “the face of terror is not the true faith of Islam,” but speaking to a joint session of Congress on September 20, he struck a different tone. He announced that he was launching the War on Terror, which would begin with al-Qaeda, but would not end “until every terrorist group of global reach has been found, stopped, and defeated,” an ambition so vast it seemed impossible to shape into concrete, achievable policy. Then he warned that every nation had a decision to make: “Either you are with us or you are with the terrorists.” By that point, many countries around the world—including the four whose nationals perpetrated the attacks—had already condemned the terrorists and expressed solidarity with the United States. Americans were more united than ever, and some proudly displayed the flag outside their homes, in their businesses, and even on their cars.

			So Bush’s pronouncement seemed extraordinary to me, a veiled demand for silent allegiance. Just three days earlier, the comedian Bill Maher had become embroiled in a huge controversy because he had said that, whatever else they were, the terrorists were not cowards; they had stayed in the planes knowing they would die. Advertisers began pulling their support from Politically Incorrect, Maher’s show on ABC, and some local stations stopped airing it altogether. In The New Yorker, Susan Sontag decried the “campaign to infantilize the public” and urged government officials to provide an honest assessment of U.S. intelligence and counter-intelligence failures. This earned her widespread rebuke that lasted for months. “A pretentious buffoon,” Andrew Sullivan called her, with no trace of self-awareness. One of the fundamental rights of citizenship—the right to free speech—was being challenged openly.

			
			Seeing powerful white people publicly castigated for daring to dissent made me wonder what might happen to a brown immigrant who was against the impending invasion of Afghanistan. At lunch with a colleague from Human Resources, I expressed serious concerns about the looming war, particularly the toll it would take on innocent civilians already traumatized by decades of conflict. “Well, we didn’t do this,” she snapped. “They did it to themselves.” She gave me a look filled with disbelief and suspicion, as if I had betrayed her by the mere mention of the millions of lives that were at stake while the nation hurtled toward catastrophe. As we drove back to the office, the silence between us was so heavy that I had to turn on the radio. On the news, the history of the United States’ interventions in the Middle East—its backing of the Sadat and Mubarak regimes in Egypt, for example, or its alliance with the House of Saud, or its material support of the Mujahideen in Afghanistan—was largely unspoken. From Dick Cheney to Donald Rumsfeld, everyone in the administration was eager to erase a messy and inconvenient past, instead presenting American citizens with the straightforward story of a senseless crime that had to be avenged swiftly.

			

			—

			Bush’s message of with-us-or-against-us also carried the implication that one could not be Arab and American, or Muslim and American, unless one was on the side of the United States in its military fights. Opposing the war in Afghanistan and later the war in Iraq—or even casting doubt on their motives and objectives—meant exposing oneself to suspicion. Arab and Muslim citizenship in this country was contingent on either total silence or vocal support for war, a rule that filtered into scripted dramas of the post-9/11 years: along with the usual Muslim terrorists, television series now included the occasional Muslim CIA officer or FBI agent. (The wildly successful Fox series 24, which premiered in 2001, featured dozens of Arab Muslim terrorists, but by 2005, the Showtime drama Sleeper Cell had a black Muslim FBI agent in a starring role.)

			
			The few Muslims invited to opine on national news about the war in Afghanistan and later the war in Iraq—Fareed Zakaria of Newsweek, for example, or Fouad Ajami of Johns Hopkins University—were outspoken supporters. Those who opposed the wars, on the other hand, were viewed with distrust, and their allegiance to their country was questioned. When Keith Ellison was elected to represent Minnesota’s Fifth District in Congress, on a platform that included ending the Iraq War, Glenn Beck invited him to appear on CNN Headline News and asked him, “Sir, prove to me that you are not working with our enemies.”

			The demand to prove one’s allegiance—even, at times, one’s humanity—was made constantly of Arabs and Muslims in those days. When my first book was published, it received critical praise, but it also brought me the experience of hate mail. “What are you?” one reader wrote to me after USA Today published an interview with me. “Muslim or human being? It’s impossible to be both at the same time.” I tried to picture a man going through the trouble of reading the article, looking up my email address, and composing a note telling me that I wasn’t human. The charge was so heinous that for days, as I toured the country and signed books, I could think of nothing else. If this American couldn’t even see me as a person, there was no chance he would see me as his equal—a citizen of the same nation and with the same rights. You’re either with us, or you’re against us.

			
			Bush’s threat was decisive, and it proved popular in the confusing days after September 11, so he returned to it. “Either you are with us,” he said later, “or you are with the enemy. There’s no in between.” My whole life has been lived in-between—in between languages, in between cultures, in between countries. I was a child of the working class, but I went to a private French school. I was a math and science student, but in college I chose to major in English. I had come to the U.S. as a foreign scholar, but later I became an immigrant. My life resisted the kind of easy categories that the head of state had outlined for everyone. Surely, I told myself, a nation was a community, with views that are by necessity different, often divergent, and occasionally contradictory. Surely, true allegiance meant speaking up when something wasn’t right.

			These were difficult questions, the kind I entertained when I had time to myself, which was not often in those days. In addition to my job and my writing, I helped take care of my mother-in-law at home. Sometimes, she was quiet and cheerful, whispering “Thank you” after we got her dressed or drove her to her bingo game at the community center or took her to get her hair and nails done. Other times, when she was having a bad day, she would threaten to leave or hint at dangerous enemies or demand to see Maria. (Maria was her mother, who died in 1986.) Dementia made her stubborn, and if she settled on a
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