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‘Sabrina Mahfouz is a tidal wave of truth swallowing the banks of empire with a torrent of information which will not be damned. These Bodies of Water is so vast, yet achingly intimate. It is a brilliant piece of work which had me hooked from start to finish’ Lemn Sissay


‘These Bodies of Water is a bold, brave look at the ways imperialism affects us all, from the universally political to the insightfully intimate’ Riz Ahmed


‘A writer of staggering conviction, ingenuity and integrity. Her skills are mighty, her language is beautiful and precise’ Kae Tempest


‘A brilliant and fascinating history of the Middle East, forcing us to rethink everything we thought we knew. A completely necessary book for us all as we sit in a post-Brexit world, once more considering boundaries and border lines. Sabrina writes beautifully, using prose, rhythm and poetry, to combine history and memoir in one of the most compelling journeys through the Middle East’ Salma El-Wardany


‘Sabrina Mahfouz’s poetic talents come to the forefront in this lyrical meditation on the influence of the British Empire in the Middle East. Part memoir, part history, These Bodies of Water defies categorisation in favour of a lucid, tumbling narrative that sweeps you along for the ride. Like all truly brilliant books, it’s impossible to put down while you’re reading, and impossible to forget about when you’ve finished’ Glamour


‘Brilliant and profound . . . this book is about coastlines, cities, climate collapse and capitalism. It’s marvellous’ Nikseh Shukla


‘It’s fierce, intelligent, and wise, and everyone should read it’ Joanne Harris









About the Book


Are you not made of Suez silt?


How do we know you won’t


shore our boats


by making yourself bigger


than we made you?


Sabrina Mahfouz once sat in a Whitehall interview room and was interrogated about everything from her political leanings to her private life. It was ostensibly a job interview, but implicit in their demands was the unspoken question: as a woman of Middle Eastern heritage, could she really be trusted?


Years later, Sabrina found herself confronting the meaning behind this interrogation, and how it was specifically informed by the British Empire’s historical dominance in the Middle East. THESE BODIES OF WATER investigates this history through the Middle Eastern coastlines and waterways that were so vital to the Empire’s hold. Interwoven with her own personal experiences, Sabrina combines history, politics, myth and poetry in a devastating examination of this unacknowledged part of Britain’s colonial past.


Part history, part polemic and part intimate memoir, THESE BODIES OF WATER is a tapestry of writing that tells the story of Britain’s relationship with the Middle East in the most revealing terms.
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History is something that happens to other people


Anonymous


There is no history, only fictions of varying degrees of plausibility


Voltaire









Prologue


The way this works is how it works.


I ask what I ask and you mustn’t think it is to hurt you.


It’s to ensure you are who we think you are.


First question then, easy enough –


Tell me about your politics,


specifically your thoughts on British foreign policy,


historically and presently?


---


The interrogations began during the frosty mornings of January and continued until the blossoms had blown across Whitehall to sink into the Thames.


I’d been working as a Civil Service Fast Stream graduate for just over a year and I was being promoted to a posting which required me to be allowed ‘access to exceptionally secret information’. I had to be vetted, I agreed to be vetted by a ‘Developed Vetting Officer’, via in-person interviews over an unspecified period of time. I wanted to be promoted, I wanted to progress. I wanted to get to the top of an establishment that had shunned people like me for its entire existence. I didn’t want to interrogate the reasons why I wanted this or even why it had shunned people like me. It was easier, more proactive, to just get in and get on with it, change things from the inside, be the loud new voice that could no longer be ignored, ruffle feathers with the security of monthly PAYE and a pension scheme.


But watching winter turn to spring behind the head of a posh, white Englishman in the clichéd costume of a belted beige mac and stiff-collar shirt was not easy at all. Every question he asked made me see myself anew, through his eyes. Eyes I’d never had to directly face, with office clothes on anyway, but ones which I’d always been creating myself to be seen by, piece by piece, in one way or another. Knowing my creation would always be a reproduction, never an original, but striving anyway. Covering the cracks, hoping this papier mâché version of me would eventually have enough layers that nobody, not even an interrogator at the centre of recent history’s control room, would find their way to the core. Perhaps he didn’t. But what he, or at least his questions, definitely did do was spark my own internal interrogation. One which would last much longer than the few months he was granted to make his conclusions as to whether who I was, and who I had been, could be signed off as suitable enough for who I wanted to become.


---


I didn’t want to be a spy. Not really. I may have wanted to be Jennifer Garner as Agent Bristow in J. J. Abram’s ABC action series that began in 2001, Alias, but I didn’t want to be a real-life, paper-pushing, Western-supremacy-upholding intelligence officer for a United Kingdom that told me through multiple channels of communication that it didn’t trust me because I was poor, I was a woman, a potential Islamic extremist and/or harbourer of Islamic extremists, and though I was British, I also came from another country, Egypt. A country seen as colonially inferior yet full of pride and anti-colonial dissent, so therefore suspicious. I didn’t want to be a spy, which if I was granted Top Secret Clearance could be one eventual role of many, so what did I want?


I was midway through an MA in International Politics and Diplomacy at London University’s SOAS (School of Oriental and African Studies) when I decided to apply to the Fast Stream. The Fast Stream is the UK Civil Service’s graduate scheme, which as its name suggests, fast-tracks employees to senior positions across government. It is one of the most popular and competitive schemes in the country, with an average of 40,000 applicants applying for fewer than 1,000 jobs per year and annually appearing in The Times top 10 of graduate employers. In 2006, the year that I joined, there were 11.1 per cent of successful applicants who came from an ethnic-minority background. This was a 4 per cent rise on the previous year, and I was told many times that I had been part of the first intake which had the informal aim of ‘diversified recruitment’. Despite various schemes since then, in 2019 the figure was 13.5 per cent, with zero successful applicants from an Arab background or even an ‘Other mixed’ background, the two imperfect boxes I would have ticked at the time. Thirteen years later. Zero.


Unfortunately, and counter-productively, there’s no intersectional data available, but the last available report shows those from lower socio-economic backgrounds comprised under 4 per cent of successful applicants during the years 2013–16, rising to 7 per cent and 8 per cent for the following two years, a doubling that is still way off the mark, but means around eighty people from this background per year beginning a career path to senior Civil Service rank, rather than the thirty or so out of 1,000 in the years before then. The rise can be attributed to schemes such as ‘Diversity Internships’ and ‘Summer Programmes’, inviting under-represented young people to spend time in a Civil Service department before applying for the Fast Stream. Marketing was also overhauled to reach a wider audience outside of graduate fairs and broadsheet supplements.1 The figures on this strand of diversity aren’t available at all for 2006 and that was long before they had any specific schemes to encourage and enable those from any marginalised background to apply, let alone succeed. In 2006, I was told they were becoming ‘more aware’ of ensuring their graduates represented a wider mix of universities and backgrounds than usual, but without official targets. I imagine the figure would be no higher than 2 per cent for those of a lower socio-economic background being offered a role for that year’s intake, me and perhaps a dozen others. Wherever I’d previously worked and whatever new worlds I’d found myself in, there had always been people from a similar socio-economic background around me; even if it took a while to find them, we would always end up connected somehow, even if only through a knowing nod and smile. I did find those few graduates eventually and one of them remains a great friend today. But he is a man, and white English. To be the only female Arab, the only Middle Easterner, the only mixed Muslim heritage graduate from a lower socio-economic background in a group of 1,000 young people, in my own city, London, was surreal, to say the least. It was such a sudden and vicious shift to find myself existing purely in opposition and it forever changed how I saw myself in my homeland.


A homeland which had afforded me huge benefits and privilege, especially in terms of education. I went to a grammar school for my secondary education, because my primary-school teacher tutored me for the tests and asked my mum to register me for the 11+. I passed the exams only due to the tutoring, because what ten-year-old would know non-verbal reasoning without tutoring? It was a scam, and my primary-school teacher knew that, but she also knew that if she gave me the tools, I would use them, even when nobody wanted me to. I’m aware now of the inequalities exacerbated by selective schools, how the majority of my secondary-school classmates could have afforded private school, and not a single pupil had passed the 11+ without some form of specific tutoring. But, at the time, I felt incredibly, ridiculously lucky to be at a school with such an extensive library and English and Drama teachers who praised and encouraged me endlessly. The social side was a little more fraught, but not in the ways I’d expected my high-school years to be. Going to birthday parties with swimming pools in the garden and walking two hours home because I didn’t have bus fare was around the time I began to build up those papier mâché layers. I would laugh it off by saying I wanted to ask passing people for cigarettes and smoke all the way home. It wasn’t a total lie; I was smoking five a day by the time I was twelve and, soon after, weed twice a day, bought with money made from shoplifting sweets and stationery I’d sell to the rich kids; and then from my first job selling door-to-door double glazing at thirteen, a job I got from a girl at school who had been the first with the knowing look, the nod, the shared cigarette. The boss used to take us to the pub for lunch and buy us vodka, lime and sodas. He knew how old we were. He said that’s why we should always hope for men to answer the door when we knocked, they’d be more likely to invite a nice young girl in for tea and to talk about redoing their windows. I didn’t stay long, after a hand on my knee and a knocked-over mug in a kitchen made me search for a job that didn’t involve sleazy men. It would be over a decade before that happened, but at least at fourteen years old I could work in retail on the weekends, something I did for the following four years. I wasn’t living in poverty, I had food to eat and a bed to sleep in, I was learning practical and essential life skills and now I am grateful for all the working experiences, even though at that time they were seen as a matter for concern by my school, a distraction from study and an indictment of a household that mustn’t have been able to understand that. I was only ever bullied for my Arabness, or harassed and assaulted for being a girl, yet the main thing I felt shame about was money, the lack of it and what needed to be done to get it. Deep, hot shame at not knowing anyone that would be called ‘a qualified professional’, not even within the ‘vocational’ industries, such as electricians or plumbers. There were students with parents who did this work and made huge amounts of money. Their social standing was far beyond what traditional British class theory could explain and I grew up in awe of them, fathers particularly, who were vocationally trained. It was only when I started university that I realised these professions were regarded as ‘traditional working class’ and that I had, in many ways, grown up aspiring to fit into a classification which had then seemed so out of reach, even if wider society would have labelled me as this at the time. During my school years, another feeling of shame was the shame for feeling shame, knowing how proud my mum was that she now lived in a middle-class area with a daughter at a grammar school. That shame, it showed me how to code-switch magnificently. That is, I learnt how you must present yourself, or which parts of yourself to present and which to hide, in order to be welcomed in places where your whole or real self would not be welcomed. Drawing on my non-Arab self for post-9/11 travel purposes; imitating the aloof confidence during large social gatherings of the wealthy girls at my school who grew up in their own wing of a house; presenting the most theologically interested side of me to a religious family in order to find their favour; this might sound like regular behaviour humans employ in order to adapt to their changing environments. And it partly is. What makes it specifically code-switching, rather than just an amiable way of ‘fitting in’ and finding acceptance, is its incessant presence. The way a switch has to happen no matter where you are or who you are with, the exhaustion of never being able to say, this is all of me, to anyone, ever. The fact of your reliance on it to make your temporary taking up of any space tolerated, if not quite welcomed, alerts you to the reality that there is no place of acceptance for you. Of course, due to being able to pass as white, I was certainly able to code-switch in ways that gave me far more access and opportunities than those who could not pass as white, Arab or otherwise. I will never be able to ascertain exactly how many of the opportunities I’ve had, despite the intersectional marginalisation of my identity, have been down to white privilege, but I can make an informed guess that it is almost all of them. My code-switching was nothing compared to what those of the global majority who can’t pass as white have to master for daily survival in Western countries, and in many outside of the West too, including the Middle East. But it did give me the power to move through an otherwise impassable world, and it also saved my life more than once. The switches felt more extreme in some places than others. The estates, the late-night parties, the pubs, the clubs, the clandestine corner drug deals, the chatting shit on park benches, the prison visits, the nightbuses, the overworking until falling asleep in the stockroom seemed so easy for me – in comparison to the pool parties, the middle class dinner table debates, and later the expectations of professors and fellow students – that they became my safety, a meditation, even as they put me in endangering situations regularly. Others would dream about leaving – the retail job, the bubble we created with drink and drugs and raves, the hand-to-mouth of it all. I would dream about both staying and leaving – I wanted one foot in and one foot out. The comfort and the cold. Even when I worked 9–5 in the Fast Stream, I continued working in nightclubs at the weekend. I justified it as necessary to make the money to pay for my MA, which is partly true, but now I see it was also my comfort, whilst the Civil Service was the cold, the place I had to exhaust myself to be tolerated.


I was only able to get accepted in the highly competitive Fast Stream due to my education and the various work experience roles that came from that. The privileges afforded to me by the education system at the time extended to me not having to pay a penny for my undergraduate degree, as students from low-income single-parent households didn’t have to in those days. It’s worth noting that many countries, including Scotland, Argentina, Greece, Germany, the Czech Republic and, to an extent, India, offer free undergraduate education to all their citizens in an attempt to ensure widespread access to higher education across their populations, an aim that seems so far removed from what England wants to achieve nowadays.


I still had to work to fund my living expenses, but in London, there were countless opportunities for working through the night as a young woman. I took plenty of them. During one of those opportunities, waitressing at Stringfellows stripclub in Covent Garden, my Kosovan colleagues became great friends, and through them I did informal work experience at an office in Pristina that was supporting the United Nations War Crimes Tribunal in Kosovo. It was officially a post-conflict zone then, but one still administered by the UN and full to the brim with international aid-and-development agencies. This was the peak of NGOs (Non-Governmental Organisations), supposedly helping to rebuild people’s lives without a political agenda. The Kosovans I knew had little trust in these NGOs. They said they needed their own money to rebuild their lives. The agencies were spending plenty on programmes and gardens, but what good would it do them if their businesses remained closed because they couldn’t pay the rent and their customers couldn’t afford to buy anything? This viewpoint, alongside seeing the national flags of the countries where each NGO originated pitched up outside every space where they were operating – whether in an office building or a children’s playground – was the first time I realised the NGO world was in part another version of colonialism, staking a country’s claim in another country through the morally celebrated framework of early 2000s humanitarian aid. I didn’t doubt many individuals who made up the organisations had compassionate intentions, but I now realised those intentions came with a political agenda. Still, the work I did there, helping to document the victims of war crimes, though it was often traumatic, felt important and necessary, setting me off on a path towards working in international politics, instead of the other avenues I’d explored with previous work experience placements.


One had been at ITV’s Factual department, after I’d emailed them to profess my passion for a career in TV production due to my love of research and storytelling. They placed me with the team finding the next batch of struggling celebrities for I’m a Celebrity, Get Me Out of Here! and suffering parents for Teenagers from Hell. That ‘passion’ of mine was quickly extinguished. In college, I’d done an internship with Surrey County Council’s Archaeology Department, going on archaeological digs at Roman sites and helping to preserve ancient manuscripts and artefacts. Although everyone seemed surreally posh to me, I loved the intense, silent focus of preservation. The way my shared knowledge of and curiosity about a specific historical period easily overshadowed any questions someone might have about my own history. It inspired me to study a BA in Classical Archaeology. Though I loved the history, I struggled with the highly mathematical aspect of archaeological practices (I eventually got an adult diagnosis for dyscalculia, the ‘mathematical dyslexia’) and I switched to English Literature and Classics for my second and third years. All of these things – the degrees, the work experience placements, the opportunities to discover and experiment with what I was interested in – were open to me in a way they hadn’t been to other members of my family, and to so many other people in the country and outside of it, because I had a British passport, lived in London, was white-passing and had learnt to use the power of code-switching to get me where my background could not. The full potential of humanity’s decency, decadence and destructive nature were not hidden from me throughout these years. I wilfully waded my way through them on a daily basis, the choice to do so a sliding scale but there, and a privilege nevertheless – stripclubs, war crimes, ancient torture tools, illuminating works of literature, world-changing community activism.


Considering all of this, how could I not have known what I was applying for and why, when I decided to go through one of the most competitive graduate schemes in the country, to get into the heart of the gargantuan machine that runs this disproportionately rich and powerful nation?


Maybe I did and I’d just overestimated my code-switching abilities. Or maybe I’d overestimated how much I knew who I was. Because we are kept from ourselves even if the world is not kept from us. Knowing ourselves is the most dangerous form of knowledge to the continuance of the status quo. Especially if by knowing ourselves we learn how we were made and why and what for. I say we, meaning all the children of an imperial diaspora, those who grow up in a country that colonised their parents’ countries; but I also mean anyone who challenges the accepted framing of British society as being democratic, meritocratic, progressive, freedom-loving and giving, and benevolent. If it is seen as all those things, then those at the top of its society must be deserving of their grotesque wealth and their descendants must be deserving of inheriting it. If it is not adamantly and aggressively seen as these things, if it ever drops the ball long enough to let these qualities not be the story, then it is open to being called despotic, corrupt, nepotistic, regressive, cruel, greedy and violent. And if it is all those things, then those at the top of it are no longer seen as deserving and they will have to go to great, ungainly lengths to keep their grotesque wealth and enable their children to inherit it. It is much easier to just make sure we all stick to the same story. Even as I write this, I am fearful of veering from that same story. What responsibility that burdens me with, what ingratitude I will be accused of, what deep dissatisfaction with a part of myself it indicates, what guilt it causes when I recognise all the benefits I have welcomed and all the bad that has been done to provide me with them.


---


Role-playing, box-ticking and non-verbal reasoning my way through a year of assessment centres, I was tearful as I held my UK Government Fast Stream graduate scheme acceptance letter in my hands. I’d submitted the initial online assignments in a Soho basement internet café after my uni classes were over before running off to work my waitressing job at the stripclub until 4am. The subsequent invitations to the anonymous, plush test centres that followed hadn’t filled me with dread. Compared to revising passages of Herodotus in Ancient Greek whilst wearing lacy, itchy underwear and waiting for the next champagne order from someone who was certain to engage me in a blunt conversation about his most urgent sexual fantasies, answering hypothetical questions about how I’d negotiate a resources dispute between claimant states was a rush of air to my smoke-filled lungs.


As I held the letter I was proud of myself, for so many reasons. My dad had dreamt of being a civil servant in his youth, but he had left Egypt and higher education to avoid military conscription and to live in his wife’s home country. My mum had been a secretary for an oil company and had met and married my dad in Cairo. She’d left school at fourteen with dreams of one day going to art school, but was forced by her mum into secretarial college and then to full-time work shortly after. So whilst I was proud of myself, I knew that dreams were just that and I shouldn’t get too excited. I folded the letter away and wiped my eyes to begin the make-up routine that marked each evening before stepping down the stairs into Stringfellows’ basement and becoming the girl in stockings who brought the bottles. At that moment, my dad was driving a minicab somewhere through London, likely hoping for a vomit-free evening from his customers. We shared that dream too.


My hopes of being accepted onto the Fast Stream were genuine enough that I had worked hard to make it happen, but they were also abstract, a self-test to see how well I could gain access into this solid British establishment, a curiosity to experience the process. Simon Case, the current Cabinet Secretary and head of the Civil Service, was recruited in the same year group as me. I learnt later that he represented how Fast Streamers were expected to approach their placements: strategically. That they should gain experience in finance and project management roles in a particular order to enable them to qualify for the most high profile appointments as their career progressed. This wasn’t taught as part of the Fast Stream process, so I assume they are advised by their universities or by their families. It probably seemed like common sense to them. But for me common sense was to ask for a placement that I would enjoy and be able to contribute the most to. Placements weren’t assigned at acceptance: you had to reply to the initial letter with your top three choices of department. The National Archives at Kew was my first choice. This is a department created by the merger of the Public Record Office and the Historical Manuscripts Commission. It holds over 1,000 years of official British documents. When I received a phone call in reply to my submission of choices, I was told that of course there were no Fast Stream positions in the National Archives, it was a non-ministerial department, I should be thinking bigger. I was also told that my second choice, the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO), was thinking too big – only the very top percentage of recruits went there and they got personally invited to do so. They were pleased to offer me my third choice, the Ministry of Defence (MOD). They said they’d send an email assigning my role and wished me the best.


I was a signed-up member of Stop the War and had marched chanting ‘Not In Our Name’ in time to drum’n’bass in Trafalgar Square to protest against the British invasion of Iraq. The anti-capitalist campaign group War on Want sent me a monthly newsletter and that was the most enthusiastic I got about the word ‘war’; mostly it gave me panic-filled flashbacks of the burnt-out houses and stacks of mattresses where families were executed that I had to document in Kosovo. Why had I made that particular government department a choice at all, then? I’m still not entirely sure. I know I am drawn to the epic, edged with a need for the unexpected and the opportunity for quantifiable achievement. The National Archives had appealed to me because I imagined being able to piece together untold histories of British colonies, convincing ministers of the need to teach the British Empire more thoroughly in schools with the archives we had at our disposal. If I am being incredibly kind to myself, then perhaps I saw a senior role in archiving British history as a magnificent reversal of soft power, seeing as almost every archive, either ancient or contemporary, detailing both everyday life or monumental battles in Egypt, that I had read was filtered through the eyes of a privileged, European white man. To be able to file, study and disseminate imperial archives seemed to me, at the time, to be one of the most radical things a young woman of mixed Middle Eastern, Guyanese and British heritage could do. Perhaps they thought so too, which is why the request was dismissed instantly.


The possibility of becoming a diplomat brokering world-changing peace deals for the FCO had also appealed to me, which is why it became my second choice. I think the MOD was the only other department which offered a satisfactory sense of the epic and ego. Differences between cultures, countries, languages and religions had sparked clashes throughout much of my childhood, so perhaps there was also some feeling of being best placed at the headquarters of battle, without properly thinking through that unlike at those personal moments, this time I’d have to choose sides – and they’d be armed to the teeth with more than words.


I wrote this and it seemed true. Then I looked through my research papers and I saw my (failed) application to the War Studies Department at King’s College dated a year before I submitted that online assignment for the Fast Stream. I just need to admit it: there is war in me, and it isn’t pretty.


---


War is in all of us, one way or another, a constant part of humanity’s long story. Not least, a significant part of the story of every empire, including the British Empire. Britain fought 230 wars during the sixty-four years of Queen Victoria’s reign alone, paving the way for its imperial ‘peak’ of 1921, when it ruled, to varying degrees, 23 per cent of the world’s population and 25 per cent of the world’s land mass.2 Britain was not unique in its moral justification of these wars. The global moral frameworks to justify war have developed over thousands of years of military violence across the world.


Ancient Egypt had a militaristic ideology that lasted over 3,500 years, with the most expansionist pharaoh, Thutmose III, taking the empire from Nubia across to Palestine and Syria. The Ancient Egyptian kings and queens were quasi-divine, their proximity to the gods giving all the justification to wage war that they needed.3 This royal ideology still exists, the British crown even now ‘ordained by God’. During the expansion of the British Empire, and most others that came before it, the justification of a divine mandate was a standard excuse for the terrible violence required to establish and preserve it. The European colonisation of the Middle East really began nearly 1,000 years ago, with five civilian-slaughtering Crusades led by European Christians between 1099 and 1221. They were initially instigated by Pope Urban II with the ostensible ‘just means’ objective of expanding the world’s access to Catholicism by defeating Islamic rule, which was cleverly inextricable from the real objective of strengthening the Western church’s power and wealth by capturing Jerusalem and various territories across what are now known as Palestine, Lebanon and Syria. This reasoning – initiating war on the basis of ‘just means’ – continues today, depending on what society is willing to accept as just, even if that acceptance hangs by a thread. Most wars are framed as retaliatory, defensive or preventative – they are planning to attack us so we must attack first, or they are stopping us accessing resources we paid for, resources that keep our nation going. The framing of war and its necessity is so intricately woven with all aspects of society that it is difficult to pick apart where it really sits within your own moral framework and how your lived or inherited experience might affect that.


In terms of my experience around the time that I agreed to take a role in the MOD, the impact of the 9/11 terror attacks on the World Trade Center in New York had certainly had an effect on all the frameworks I’d built around me. Like all people with Muslim and/or Arabic names and heritage living in the global north during the 2000s, I was being dismantled and dissected in every situation, every day. In 2003, the Prevent strategy was introduced as UK official policy, as part of the overall post-9/11 counter-terrorism approach called ‘CONTEST’. The aim was to prevent the radicalisation of individuals turning them to terrorism. To those of us who were targeted by it, it seemed to regard every Muslim and every Arab in the country as an individual who was susceptible to radicalisation and in need of community interventions to stop us from joining al-Qaeda. I think it’s highly probable I internalised this sense of suspicion. If I wanted to reach a senior position in this country, whatever the industry, I would need to prove my non-radicalised status. And what better way than by joining the very forces working against us? It was simply an extension of what I had been doing my whole life, what so many marginalised people from all identities do, change ourselves, our frameworks, in order to assimilate and get to the place we think we want to get to, imagining that once we get there, we can finally be our true selves and stop wearing the masks of assimilated acceptability. A hope that is rarely realised, because once you dismantle yourself for others it is difficult to remember where all the parts once went. There was a ‘war on terror’ against me in my own country and perhaps I chose the way of the coward, negotiating my immunity by turncoating.


Early on in the vetting interviews for my Top Secret Clearance, once I’d been working at the MOD for a year and needed that clearance to progress to a more senior position, my interrogator asked me about rivers and canals, what I thought about how the British had used them to maintain their empire. Until he asked, I hadn’t thought specifically about water and how it surrounded every colonial decision the British had made. How one of the areas in the world I came from was seen as sand and oil, dry and scorched. But their water had enabled the empire, and its legacy that I became a part of, to expand and survive in ways that would have been unthinkable without it. I became quite obsessed with how water forms our bodies and our borders, how it shapes landscapes, lives and legacies, enables and disables empires. All the empires, not just the British one. There have been many. But the British Empire is the one that has viscerally affected my life, positively and negatively, inextricably. The one that continues to affect lives and politics and inequalities across the world.


Water in all its forms is at the centre of our impending environmental breakdown and ecosystem collapse. A world that is not only still at war but refuses to admit its reliance on violence and war for its continued economic survival in its current model makes it difficult to imagine how such a world will be able to deal positively with the uncertain future we face. The sharing of water resources amongst nations offers the hope of collaboration and generosity before greed, but at the same time geopolitical crises such as the dispute between Egypt, Sudan and Ethiopia over Ethiopia’s building of contested dams in the River Nile simmer constantly. Almost all conflicts have elements of water politics within them, even if it is not one of the primary causes.


The more research I did, the more it revealed how central the Middle East’s water was to this behemoth of a global power, when I’d only ever been told that its interest in the region was to do with oil. Oil has been the main, and most direct, moneymaker, no doubt, but the British dependence on the region’s water for fast and easy trading routes goes back almost 100 years before oil was even discovered in the region. By the time it was discovered in Persia, modern-day Iran, in 1908, the British Empire had already colonised, to varying degrees, a quarter of the world, including what are now Egypt, Sudan, Bahrain, Kuwait, Yemen and Oman. This region was growing in importance to the British partly because the Ottoman Empire had begun to dissolve and they wanted to be first in line to gain control of its Middle Eastern territories. The competition between European imperial powers was increasing, and ruling this area allowed Britain unhindered access to the quickest routes for imperial trade and therefore economic dominance. The region was instrumental in getting the British Empire to its so-called ‘territorial peak’ in 1921, when it ruled, with protectorates, colonies or dominions, sometimes as the East India Company and sometimes as the Crown, over 13 million square miles of the world’s land mass, making it the largest empire in history.4 The main period of British imperial decline and declarations of colonial independence was from the end of the Second World War in 1945 to the 1960s, though it continued right through to the 1990s, when Hong Kong, the last official British colony, was ‘handed back’ to China in 1997, as per the terms of the 1898 lease China gave to imperial Britain. There are currently fifty-four sovereign states in the Commonwealth, and only two of them, Rwanda and Mozambique, were not part of the British Empire in some way. Queen Elizabeth is still at its head, making it the most explicit continuing legacy of British imperialism, but by no means the only one.


---


In this book I focus specifically on water in the Middle Eastern region and the way British imperial exploitation of that region’s water rendered the area even more politically complex. I’m not suggesting that this was the main enabler of British colonialism, just one intrinsic facet of its unprecedented expansion. Ideologically, the main enabler would eventually become white supremacy and its required racism. Economically, and inextricably, linked to white supremacy, the dominant enablers became slavery and later, to a lesser degree, indentured labour. The colonisation or indirect British rule of the present-day Middle Eastern territories of Bahrain, Cyprus, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Oman, Palestine, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates and Yemen may have made it possible for the British Empire to survive as long as it did, but slavery, and later indentured labour, was its fundamental backbone. Every mention of colonialism in this book cannot be detached from colonial slavery and racism. Every page hopes to add whatever tiny amount it can to the constant challenges and struggles against the normalisation of their legacies.


And whilst the Middle East continues to suffer the effects of British colonialism, the area has its own shameful history with regards to imperial expansionism enabled by the enslavement of African people. Military slaves were used by Egypt’s rulers for ten centuries, from Ahmad Ibn Tulun (r. 868–84) to the late nineteenth century. The first slave armies were black, the result of Ibn Tulun having trained 40,000 Sudanese slaves.5 Today, the Sudanese population in Egypt, whether migrants or refugees, are currently facing horrific conditions, including modern slavery and state violence.6 Anti-black racism is active and accepted across the Arab world, and this has to be acknowledged and challenged by all people from the region calling for a fairer and safer society, something which cannot happen without eradicating anti-black racism. The legacies of British colonialism still disproportionately affect black people, and there are many scholars and activists, particularly from the global south, who have dedicated their professional lives to documenting this and suggesting ways forward, a number of which are included in the reading list from crucial perspectives at the back of this book.


The ‘Middle East’ is a contentious term. It is a political term, as all borders and regions are, not geographical fact. It is of course ‘East’ only in relation to ‘West’, seeing as it is right in the middle of a spherical land mass. The countries that have been labelled as belonging to the region have changed over the years. Afghanistan, Eritrea and Sudan are highlighted in some early-twentieth-century British maps of the Middle East but are rarely included now. Egypt is considered the western cut-off point despite the vast majority of the country being positioned in North Africa. Cyprus is most often culturally positioned as European for political and continuing colonial reasons, despite its geographic location being in the Levant (which is also referred to as the Near East) and sharing sea borders with Israel and Lebanon. Turkey is sometimes included in the Middle East now, though it used to more often be categorised as Asia Minor, and some consider it at least partly European. In American political terminology, Iran is definitely considered the Middle East, but UK commentary generally considers the Middle East as ending at the border of Iraq and Iran, depending on the headline or the point they are trying to prove or disprove. Clearly, the term is outdated, inaccurate, and entirely Anglo-centric and colonial. I continue to use it for this book but look forward to a time when there is an adapted term which comes from the region itself, allowing each country to decide whether it is to be included, rather than being imposed by European and American needs for a classification that aids economic and political hegemonic objectives. I also use it because it is still the mainstream accepted term for the region, but mostly because it reflects so much of what this book is about: how the British have stamped their needs, wants, claims and names all over the region and yet it still feels taboo to talk openly about this; about how it continues to affect so many millions of lives in the Middle East, let alone the lives of those who have become part of or been born in the diaspora. There is so often the sense, even within the diaspora families themselves, that we should not underplay our agency, our luck, and we should not overplay history, because it is just that. But how can history be overplayed? It is in everything that is our present and we should want to know it all, so that we can build the best future.
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