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Book Review – Children of Dust: A Memoir of Pakistan by Ali Eteraz

Introduction
As a Lahori born writer and freelance journalist, Ali Eteraz is author of the prose work entitled ‘Children of Dust: A Memoir of Pakistan,’ a dark comedy memoir about the coming of age as a conflicted American Muslim. Through his work, Eteraz presents the struggles of a youth being raised with two seemingly contradictory cultures and all the accompanying issues of being an Islamic scholar who has difficulty in reconciling his faith and beliefs with the ‘sinful’ environment he is raised in. This retelling of his life combines the author’s various experiences, from attending madrasas, studying philosophy in college to studying law at the Temple Law School and internship in public service with a focus on human rights cases with the Outstanding Scholar's Program at the United States Department of Justice. 
From the very first page of Children of Dust, Eteraz reels the readers into a tale which is prosaic, intelligent and very human. Intertwined with his staunch belief in Islam is something every teenager/young adult must face, emotions such as self-effacing arrogance, youthful enthusiasm, crushed hopefulness, and satirical humor. From the very first sentence, “My mother, Ammi, had just returned from Koh-e-Qaf, where women went when they were annoyed with their husbands,”[footnoteRef:1] he sets the tone in many ways of his journey as a Muslim. The book highlights the struggle with faith which many Muslims or devout believers of other religions face in today’s open and increasingly secular world as well as the disconnect and crisis of faith young immigrants face when comparing their cultures with Americanized beliefs. Going a step further, the book also delves into how Muslim immigrants such as Eteraz and even I have difficulty adjusting in our home cultures after being a part of ‘westernized’ notions for so long and how we tend to idealize ‘home’ whereas in reality we fail to realize that it is not the haven we imagine it to be. [1:  Eteraz, Ali. Children of Dust: A Memoir of Pakistan. Harper Collins, (2009). 2. ] 


Discussion
The book Children of Dust is divided into five parts, beginning with the tale of Eteraz’s father entering into a ‘mannat’ or covenant with God that if he should be blessed with a son, he would ensure that the son grows up to be a great Islamic leader. The author was born soon after and from the book it can be observed that he spent the next thirty years of life burdened by this covenant. Each part of the book hence documents his struggle in life to fulfill his father’s promise and therefore serves as a basis for many personal messages and themes including the role of religion in life, transformation of beliefs with age and ethics of humanity. To this end, as a Muslim individual and an immigrant to boot, this book was very interesting for me as it allowed me to gauge and look at the experiences of a fellow Muslim is a similar position who had to transform and adapt many times in life in order to reach the right place, where he could feel comfortable with himself and have the ability to judge on his own. 
My respect for Islam and all its accompanying religions and culture as well as the love for American traditions has led me down a similar path. From the time I moved to the US from Qatar nearly seven years ago, I have faced many crisis of faith in reconciling my very traditional beliefs with the decidedly more open minded culture found here. Hence, Eteraz’s background knowledge and personal experience about Islamic and Pakistani culture encapsulated in the book allows me to understand and connect with his work. I agree with the author when he reiterates the differences in culture and religion, which a vast majority of immigrants from South Asia living in modern America face and this is what makes him an appealing character – as the poster boy for reform, moving from the dark side of fundamentalism to a liberal reformer. 
While touching on subjects and experiences unique to each Muslim living in the US, especially those who have experienced their roots or have been brought up in a conservative environment, the book nevertheless avoids showcasing Muslims in a negative way and instead humanized our daily but private struggle to reconcile our oftentimes conservative faith with American culture. The work, through satire and self-depreciating humor does not delve into the bad Muslim goes good or vice versa narrative that could reinforce stereotypical images of Muslims, but instead provides a starting point for reflection into our collective societal experience in the US.
Born in Pakistan, Eteraz highlights how he went to an Islamic school and grew up deeply religious with fantastical tales of secret places created by God, ‘jinn’ possessions, black magic, angel visitations etc in the first part of the book. Titled as “The Promised – Abir ul Islam’ which means the ‘Perfume of Islam,’ the author retells the story of his childhood surrounded by various grandparents, uncles, aunts and cousins. The joy of his youth shines through only to be undermined by encounters such as his sexual assault at the hands of two boys, the sadistic nature of teachers and other psychological abuse. While I myself have never attended the madrassa or been abused in such a manner, his story drives home certain truths which I only came face to face with during my trip back to Qatar one summer. There, whispered stories of such incidents are usually hushed and swept under the rug for fear of stigmatization or being blamed for having been a victim which is often synonymous with having sinned. It was only in America where I gained the chance to open myself to curiosity, the very thing which is forbidden is Islam or rather the Islam interpretation which is practiced and preached by conservative people in places such as Pakistan and even Qatar.
In the second section of the book, Eteraz presents the struggle he faced as a teen immigrant with fundamentalist parents at home. Titled “The American – Amir,’ this section allows the readers to view the author’s life in America which is familiar in most aspects, if not all, to many American Muslims who have attended high school and college in the country. Eteraz’s frustration with the overbearing and superficial Islamic values pushed upon him by his father in an attempt to indoctrinate him against the society’s ills and the conflicting desire to fit in, combined with his teenage shyness and sexual angst, is what tends to distance people like us from our familial values and childhood beliefs. 
Much of what Eteraz describes in this part is what I have witnessed firsthand. People from not only Muslim backgrounds, but also other religions and cultures tend to swing towards both ends of the spectrum, from fundamentalist values to liberal ones. Even his mother is not immune to the charm of America at first but inevitably gravitates back to her religion and culture, only to become stricter. While my own father never wavered in his beliefs, I have seen many fellow immigrants and their parents struggle with the open mindedness which American culture encourages. Often in the book, it felt like the author was writing about a small part of my life – with his online dating struggles, encounters with the opposite sex etc. 
In the third part of the book, the author can be seen as coming to terms with his internal struggle between piety and sexuality which takes him back to Pakistan in search of a pious wife. While there, he discovers the cracks to his construct of Islam and the fluid nature between heretical and orthodox beliefs. As mentioned above, when I went back home for the first time to Qatar after spending six years in America and becoming very much American, I was considerably shocked by people’s mentality and conservative views which often do not even align with Islam’s moral codes. Hence, much like the author, I faced the two greatest opponents of my faith – secularism and extremism in a short amount of time which finally alerted me to the great struggle I face between following Islam in a non-Muslim society, beset by temptations. While this is common amongst many, if not all, Muslim immigrants in the US, what keeps me grounded is the many joys that my faith provides, which allows me to reconcile many contradictions between my Islamic beliefs and the American culture. Hence, providing readers with the joys the author must have found in his religion as opposed to just the trials and tribulations could have provided a richer background to his narrative. 
The fourth and fifth sections, titled “The Postmodern – Amir ul Islam” and “The Reformer – Ali Eteraz” provide other details about Eteraz’s life, up to the point he manages to break through the cycles of transformation, allowing him to finally start over. The ending, which takes the readers back to his mother who symbolizes the very struggle depicted throughout the book with a few simple acts of listening to Punjabi songs and praying right after, truly allows him to confront his religiosity. 

Conclusion
Overall, it can be said that Children of Dust manages to contextualize and humanize many otherwise one dimensional American Muslims who are constantly stereotyped into zealots and extremists. It presents the struggle one such as Eteraz has to go through in order to ‘fit in’ in many roles and to fulfill many expectations – those of our parents, the demands of our religion versus the anxieties presented by the modern American society, our personal faith and beliefs and the curiosity and open-mindedness instilled by good education and exposure to a different way of life. Hence, there is universality to this book which is colored by Islam but which many face in trying to create ourselves and find meaning in our lives. While we are often told how to act, believe and feel by orthodox beliefs embedded within the Muslim community and even the narrowly scoped American community, we ourselves are seldom provided the chance to explore what it means to be a Muslim through our own learning, understanding and rules. However, the book tells the story of one person who is ‘in the gray’ and refuses to conform or stay ‘static.’ Hence, Ali Eteraz’s continuous struggle of exploration of self and Islam as not only a religion but also a political and cultural identity is not unique – it is one experienced by many such as I. 
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