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For the Orphans (Not Prisoners) 

of Geography

This book took a long time to write, which may be fitting for a 
book about the racial affects of deep-time narrativizing. But the span of ten 
years has meant that I have not quite found an adequate way to write the 
acknowl edgments, given the volume of talks, engagements, chats, and ques-
tions that made other paths grow. I was finishing the final edits on this book 
when my dad died in 2022. Among the minimal paperwork that was left 
 after his exuberant passage across the world  were his papers relating to the 
British Nationality Act of 1948.  Under “Race,” he was coded Arab. He had 
traveled across the world to London as a young boy with the British Royal 
Navy, whose white officers had a penchant for watching Malay Thai boxing. 
My parents never mentioned race, and yet a “mixed” marriage in the 1970s 
deeply  shaped the lives of us all. I was nine before we met my dad’s  family, 
and on that trip, I saw my first mine in Sri Lanka. In the holes in the ground, 
the informal gem mines,  children the same age as my  brother and I worked 
covered in wet clay earth. Experiences have strange under grounds that sur-
face unexpectedly in the work we do.  There are many  people who help guide 
that  process with generosity and companionship in the ideas we eventually 
 settle in. It is not straightforward to acknowledge  these surfacings.

This proj ect has a broad geography which eventually landed in a trans-
atlantic conversation. My first official academic trip to the United States, in 
2013, was at the invitation of Janet Walker to visit the University of California, 
Santa Barbara and a conference on rising sea levels, alongside many Indige-
nous scholars. This was the beginning of an intellectual journey that frames 
this book. Janet has remained a wonderful interlocutor ever since, and my 
formulation of geotrauma owes a debt of gratitude to her understandings 
of trauma and the work of repair that she does in environment and media 
spaces. I am also grateful for early influences on my inhuman thinking from 
the extraordinary  independent thinkers Elizabeth Grosz and Elizabeth Po-
vinelli, as well as Jennifer Gabrys and Myra Hird, all of whom are also amaz-
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ing  people. Since then, I have had two wonderful visits to Arizona State 
University and am grateful to Ron Broglio for  those generous invitations 
and where I had the good fortune to meet J. T. Roane, among  others. I also 
benefited hugely from residential fellowships at Durham University in 2017 
(with special thanks to Andrew Baldwin and Divya Tolia- Kelly) and a  Senior 
Fellowship at The Internationales Kolleg für Kulturtechnikforschung und 
Medienphilosophie, Bauhaus Universitat Weimar, in 2019 (which was an 
occasion to learn in depth about Enlightenment inhuman epistemologies 
and see Goethe’s rock collection), a Summer Intensive at ica Miami in 
2019, and virtually at Digital Earth in 2020. During that time I have been 
to many US universities and institutions and have been engaged with many 
dif fer ent disciplinary and interdisciplinary scholars, from whom I have 
learned much and whom I would like to thank profusely. More recently, 
the Summer Institute at Colby College was a joyous emergence out of the 
more solitary days of coviD-19, and I am grateful to every one  there for such 
intense and creative conversations, especially my seminar group— Zeynep 
Oguz, Waqia Abdul- Kareem, Christina Zenner, Eyad Houssami, Jordan B. 
Kinder, Moritz Ingwersen, Janet Walker, Chris Walker— and colleagues, Liz 
Deloughrey, Mel Chen, and Sunil Amrith. In 2022 I was a Drake Scholar in 
 English at Vanderbilt University and had occasion to engage with a fantas-
tic PhD cohort; I thank them too for their extensive culinary tour of Nash-
ville. Additional thanks, along the way, in no par tic u lar order, to Angela Last, 
Nigel Clark, Arun Saldanha, Rory Rowan, Jamie Lorimer, Stephanie Wake-
field, Karen McKinnon, Makalé Faber Cullen, Lesley Lokko, Eray Cayli, Jill 
Didur, Justine Bakker, Thandi Loewenson, Charlotte Spear, Maddie Sinclair 
at Warwick University, M.E.D. students at Yale Architecture School, and, 
for brief but transformative conversations, Deborah Thomas, Saidiya Hart-
man, Tina Campt, Cajetan Iheka, Jonathan Howard, Francoise Vergès, and 
Hazel Carby. Artists that I have been lucky enough to work with include 
Myung Mi Kim, Esi Eshun, Otolith Group, Caecilia Tripp, Ivy Monteiro, 
Sophie J Williamson, Kiyan Williams, Camille Norment, Sarah Roselana, 
Cave_Bureau, Phoebe Collings- James, Sandra Mujinga, and Sondra Perry.

Academic life in the UK is not quite what  people might imagine it to 
be. However, at Queen Mary University of London, I have been lucky to 
be surrounded by a collegial crew, smart and questioning students, and ex-
ceptionally bright and creative PhD students: Helen Prichard, Kate Lewis 
Hood, Charlotte Wrigley, Mariana Reyes- Carranza, Giovanna Gini, Alex-
andra Boyle, Fran Gallardo, Matthew Beech, Therese Keogh, and Imani 
Jacqueline Brown. My research time at qmul has been transformed by the 
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“Planetary Portals” group— Kerry Holden, Casper Laing Ebbensgaard, and 
Michael Salu. The ongoing portalista extravaganza has been a joy and a 
privilege that is underpinned by trust and friendship in the work. Fi nally, 
Mary Thomas both read and shared a considerable part of the journey of 
this work, in West  Virginia, North Dakota, and Alabama. I am indebted to 
her insights. During the passage of this work, Helen, Andrew, Lisa, Torin 
and Lorcan, Amanda, Robyn, Tim, Bubbles, and Lupa have all been stalwart 
friends. And Nick, Tess, and young Disco. Sarah Truman read this manu-
script with  great attention, sage advice, and encouragement. She helped 
make the writing clearer and supported the formation of the tome from 
across the continents. Fi nally, to my friend who has taught me much about 
the orphans of geography, Jennifer Gabrys.

The entire  process has been overseen by exceptional editorial guidance 
and unwavering support from Elizabeth Ault. Her responsive and clear 
communication, and that of the expert team of Lisa Lawley and Susan Eck-
lund, at Duke has guided this manuscript into being.
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