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Foreword
Hicham Yezza

More than a decade after our wrongful arrests on that beautiful 
morning of May 2008, I still find it very difficult to think and talk 
about ‘the events’. There is both too much and too little to say.
I have especially struggled to convey to others the extent to which 
such an event can have repercussions far beyond its immediate 
and obvious confines, to explain just how deep this sort of wound 
goes. 

This book is a necessary and salutary corrective in that regard. 
It tells a human story: a story of pain and trauma, but also of 

generosity, kindness and empathy, written by someone uniquely 
placed to tell the tale in all its myriad colours and complexities. 

It delineates with great dexterity the contours of the intricate 
lattice of personal, institutional, political, and ideological forces 
that led to our absurd, preposterous arrests on our university 
campus for suspected terrorism, and their long-drawn aftermath.

The book paints a lucid and sharp-eyed portrait of just how 
irretrievably damaging crossing the line into ‘suspect-land’ can 
be, and how these were traumatic events not just for Rizwaan and 
me, but for an entire community; a trauma which has irreparably 
fractured and distorted the personal and professional trajectories 
of countless lives, starting with our own.

And this, for me, is the book’s signal message: trauma does not 
live on the surface of things, it branches deep to the very core of 
one’s being, and remains there for months, years, and decades; 
creeping up and triggering us when we least expect it.

Rizwaan and I took parallel but divergent approaches in our 
return to ‘normalcy’, and his path was far braver than mine. 
Instead of retreating away from the pain, he returned to it again 
and again, epitomising what George Orwell called ‘the power of 
facing’. He was the guy signing up to become a scuba diver after a 
near-drowning.
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But, as he documents in heart-wrenching detail, this has come 
at a dear price. While our public discourse around mental health 
has certainly made commendable strides in the past decade, 
psychiatric trauma remains all too easy to dismiss. Unless one is 
paying attention, it is still largely invisible and silent, rarely mani-
festing itself and only doing so once it is too late.

Anyone who knows Rizwaan will recognise the infectious 
joviality at the core of his character. This makes the darknesses he 
chronicles in the pages ahead even more poignant, resonant, and 
harrowing.

In the pages that follow, Rizwaan eloquently articulates what 
it feels like to be on the other side of political and institutional 
blindness, and what it means to be what Liz Fekete calls a ‘suitable 
enemy’ or what Stan Cohen dubbed ‘impure victims’.

Through forensic examination and argument, and marshalling 
over a decade’s worth of scholarly research and engagement as an 
academic, Rizwaan compellingly shows us the consequences of 
reducing entire communities to a threat-level chart. 

Reading Rizwaan’s words, I was constantly reminded of Fanon’s 
quip in his introduction to Black Skin, White Masks: ‘not many 
people asked me to write this book, certainly not the ones to 
whom it is addressed…’ .

I have no doubt that many of those most in need of reading 
the book – officials, academics, thinktank wonks – will be among 
those most reluctant to hear and engage with its message.

And yet, amid the pain and trauma, this is a book that is 
remarkably generous in its attempt to understand and engage with 
its critics on the issues it diagnoses and interrogates so cogently.

Whether they agree with its arguments or not, few readers 
will finish this book without having their understanding of the 
dialectic between high-level policy and raw trauma, both personal 
and communal, significantly deepened, nuanced, and enriched.

By excavating the emotional and psychiatric impact of a highly 
racialised and securitised counterterrorism infrastructure, the 
book also serves as an exemplary act of intellectual and political 
resistance, as well as of true civic engagement, in the best tradition 
traced by luminaries such as Bertrand Russell, A. Sivanandan and 
Stuart Hall.
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Above all, this book is an act of pedagogic public service, and 
should be an essential read for anyone seeking to understand what 
it means to be a Muslim living in twenty-first-century Britain.

I hope all readers will approach the book with the same sense 
of empathy and generosity of spirit that Rizwaan has shown in 
writing it.

London
July 2021





1
Awakening

Like hundreds of millions of people around the world, especially in 
the West, I can recall the day the 11 September 2001 attacks (9/11) 
happened with a great deal of clarity. I had spent the day in lessons 
at sixth form and hung out with friends in the common room as I 
eased myself into the start of my A-Levels. When the day ended, I 
left to take the bus to my uncle’s. My first cousin Aftab and I were 
helping him paint his home as we awaited news on the arrival of 
his newborn daughter Hafsa. Near the bus stop, I bumped into my 
friend Majid. We greeted one another. ‘Have you seen the news?,’ 
Majid asked. ‘No. Why?,’ I replied. ‘America is under attack,’ he 
said. ‘The World Trade Centre in New York has been hit by two 
airplanes and so has the Pentagon in Washington DC.’ As soon 
as I walked into my uncle’s home, I immediately turned on the 
news. The images that have become embedded into the minds and 
memories of tens of millions of people around the world were on 
display for all to see. Smoke was billowing from the rubble of the 
twin towers, which had collapsed by this stage, and overshadowed 
the New York skyline. The news broadcasts kept repeating footage 
of the planes flying into the buildings, the collapsing towers, and 
interviews and testimonies with terrified witnesses. 

Growing up, I was no stranger to images of war or talk of it. As 
a six-year-old boy, I remember watching news broadcasts contain-
ing night-vision images of American fighter jets taking off and 
landing on a naval vessel as part of the first Gulf War in 1991. 
I also recall countless political conversations around the dinner 
table with my dad and older brother discussing Indian-Hindutva 
atrocities against Muslims in Gujarat and Kashmir, and the nev-
er-ending atrocities committed by Israelis against defenceless 
Palestinians. In the mid-1990s, a few Muslim families had reset-
tled in my hometown of Nottingham after fleeing the war in 
Bosnia. 
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Given the central role that Islam and Muslims began to play in 
the news coverage and the policy statements of politicians in the 
US and UK after 9/11, I began to become more curious. Before 
this, references to ‘otherness’ seemed focused on nationalist iden-
tifiers such as Pakistani, Bengali, and so forth. But the post-9/11 
world had seemingly done away with these labels and catapulted 
the figure of the ‘Muslim’ into popular consciousness with a speed 
and intensity that could not be ignored. 

By the time Afghanistan had been invaded by the American-led 
coalition to ‘smoke’ al-Qaeda out of the mountains of Tora Bora, 
as President Bush repeatedly said, and the resistance to the US 
and UK invasion and occupation of Iraq in 2003 had started to 
gain momentum, I started a degree in Management Systems and 
Multimedia Technology at Manchester Metropolitan University. 
Though I was interested in current affairs, the concept of studying 
a subject in the social sciences had not really registered with me. 
Like most other working-class Muslims I knew, I thought edu-
cation was about getting qualifications that would secure me a 
well-paid job. Learning about history, politics, and war was to 
be done outside of formal educational spaces. As the degree got 
underway, my interest started to quickly diminish. The degree 
was excruciatingly boring and, without my parents to keep me in 
check, I spent the nights smoking pot, going clubbing or being at a 
house party. In the summer of 2004, I was unsurprised to discover 
that I had failed the first year. 

When the new academic year started, I returned to Manchester 
and moved into a student home with Aftab and my friends Nas 
and Zafran. The news at this stage was filled with reports of the 
Iraq War. Questions were being asked about the integrity of the 
intelligence the Blair government had cited to take the UK into 
war. One evening, my schoolfriend Nadia, who was going into her 
final year of sociology, was visiting. I told her that I had failed my 
year and was looking to study something different; something I 
was interested in. Nadia suggested sociology. I prodded her for 
details, and she outlined the sorts of topics I could study. Within 
a few days, I was sat opposite the admissions tutor for the human-
ities. But there was a problem. There were no more spaces left on 
the sociology degree. There was, however, some spaces available 
to study politics. 
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My understanding of politics was pretty much restricted to 
images from the BBC Parliament channel that consisted of pale 
males debating each other in a room that either had red or green 
leather benches. On the few occasions I had followed parliamentary 
debates, I found the tone and language quite privileged, alien, 
and boring. With this image running in my mind, I asked the 
admissions tutor why anybody would study politics. Without 
saying a word, he opened a light-green booklet he had before 
him and pointed to a list of subjects and modules, including US 
foreign policy, war, terrorism, humanitarian intervention, narco-
terrorism, Israel–Palestine, the conflict in Northern Ireland, and, 
crucially, the 9/11 attacks that I would study as part of the degree. 
Everything I had become curious about over the last three years 
could be formally studied on this politics degree. I needed no 
further convincing.  

As the semester got underway, the demographics on the Politics 
degree were visibly different. There were only a handful of students 
of colour, and even fewer were Muslim. Within a short time, I had 
found my routine. There was no more clubbing, house parties, 
or pot. I needed to keep my mind focused, and I was not going 
to repeat the mistakes I had made the previous year. My circle 
of friends also reduced in size. On the days I had my lectures or 
seminars, I arrived on campus early so I could read my newspa-
per with my coffee and cigarette, and prepare for the seminars by 
reading journal articles. Studying for a degree that interested me 
seemed to have a positive effect on my lifestyle.   

During lectures, I listened attentively to every word that was 
uttered by my professors and tried to capture them in my notebook, 
even though I wrote so quickly that most of them were unreadable 
by the end. I enjoyed various parts of the degree, but the most ful-
filling was studying the wars and conflicts that had been fuelled by 
the American–Soviet Union rivalry, including the latter’s invasion 
of Afghanistan where Osama bin Laden and his fellow mujahi-
deen fought with weapons and money supplied by the Americans 
and Saudis via the Pakistanis. The academic who lectured on this 
topic, Steve Hurst, was a specialist on US foreign policy and was 
inspiring. He was middle-aged, wore thick, black spectacles, and 
donned a dark goatee beard. He was eccentric, reserved, smart, 
and, to top it off, funny in a very dry way. He would make remarks 
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in the lecture that frequently had the entire theatre break out into 
laughter. He once described Russian President Boris Yeltsin as ‘a 
part-time President and a full-time drunk’.  

In one of his lectures, a question crossed my mind: how do aca-
demics come to work, get to talk about so many interesting things, 
and get paid to do this job? For me, employment was something 
you were compelled to do, usually in a job that you didn’t want 
to be in so you could make a living; an inevitable reality for able 
adults. How was it therefore possible that academics got to do 
something they were interested in and passionate about but were 
being paid a salary for it? In that moment, as a nineteen-year-old 
man who was sat in the lecture theatre listening to Steve speak, I 
knew exactly what I wanted to do for the rest of my life.  

I started to inquire what the process of becoming an academic 
was, and asked Steve for guidance. He explained that an ordinary 
route would require me to complete my Politics degree to a good 
standard, then complete a Master’s degree in a relevant subject, 
and then complete a PhD, where I could research a subject of my 
own choosing for three years. By the end of it, I would be a ‘spe-
cialist’ in the area I had researched and could start applying for 
lectureships. 

The process seemed simple, and there was no better option on 
the horizon for me. I therefore studied tirelessly for the next three 
years, and graduated with my degree in Politics in the summer 
of 2007. By September of the same year, I had moved back to my 
parents’ home in Nottingham and started studying for my Master’s 
degree in International Relations at the University of Nottingham. 
Soon after, I was putting together applications for a PhD scholar-
ship to research political Islam and al-Qaeda. Finally, it felt as if I 
was edging closer to working on a topic that had been driving my 
curiosity for the previous six years. I thought I was on a pathway 
to a respectable career as an academic. I saw myself as projecting 
a positive image on behalf of my Pakistani and Muslim commu-
nity. I felt I had a future in the country where I had been born and 
raised. I believed in its institutions, its police, its courts, and its 
civil servants. Everything, it seemed, was going to plan.  
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A Divine Signal

By the time I reached the top of the stairs at my parents’ home to 
see what the shouting was, the front door had already been forced 
open. Three policemen – wearing white shirts with collar badges 
showing their ID numbers, black ties, black trousers, and shiny 
black shoes – were stood in the hallway. They wore blank expres-
sions on their face. The morning sun was beaming through the 
broken door and the smoked glass panels that surrounded it. On 
hitting the oak flooring, the sun created a blinding reflection. One 
of the policemen was watching me stood at the top of the stair-
case as I looked at him with a mix of fear and confusion. The other 
two walked into the kitchen and were now out of sight. One of 
the officers remained in the hallway and continued staring. He 
raised a blue piece of paper in my direction; his way of inviting me 
downstairs. But, without moving, I already knew what the sheet of 
paper was. It was a warrant for my arrest on suspicion of being a 
terrorist and laid out the legal grounds on which the police were 
going to search my home. Before I could do or say anything, I 
found myself sat in a chair in the centre of a large room which 
had extremely bright ceiling lights and white walls that seemed to 
go on forever. Around ten police officers, who stood around me 
loudly talking over one another, filled the room. I silently sat there 
trying to decipher what they were saying but to no avail. And 
then, I awoke from my sleep in my bedroom. It was all a dream. 

It was the end of April 2008 and I had been living with my 
parents for almost a year by this stage. I had a simple yet productive 
routine that centred my studies. It was exam season at the Univer-
sity of Nottingham, and though this brought its own anxiety, the 
time was quite memorable. I spent most of the time studying in 
the Graduate Centre with course mates who had moved to Not-
tingham from various parts of the world – from Panama City, 
Beirut, Dublin, Los Angeles, Erbil, Cairo, London, and Chicago 
– and would spend hours talking with them about geopolitics as 
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part of our exam revision and drink copious amounts of coffee. 
The weather was also beginning to heat up and the sunshine made 
everything seem less daunting.  

In the eight months I had been at the University of Notting-
ham, I had become far more academically and politically active 
compared to my days as an undergraduate student. I was in my 
element amongst students who seemed more politically engaged 
and plugged-in. There were more seminars and lectures taking 
place with external speakers invited to talk about a whole host of 
topics concerning US foreign policy, the Middle East, and Muslim 
issues. There were more student demonstrations and protests on 
campus. Having attended protests against the Iraq War as well as 
Israel’s bombing of Lebanon in 2006, I was comfortable being in 
such circles and made friends with quite a few student activists, 
many of whom were active in the anti-war movement and Pal-
estinian society. In the week prior to my dream, a couple of my 
activist friends had been camped outside the university’s main 
Hallward Library to protest the institution’s involvement in the 
arms trade. They had staged a forty-eight-hour hunger strike as 
part of their campaign. I spent a fair amount of time with them 
in solidarity, and when their protest ended, volunteered to trans-
port their tents home, which were emblazoned with anti-war 
graffiti. However, I had not found the time to do so and the tents 
lay dormant in the boot of my 1997 sky-blue Toyota. 

Before leaving the house every morning, it was routine to say 
goodbye to my mum and tell her what time I would return. The 
morning of my dream was no different. She was sat watching tele-
vision and eating her breakfast in the lounge. The dream had sort 
of spooked me because of its vividness and also because I did not 
know what to make of it. Dreams can carry a divine meaning and 
may be considered premonitions and signs sent by God, but they 
can also more simply be expressions of the mind processing sub-
conscious thoughts. Before walking out of the lounge, I told my 
mum how I had dreamt the police had come to the house to arrest 
me for terrorism. In a reassuring motherly tone, she told me not 
to worry. ‘Allah Maalik hai,’ she said in her native Urdu. ‘Allah is 
the Master.’
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Suspected Terrorist

Around a fortnight had passed since my dream, and I had forgot-
ten all about it. Life carried on as normal. Like most other days, I 
arrived at the University of Nottingham and parked my car in my 
usual spot at the west entrance. I walked through the leafy campus 
towards the Graduate Centre, which is located in the iconic Trent 
Building. The views on my walk were no less than spectacu-
lar. I could see a tall clocktower up ahead, a boating lake to the 
right, open fields ahead of me, tall trees to my left, and eventu-
ally a courtyard, which was basked in sunshine, that I would walk 
through to enter the building.  

On the staircase just outside of the Graduate Centre, a man who 
I had never seen or spoken to before approached me. He intro-
duced himself as an academic and a friend of Hicham Yezza. He 
wanted to know if I had spoken with Hicham. I did not ask him 
how he knew I was Hicham’s friend, assuming he had probably 
seen us together in the lower-ground café where we often met and 
talked about history, politics, and the PhD proposal he was helping 
me write. Plus, I was far more curious to know why he was asking 
me about Hicham. ‘I haven’t spoken with him, but why do you 
ask?,’ I inquired. The academic explained that university security 
guards were outside Hicham’s office but would not tell him what 
they were doing or why they were there. He was asking me in case 
I knew something. Slightly confused but more intrigued by his 
claim, I said I would try to find out. 

As I made my way towards Hicham’s office, which was located 
on the opposite end of the corridor where the Graduate Centre 
is situated, I could see a uniformed university security officer 
standing guard. I recognised him and had exchanged pleasantries 
with him in the past. ‘How you doing?,’ I asked. ‘What’s happen-
ing here? Is everything okay?’ The security guard, who had always 
been pleasant whenever he spoke with me sounded different. ‘I 
am not at liberty to tell you,’ he said in a formal and somewhat 
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cold tone. ‘Come on now,’ I replied. ‘I won’t tell anyone. What’s 
happening?’ But the security guard was having none of it. ‘I’m 
sorry,’ he said, ‘but I’m not at liberty to tell you.’ Rather than prod 
him any further, I took a few steps back from Hicham’s office door 
and observed what may be happening. 

In the two or so minutes I stood there, I witnessed the deputy 
head of the university’s security team speaking with a man who 
was casually dressed in light jeans and a dark blue sports jacket. 
Around the same time, the door to Hicham’s office opened and 
I saw two people in his office wearing white overalls, facemasks, 
hoods, and blue rubber gloves. The only other time I had seen 
people dressed this way was in student accommodation a few 
years earlier. A middle-aged neighbour of mine, Paul, had unex-
pectedly died after suffering a brain haemorrhage. The people 
who arrived to remove his body in a black private ambulance were 
dressed in exactly the same way. Were these people in Hicham’s 
office because he was dead? 

I had no calling-credit on my mobile telephone and therefore 
went straight to the Graduate Centre and panickily asked a staff 
member if I could use her phone to make an urgent call. The staff 
member, who I was friendly with, probably heard the desperation 
in my voice and agreed without asking any questions. I stood next 
to her and dialled Hicham’s telephone number. The phone rang 
but there was no answer and so I left a message asking Hicham to 
call me back as soon as possible. I thanked the staff member and 
headed for the café on the ground floor for my routine morning 
coffee. As I took a seat in the outdoor area, I was joined by a 
German course mate. We sipped our coffees, smoked cigarettes, 
and talked about the German welfare system. Hicham had still 
not returned my call. I sent him a text message: ‘Hicham, are you 
okay? Call me when you get this please.’ 

The outdoor seating area of the café, which overlooks a lake 
and tall trees, was quiet. The only other person sat outside was 
a young man who was already seated when we arrived. Arriving 
slightly after us was a middle-aged white man and woman, both 
casually dressed, who sat two tables away from us. The Trent 
Building, with its mostly administrative and management offices, 
often has random people coming and going, but this pair seemed 
slightly out of place. They were too casual to be attending a formal 
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meeting and too old to be typical students. Still, I thought nothing 
of them and carried on talking with my course-mate. As the 
minutes passed, I kept glancing over at my telephone but there 
was still no message or call from Hicham. ‘Hich,’ I texted again, 
‘please call me when you get this message. Are you okay? I’m really 
worried.’ Within a few minutes of sending the second message, 
Hicham called back. 

‘Hey, comrade,’ he said in his softly spoken tone before offering 
a long-winded apology for not returning my call or texts sooner. 
‘I am unwell and off sick from work,’ he explained. ‘What’s up, 
anyway?’ Not wanting to embarrass myself by telling him that I 
thought he was dead, I told him the truth: that university security 
officers were at his office but they would not tell me anything. I 
speculated that his office may have been burgled. There had been 
a few instances of burglaries in the Trent Building, which I had 
come to discover through my conversations with staff members 
in the Graduate Centre given how much time I spent in this space, 
and since Hicham was alive, the people in forensics uniforms may 
be examining his office for clues. Hicham said he would make his 
way onto campus and see what was happening for himself. My 
course-mate and I finished our coffees and walked upstairs to 
the Graduate Centre to start revision for our exams, which were 
due to take place later that week. I went to my desk, put down 
my belongings, and then walked back out into the hallway and 
straight into the men’s toilets.

* * *

As soon as I walked in, the door was aggressively pushed open 
behind me. I immediately turned around and saw three men, two 
white and one Sikh, standing there dressed in jeans and jackets. 
One of them was the man I had seen earlier speaking with the 
deputy head of security outside of Hicham’s office in the blue 
sports jacket. ‘Don’t move! Don’t move!,’ he shouted aggressively 
at me. I froze in my step. I did not see these men on my way in. 
Where did they suddenly appear from? ‘Who are you?,’ the man 
asked me in a very firm voice. ‘I’m a student,’ I replied, and imme-
diately produced my university ID card which was in my pocket. 




