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Abstract The past decade has seen a growing interest in the ‘turn to history” which
has coincided with a counter-reading of the archive as a means to trouble contemporary
practices of governance. In this article, I explore what a decolonial feminist approach to
the colonial archive can look like through the development of a research method that
involves counter-mapping. This method included the use of participatory interviews,
carried out between 2019-2020, that involved asking interviewees to annotate colonial
maps of Cairo, and the co-creation of an alternative map. This method presented a
decolonial space where 1, the researcher, and the participants, co-investigated the spatial
securitisation of urban sites as ‘security threats’ and ‘dangerous communities’. In
doing so, we co-examined how certain security ‘truths’ constructed by the colonial
archive transcend the colonial/modern continuum in new postcolonial forms of
securitisation in Egypt. Securitised spaces on the map were, instead, reimagined as
spaces of emancipation and life. At the same time, the gendered differences between
participants also point to the coloniality of gender in Egypt. In light of this, I thereby
also discuss the troubles of representative methods, and the need for an intersectional
feminist approach to decolonial research methods.

Introduction

Over the past decade there has been a growing interest in what is known as
the ‘turn to history’ across the Humanities and Social Sciences broadly, and
within the disciplines of International Politics and International Law in particu-
lar. Genealogical studies into the ‘colonial present’ of contemporary state prac-
tices have subsequently blossomed. Much of this scholarship is influenced by
Foucault’s processes of ‘descent’ and ‘emergence’, that speak to the
‘troublesome associations and lineages” underpinning contemporary practices
and institutions (Garland 2014, 372). Scholars explain that a genealogical
approach is not simply a wuseful method to interrogate contemporary
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hegemonic narratives but is a necessary and potentially transformative chal-
lenge to some of the most violent global phenomena (Stoler, McGranahan, and
Perdue 2007). Critical historical approaches destabilise Eurocentric narratives
of the vulnerable white western subject, exposing colonial histories, not as
traces of the past, but as durable structures and processes that ‘cling to the
present’ (Abourahme 2018, 106).

However, there are methodological challenges associated with the interro-
gation of the colonial archive as a source of data. Colonial presents are notori-
ously difficult to trace because, as Stoler (2016, 4) notes, ‘they do not have a
life of their own: instead they work to shape logics of governance through
racial distinctions, dwelling in the slippery realms of affect’. This is not least
because a genealogy configures ‘as neither smooth and seamless continuity (an
eternal colonial present) nor abrupt epochal break (a stagist overcoming), but
the protracted temporality and uneven sedimentation of colonial practice’
(Abourahme 2018, 107). The challenge, then, is: ‘how to recognise a simultan-
eity of different histories while not subsuming them into a commensurable
spatial and temporal moment of encounter?” (Gunaratnam and Hamilton 2017,
4). This dilemma is particularly relevant when it comes to decolonial methods
given that the colonial archive has been produced largely in the voice of the
coloniser, making it difficult to read the colonial archive through a decolonial
lens. Given these insights, in this article I ask: how can we read the colonial
archive in a way that centres decolonial truths?

This article adds to these methodological debates through the development
and presentation of a participant-centred, decolonial feminist archival method.
This method involved inviting participants to annotate and ‘counter-map’ a
British colonial map taken from the British Library archives. The context of
this methodological inquiry is research I carried out between 2019-2021 which
investigated the persistent colonial logics in present-day British and Egyptian
countering terrorism and security practice and how these are formed through
race, gender, sexuality and class dynamics. My participants, all of whom were
Egyptian, were asked to use the colonial map to think about the history of law
and policing in Egypt and their own experiences of law and violence in Cairo
today. Participants were provided with colourful pens, pencils and tracing
paper and asked to draw their own experiences of the city of Cairo on top of
the colonial map. This process presented a method to trace the continuities of
colonial discursive and constitutive violence and the refashioning of such vio-
lence through forms of state security practice in Egypt. This, as I argue in
more detail below, provides a visual representation of the colonial/modern
continuum that underscores the postcolonial spatial securitisation of racialised,
gendered and classed communities in the urban centres of Egypt.

The counter-mapping process presented a generative space for new know-
ledge to emerge from marginalised subject positions, illustrating the decolonial
potential and feminist underpinnings of such methods. This method is feminist
not only because it takes an intersectional approach to colonialism and colo-
niality as the fusion of technologies of race, gender, sexuality and class, but
also because it centres the registers of the everyday and the affective. These
are spaces and levels that feminist work in particular examines, exposing the
regulation of hidden, intimate relations and everyday and private spaces as
central in the production of colonial power, but also as key yet forgotten
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spaces of decolonial resistance (Lugones 2007, 2010). Participants added alter-
native ontological and affective forms of knowledge on top of the colonial map
and, in so doing, interrogated colonial truth claims, presenting alternative
truths in terms of the state construction of ‘threat’. However, there was a clear
gender distinction between what was experienced by those who identified as
women and those who identified as men. The level of gender-based violence
towards feminised and gender non-conforming communities in Egypt is so
pervasive that it prevented women from reconceptualising the space in the
same way as men.' This, I argue, speaks to both the coloniality of gender in
present-day Egypt but also to the risks of counter-mapping in that representa-
tions of gendered violence can be easily used to bolster the spatial securitisa-
tion of classed and racialised communities. Given these insights, I therefore
note the necessity of a feminist approach to decolonial counter-mapping and
to exploring archival ‘truths’ that likewise centres intersectionality. This article,
therefore, presents a new decolonial and feminist method that adds methodo-
logical and conceptual insights to the broader discipline of International
Politics and the subfields of Decolonial Studies and Gender Studies.

I begin, through an engagement with the existing literature, by outlining
the possibilities and methodological considerations of decolonial feminist
research methods and counter-mapping as a decolonial praxis. Second, I dis-
cuss my own development of this counter-mapping method. Third, I present
the security ‘truths’ about Egypt that are constructed through the colonial
archive and one colonial map in particular: the map from the British archives I
used in my counter-mapping exercise. Fourth, I discuss my findings, including
the potential for such methods to interrogate colonial truths and the forms of
colonial continuity and rupture in postcolonial Egypt that they highlight.
Finally, I reflect on the coloniality of gender and the need for intersectional
feminism when undertaking decolonial praxis.

Counter-mapping the colonial archive

The colonial archive presents researchers with an invaluable resource to
rethink contemporary narratives of truth, exposing how many of the condi-
tions of contemporary global politics ‘are intimately tied to imperial effects
and shaped by the distribution of demands, priorities, containments, and coer-
cions of imperial formations” (Stoler 2016, 3). However, archives, as ‘hegemonic
instruments of the state’ (Zeitlyn 2012, 462), perpetuate unnuanced colonial
fantasies of Empire at its pinnacle and present a form of ‘truth’ that, in its
totalising and universal form, can be easy to reify and difficult to think past.
State archives and the administrative practices involved in archiving hold the
power to construct histories and origin stories, and thus, to whitewash the vio-
lent pasts (and presents) of contemporary institutions and practices (Garland

! T understand gender to be part of a constructed system of coloniality that orders and
divides on a binary of male/female (Lugones 2007) and erases pre-colonial and non-colonial
systems of gender and sexuality. As a result of this gender order, violence is aimed at groups who
are gendered in certain fashions, often those who are feminised or are seen to stray outside of
acceptable gender expressions. My participants did not expressly identify as anything other than
male or female, and therefore I utilise these terms to both acknowledge this and to acknowledge
the level of violence against women in Egypt.
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2014, 372; Ghaddar and Caswell 2019). Furthermore, as researchers, we are
implicated in the reproduction of hegemonic narratives of security through our
bodily encounters with archival spaces (Chukwuma 2022).

The colonial map is part of this larger architecture of colonial truth-making;
these maps being produced through archiving practices whereby the continu-
ous publishing of security documents occurred with the aim of foreclosing the
freedoms of colonised communities (Stoler 2010). Colonial geographical imagi-
naries of central Africa as ‘conceptually empty’ spaces (Yao 2022), for example,
provided a justification for occupation and colonisation, but also for the imple-
mentation of new security practices that sought to protect the Empire all the
while ‘rescuing’ colonised communities from ‘immorality’ (Amar 2013).
Counter-insurgency practices such as the separation and enclosure of colonised
communities, furthermore, produced new subjectivities such as the ‘insurgent’
and the ‘extremist’ (Doty 1996; Khalili 2013; Sen 2022) as ‘threats’ to the stabil-
ity of Empire (Nijjar 2018; Singh 2012). The colonial archive is littered with
references to such subjects, and so too, is the colonial map, which works to
‘fix’ the spatial and temporal existence of ‘threatening’ communities. Given
this, it becomes clear that the colonial map is an epistemic and political tool,
one that highlights geographical areas of ‘concern’, being deeply implicated in
surveillance and monitoring (Tazzioli and Garelli 2019).

Archiving, when understood as a process of creating a totalising truth,
becomes a prime location for the evolution of epistemic and cultural forms of
control that decolonial scholar Quijano (2007) termed the ‘coloniality of power’.
Coloniality refers to systems of power that rely upon the repression and re-
writing of Indigenous modes of knowing and the reformulation of cultures
and societies along a European universal blueprint (Quijano 2007). These sys-
tems of power transcend the supposed colonial/modern binary through the
production of ‘rational’, ‘civilised” and ‘moral” subjects, who exist within cul-
tural, societal, governmental and legal structures bound to European norms.
The production of colonial/modern truths alter and come to constitute the
lives, experiences and knowledge systems of colonised communities (Quijano
2007; Mignolo 2000, 2009) and work upon racialised, classed and gendered log-
ics that are naturalised into a ‘worldwide system of power’ (Lugones 2007,
188). Mignolo (2009, 112) has conceptualised coloniality as, by extension, the
‘darker side of globalisation” whereby the cosmopolitan ideal of an inclusive
global community is premised upon the inclusion of the colonised on the con-
dition that they be disciplined and reformed through European norms.

This paradigm constructs the European subject as bearer of ‘reason” and
‘knowledge’ in relation to its ‘other” which was invariably ‘totally absent; or ...
present, only in an “objectivised” mode’ (Quijano 2007, 173). Such truths were
produced through imperial scientific and anthropological research and archiv-
ing practices that ‘represented the Other to a general audience back in Europe
which became fixed in the milieu of cultural ideas’ (Smith 2012, 8), and contin-
ues to define the epistemic hierarchy of the Euro-American academy today
that views Indigenous and Black knowledge as non-existent, informal and
untruthful (Hill Collins 2002). Indeed, when we encounter the colonial archive,
the ‘radical absence’ (Quijano 2007, 173) of the colonised is overwhelmingly
loud. When colonial subjects are represented, ‘the stories that exist are not
about them, but rather about the violence, excess, mendacity, and reason that
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seized hold of their lives, transformed them into commodities and corpses...’
(Hartman 2008, 2).

However, as Esmeir (2012) explores in her account of colonial Egypt, there
is an important difference to be made between discursive violence and consti-
tutive violence. This distinction has implications for how we, as researchers,
approach the power of the archive and the permeability of colonial truth.
Examining Fanon’s account of violence, Esmeir (2012, 6-8) explains that Fanon
distinguishes between the coloniser’s creation of the narrative of the colonised
as ‘dehumanised’ (discursive violence) and the endowment of this narrative
with constitutive force (constitutive violence), making it clear that this vocabu-
lary is not constitutive: there exists a ‘moment of realisation’, after which ‘he
[the colonised] knows that he is not an animal’ (Fanon 1963, 35, cited in
Esmeir 2012, 7). For Esmeir, the two will exist at the same time throughout
processes of resistance: ‘the insistence on one’s humanity in the first instance is
an act of resistance that struggles against that which attempts, but never suc-
ceeds, to dehumanise’ (Esmeir 2012, 7). Similarly, while for Quijano (2007) the
idea of the ‘totality” at first suggests the all-encompassing nature of colonial
truth, both on the level of the discursive and the constitutive, the possibility of
a decolonial logic is found in the necessity of ‘difference’ that underpins the
very foundations of colonial truth. Arondekar (2005, 12) explains that the
challenge of the archive, therefore, is to ‘juxtapose productively the archive’s
fiction-effects (the archive as a system of representation) alongside its truth-
effects (the archive as material with ‘real’ consequences), as both antagonistic
and co-constitutive’. In this sense, a decolonial approach notes the limitations
of colonial power and provides a starting point to pick apart archival truths.
How in practice can we as researchers examine forms of coloniality without
simplifying and reifying the discursive ‘truths’ of the colonial archive? And
how can research, a practice that has been built upon colonial objectification of
Indigenous communities, become a transformative praxis?

Scholars of Critical Geography Studies look to the disruptive potential of
counter-mapping practices that provide interlocutors with the tools to address
silences of the colonial archive and to interrogate the truths these maps claim
(Yao 2022; Boatca 2021; Lobo-Guerrero, Lo Presti, and dos Reis 2021). Boatca
(2021, 245) explains that counter-mapping ‘unsettles and unpacks the spatial
assumptions upon which maps are crafted and that trouble the spatial and
temporal fixes of a state-based gaze’. Counter-mapping practices therefore
posit the colonial archive and the colonial map as not so much reflecting the
reality of colonial borders but instead as the desired outcomes of imperial
administrators (Stoler, McGranahan and Perdue, 2007, 9). Maps, as visual
objects are also spaces of possibility and reimagination, in a decolonial vein, or
as Lobo-Guerrero, Lo Presti, and dos Reis (2021, 7) put it, of ‘connectivity’.
Reading between the contour lines we can see changeable stories of a broader
Empire and hints of revolutionary challenges. Attending to colonial maps,
therefore, provides researchers with opportunities to engage with the ‘unstable
politics of representation’ lying underneath (Lobo-Guerrero, Lo Presti, and dos
Reis 2021, 7).

Counter-mapping is a praxis that has decolonial characteristics through its
provision of space to marginalised communities to interrogate colonial truths
and to rewrite global hierarchies that endure ‘at the level of both lived
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experience and social scientific production’” (Boatca 2021, 250). For Mignolo
(2009, 125) a decolonial project is one that is located at the ‘margins’ or,
‘places, histories, and people whom non-being Christian and secular
Europeans, without dwelling in that particular history, were forced to deal
with it". Such projects are where ‘silenced and marginalised voices are bringing
themselves into the conversation’, providing space for ‘the transformation of
the hegemonic imaginary’ (Mignolo 2000, 736). Decolonial counter-mapping is
therefore an ‘epistemic approach’ (Tazzioli and Garelli 2019, 398) that locates
power and knowledge with non-Western research participants, challenging the
researcher/researched binary, providing participants with a means to refuse
the totalising effects of coloniality and to generate new hopeful futurities
(Mignolo 2000). Co-creating counter-maps alongside research participants can
provide space to reconfigure the discursive and constitutive ‘truths’ found in
the colonial archive and to investigate forms of persistence and resistance in
the present day. These approaches are powerful; not only because they provide
forms of resistance to colonial truths and discourses, but also because they
locate knowledge within the traditions and cultures of colonised communities
that have been rendered ‘irrational” and the object of western anthropological
study (Lorde [1984] 2007; Moraga 1983; Smith 2012). For instance, Smith (2012,
8) notes how decolonial methods provide Indigenous researchers with ways to
‘research a recovery of ourselves, an analysis of colonialism, and struggle for
self-determination’.

Feminist work on colonial archives, coloniality, and decoloniality notes the
systematic erasure of gendered and queer histories according to a colonial hier-
archy of rationality and civilisation (Arondekar 2005; Lugones 2007, 2010;
Hartman 2008). Yet, feminist work and the importance of an intersectional
feminist lens is very often side-lined, even within postcolonial and decolonial
scholarship, as both Lugones (2007) and Yegenoglu (1998) find in their cri-
tiques of Quijano (2007) and Said ([1978] 2003). Lugones (2007, 2010) describes
a ’‘coloniality of gender’ as the imposition of a system of gender difference in
which forms of morality and practices of reproduction and sexuality are
imposed upon colonised communities. Lugones (2007) also understands that
the process of rendering a subject as non-existent within the archive, such as
the history and existence of the ‘colonised woman’, is directly connected to the
colonial separation of categories of race, gender and class. When gender and
race are rendered distinct logics, violence against women of colour, for
example, cannot be seen (Crenshaw 1991). Intersectional feminism accounts for
this erasure and exposes what is hidden at these traditionally marginalised
junctures.

Feminist work, by understanding gender as much more than simply relat-
ing to categories of ‘women’ or ‘men’, but instead as an entire system of regu-
lation that both erases non-western practices of gender and sexuality, and
enforces ‘legitimate’ and ‘acceptable’” means of labour, family life and public
space, helps us pay attention to the lesser viewed ‘distribution of social and
political vulnerabilities’ (Stoler 2016, 308) and the resulting legitimisation of
the regulation of spaces of intimacy and privacy. By paying attention to the
more intimate spaces of the everyday, as the work of feminists like Lugones
(2007, 2010), Arondekar (2005), and Hartman (2008) does, decolonial feminist
approaches provide a holistic picture of the subtle mechanisms of colonial
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power through intersecting technologies of gender, race and class. By focusing
on the realms of affect and emotion — sites of knowledge that have tradition-
ally been gendered and thereby undervalued — a space to examine the persist-
ence of and resistance to forms of discursive and constitutive violence is
provided. In other words, emotions can expose not only how coloniality
reshapes postcolonial subjectivities but can also speak to the ‘unpredictable
autonomy of the body’s encounter with the event, its shattering ability to go
its own way” and thus, internal forms of resistance to normativity (Hemmings
2005, 552) and the ‘truths’ of the colonial archive. Resistance here is under-
stood as a psychic process that is ‘emotionally invested in racial survival
because it is the glue that makes political communities’ (Georgis 2013, 19).
Hartman (2008, 11) carries out this work by reframing silences and erasures of
the colonial archive into the conditional tense of ‘what could have been’. This
method, termed by Hartman as ‘critical fabulation’, rearranges the basic ele-
ments of the story found in the colonial archive to throw ‘into crisis “what
happened when” (Hartman 2008, 13). Hartman’s conditional rendering of the
silences of the archives opens up space for possible stories of intimacy that can
be read across time, and into hopeful futurities.

Methodologically, Black queer feminist praxis has been central in the recog-
nition of art and poetry and creativity as legitimate forms of intellectual
thought and theory (Lorde [1984] 2007; Lugones 2007, 2010; Moraga 1983).
This body of thought has also been central in highlighting the importance of
non-traditional registers, such as emotions, as spaces from which regulation
but also resistance take flight (Ahmed 2004). Feminist counter-mapping with
sensory and emotive questions in mind, therefore, can produce alternative sto-
ries of resistance to colonial truths. For the Disembodied Territories group, a
project that re-maps coloniality across Africa, this praxis:

gestures towards a break from dominant and Eurocentric notions of bio-determined place
and time, centring instead place-making as imaginings of what an African space can feel,
look, smell, sound, and be like ... We ask how we might subvert or transcend this violent
past and present to instead centre ideas of space imagined otherwise. (Disembodied
Territories 2023)

In such a way, a feminist and decolonial approach can challenge dominant
accounts of knowledge, centring instead non-traditional locations as sites of
erased and misrepresented knowledge production. These approaches have the
potential to disturb the status quo by locating agency in subjects historically
cast as less than human (Lorde [1984] 2007; Moraga 1983). A feminist decolo-
nial approach to counter-mapping can therefore provide both a means to
‘radically interpret’ (Arondekar 2005, 18) archival truths, and further, a means
to centre to non-traditional lexicons as legitimate sites of knowledge
production.

However, there are also risks to such an approach. When a counter-map is
constructed by participants, the imagery represented there can be picked up to
help bolster imperial frames of racialised populations as ‘closer to” certain
forms of violence, as shown by Grove (2015). As she notes, some examples of
counter-mapping have even reproduced the same geographical security para-
digms as the state, thus bolstering state-led and international calls for
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intervention into poorer neighbourhoods. Furthermore, the investment in
research as a decolonial site remains a contentious issue because of its colonial
and Eurocentric paradigms, the risks of assimilating Indigenous knowledge
into the Eurocentric universal and glossing over core differences in ways of
knowing and being (Khan 2021; Smith 2012; Thambinathan and Kinsella 2021).
As a white British researcher, I am keenly aware that I cannot presume to
reinterpret or transform colonial ‘truths’ from the perspective of subaltern or
formerly colonised subjects, and indeed, that this practice could lead to a pro-
jection of desired research outcomes from my own perspective. As Hartman
(2008, 8) notes, ‘the loss of stories sharpens the hunger for them’, and the pos-
sibility for the researcher to project their imagined story onto archival silences.
This is particularly poignant to remember when researching on an area of the
world that has been the fetishised object of orientalist study.

Following the scholarship of Quijano (2007) and others, this article, then,
understands the colonial archive (and colonial map) as a structure that signi-
fies the totality of coloniality. However, while coloniality thrives upon the
erasure and rewriting of Indigenous and colonised forms of knowledge -
including logics of gender, race and class — there is a difference between dis-
cursive and constitutive violence, as Fanon understood it, where we can distin-
guish between the archive as producing a discursive truth and a constitutive
truth. It is this difference that provides the opportunity for a decolonial reinter-
pretation of hegemonic, colonial truth, as a decolonial approach opens space
for refusal and reinterpretation. Furthermore, taking not only a decolonial but
a feminist approach guides us to listen to intersectional stories, intimate spaces
and emotional registers that are important yet often forgotten areas of regula-
tion and resistance. As I show, counter-mapping can hold these decolonial and
feminist approaches together as a means to reinterpret histories of
International Politics.

The counter-mapping method

Counter-mapping as a collaborative process between myself and my partici-
pants provided a space for active listening on my part ‘as a demonstration of
resistance” (Thambinathan and Kinsella 2021, 4) and of solidarity and space to
my participants to examine and re-interpret the ‘truths’ of their own past, to
reimagine what ‘could have been” and therefore, the spaces of potential decolo-
nial freedoms in Cairo. The ‘truth” narratives that I was particularly interested
in interrogating related to security ‘threats’ and forms of anticolonial
‘insurgency’. I brought a British colonial map of Cairo to my interviews and
asked my participants to use it to think about the history of law and policing
in Egypt and their own experiences of law and violence in Cairo today. The
map was a British military map of Cairo drawn in 1942, accessible from the
British Library (see picture in next section) (Maps 1942). Participants were pre-
sented with tracing paper, colourful pens and pencils and were asked to remap
the colonial document according to their own experiences and emotions
attached to the city. The reasoning for investigating the Cairo case in particular
was that the Egyptian experience of colonialism has been the subject of debate
between those who argue that Egypt had a much less formalised and totalising
experience of British colonialism (Brown 1990, 1995; Ezzat 2020; Fahmy 2012)
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and those who that hold that British colonial processes of legal and secular
reform produced Egyptian modern identities, tying them to European liberal
frameworks (Asad 2001; Esmeir 2012; Mahmood 2009). As Rao (2020) notes,
and as I demonstrate elsewhere (Finden, Forthcoming), it is necessary to pay
attention to both colonial continuities and forms of postcolonial agency in the
redeployment of colonial security practices today on the level of both the state
and the citizen. Indeed, throughout my research, some of my participants re-
enforced Egyptian state narratives on security, however, further exploration of
this avenue is beyond the scope of this article.

My participants were Egyptian migrants living in the UK. Most were from
Cairo, and some had experienced living there.” Their backgrounds varied
widely: ages ranged from early twenties through to early eighties. They identi-
fied as four women and eight men. Seven were Muslim and five were Coptic
Christian, although not all ‘practicing’. Their visa statuses in the UK ranged
from long term resident to temporary student or worker, to asylum seeker.
Several expressed fear about being picked up by the police were they to return
to Egypt. The majority were highly educated, some in the UK to pursue
Masters or PhD programmes. The majority were able to move internationally
because of their relatively privileged class position in Egypt. However, under
the current regime of el-Sisi, a number of these mostly political activists would
be arrested despite their class location if they returned to Egypt. As I demon-
strate, this decolonial method does not solely rely upon identifying ‘authentic’
‘decolonial” or ‘Indigenous’ subjects, which could result in essentialist ends,
but instead asks about the multiple means by which narratives of colonialism
persist and are resisted. It is nonetheless rooted in an understanding that
Egyptian citizens have grown up with the stories of British colonialism and
Egyptian anticolonial nationalism, and their subjectivities are therefore in part
a product of this colonial history.

A key variation in the use of this method was that there was a clear gender
difference in terms of how participants engaged with the map. While, broadly
speaking, male identifying participants presented alternative stories to the dis-
cursive and constitutive violence of the colonial map, for female identifying
participants, the violence that the map spoke of appeared to be more pervasive
and reminiscent of their experience in Egypt today, which, as I explain below,
is suggestive of state-sanctioned crackdowns on feminised and gender non-
conforming communities. The representation of violence on the map by female
identifying participants illustrates the coloniality of gender. This practice, how-
ever, also risks the reification of framing gendered violence as a ‘cultural’ or
‘Arab’ phenomenon. Researchers must be alive to these risks and be aware of
the need for intersectional feminist approaches to decolonial methods.

British production of security ‘truths’ in Egypt

A British military map of Cairo dated 1942 is filed away in the British library.
The map comes with little description, but the legend gives away suggestions
as to the reason it was drawn. Four items appear in the legend: ‘roads

2 NB. All participants quoted in this article are anonymised.
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maintained open for military traffic’ are marked with a continuous brown line;
‘potential centres of disturbance” are circled by a broken brown line; ‘Bn H.Q.s’
or Battalion HQs are marked with a small brown flag; and ‘sector boundaries’
are marked with a thick green line. The map dissects inner city Cairo along
straight lines and labels administrative districts in roman numerals Figure 1.

The presence of the colonial power is represented visibly on the 1942 map
especially in its marking of “potential centres of disturbance’. When read in the
context of the broader colonial archive, the meaning of ‘disturbance’ becomes
clearer.

The British occupation of Egypt lasted from 1882 until 1956 when Britain
finally removed its last troops. Throughout this time period, the British pre-
sented various modes of rule in Egypt, however they could never quite access
the country in its entirety. When Britain entered in 1882, there was already a
complex set of legal and governmental structures in place that took from
Ottoman and Shari’a based codes. What we can see from archival documenta-
tion on Egypt is that the early twentieth century signified an existential crisis
for the colonial power. This is because the upsurge in anticolonial resistance
throughout the British colonies, combined with liberal calls for decolonisation
at ‘home’, interrupted the colonial imaginary of an unshakable British Empire.
As a result of this ‘geopolitical anxiety” (Karrar 2022), the British administra-
tion heightened their surveillance and control of areas and communities con-
strued as ‘threatening’ to the Empire.

By 1942, when this map was drawn, the British protectorate over Egypt
had long ended after the nominal independence of 1922. However, this
‘independence’ was negotiated with several reserve clauses which were
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Figure 1. Cairo Civil Security Scheme, 1942
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normalised in the 1936 Anglo-Egyptian treaty. Therefore, Britain continued to
occupy Egypt in different modes, past the Egyptian revolution of 1952 and
‘true” independence, until their final withdrawal in 1956. Forms of monitoring
and policing persisted across the different colonial periods and sites, and an
understanding of the signifiers of ‘danger’ and ‘threat’” was produced through
the constant movement and information sharing of colonial officers and
administrators, of soldiers and tourists, of missionaries and of colonial subjects
themselves across the ‘patchwork’ of laws and policies that made up a frag-
mented British Empire (Reynolds 2010, 36; Zichi 2021, 56).

A list of names drawn up by the Department of Public Security in Egypt in
1922 gives an example of the categories of danger produced by the British
power. This document is suggestive of the routinisation of security measures
surrounding colonised communities and the production of truths about suspi-
cious and dangerous spaces, as a means to retain control throughout this
period of anxiety. The document consists of a twelve-page ‘Provisional Special
List” of Egyptians and foreigners who were to be stopped at ports and borders
and to be ‘arrested and disposed of in accordance with instructions given’
(Martial law: powers of the Ministry of the Interior, 1922). Next to the name, a
section labelled ‘Particulars’ lists an assortment of pieces of information, all
varying from person to person. These include: present whereabouts as far as is
known, race, family connections, date of deportation, date of birth, criminal
interests, affiliation with infamous groups, and a description of the ‘character’
of this person. Next to this list of particulars is listed the file number and
‘instructions’ (i.e., how to deal with this person should they turn up at a port).

Within these pages, we find a broad range of ‘political undesirables” includ-
ing the ‘extremist’ and ‘undesirable’ political activists — Bolsheviks, Anarchists,
Communists, German sympathisers and Egyptian nationalists — who gather in
meeting halls and whisper secrets of plots against the colonial authority; we
find the working classes ‘vulnerable’ to influence from middle class activists
and who act with a ‘collective’” mentality; we find the immoral and unhygienic
communities of sex workers, pimps and criminal ‘gangs’, ‘hashish traders’,
‘arms smugglers’, ‘white slave traders’, who threaten to infect British residents
in the big cities of Egypt. Finally, we find the good and moderate Muslims
who are friends of the British Empire, and who work with the colonial admin-
istration. All such characters are cast out of or drawn into security practices at
differing moments. In such a way, identification as a ‘dangerous’ subjects is a
slippery process attached to classed, gendered and racialised bodies and com-
munities cast as threatening at different moments (Ahmed 2000). This colonial
taxonomy of threat works in dispersed, fragmented and compounding ways
‘to discipline dangers and desires that mark the controlled boundary of the
human’ (Amar 2013, 17) or for Ahmed (2000, 8), to mark the ‘stranger’ ‘as the
body out of place’. Communities cast as dangerous are visually transposed
and fixed onto the 1942 map in a form that produces a static epistemic truth
about poorer areas of the city and the need for intervention, segregation and
policing. The practices of segregation and dispossession of poorer areas of the
city were carried out by the colonial power in the late nineteenth and early
twentieth century Egypt, where security policies were produced in moments of
power struggle between Britain and Egypt (Brown 1990).
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For some, the colonial truths produced by the map and the broader archive
are suggestive of the British colonial power’s totalising control over and refor-
mation of Egyptian ways of living and being which have transcended the colo-
nial/modern divide, underpinning postcolonial Egypt’s security practices
today. Esmeir (2012), Asad (2001) and Mahmood (2009) hold that British colo-
nialism and secularism reformed and replaced local Egyptian governance and
law-making by forcing through a new discourse of modern humanity that
recast understandings of morality and identity. For Esmeir (2012, 4), the appli-
cation of colonial law in Egypt was part of a much broader process of
‘humanisation” that ‘was directed at prescribing new, modern sensibilities
toward pain and at delineating the sphere of useful, legal, and acceptable vio-
lence’. From this perspective, western secular processes and institutions were
instructive in the formation of modern Egyptian identities, which as Takla
(2021) shows, have a particular gendered framing.

However, when interrogating archival and cartographical truths we must
remain alert to the risks of reifying colonial truth claims and simplifying con-
tinuities across timeframes using linear pathways that flatten the messiness of
colonial and imperial governance (Stoler, McGranahan, and Perdue 2007, 17)
and, instead, look to forms of persistence and discontinuity and the re-shaping
of imperial truths in new postcolonial forms (Abourahme 2018; Rao 2020;
Stoler 2016). The dependence of postcolonial states on colonial structures has
shaped the inability of these newly independent governments to manufacture
consent and thus a hegemonic rule (Salem 2020), underpinning the spatial
securitisation of poorer and working-class areas (Abdelrahman 2017; Ismail
2006) and gendered communities (Amar 2013; Takla 2021) that both extend
colonial logics and refashion them in new postcolonial forms. As I show in the
next sections, by carrying out counter-mapping as a research method, we can
access both the shifting forms that coloniality inhabits to shape postcolonial
security and also the ways in which subjects and communities resist both dis-
cursive and constitutive claims to the ‘truth” by both the colonial power and
the postcolonial state.

Counter-mapping ‘threat’ and ‘violence’ in Cairo

A key question I asked my interlocutors was what they thought was meant by
the ‘potential centres of disturbance’ marked on the 1942 map. A conversation
I had with Amir highlights the rethinking of colonial narratives. Amir is a
young Egyptian man who has been involved in activism in Egypt. Many of his
friends have been arrested under the current President el-Sisi’s rule and he
himself has been targeted by police in Egypt. When Amir looked at the map of
1942 Cairo with me, he understood the ‘areas of potential disturbance’ to be
associated with the regulation of poorer Egyptians. He explained that his fam-
ily had lived for generations in areas like those marked as centres of disturb-
ance on the map. Amir associated the working-class aspect of these areas to
mean a sense of community, of neighbourhoods full of ‘families that descend
from families”:

These neighbourhoods are basically the old Cairenes. Those are the people that have
these houses that are more than 100 years old. Or more. And there are families there



Counter-mapping the archive 13

known by [ ... Jthat or this [person] from this family. That’s the son of that and this son of
[...] and everybody knows each other. And what I mean is that people that lived there
have lived there for a long time [...] Maybe classes changed, but generally it is a
working-class neighbourhood still [...] my grandfather is from the same place that I
grew up in as well, in that sense. (Amir, pers. comm. December 6, 2019).

Amir and others expressed a resistance to what they understood to be stereo-
typing of these areas as ‘dangerous’. Together, their reflections painted a pic-
ture of these areas as bursting with difference, different ways of living, and
areas that preceded British intervention and interpretation. The ‘centres of dis-
turbance” were understood as extremely poor but proud and places of trad-
itional family values. As Amir explained, there was a sense that such areas
might be places of communal living, which was even noted as challenging the
‘individuality” of the more westernised areas of Cairo. They were also under-
stood as the sites of busy commerce, bustling markets, noise and ‘local demon-
strations of life’ (Ilyas, pers. comm. January 13, 2020).

While the places under discussion were of various religiosity, there was an
understanding that around the places where Mosques were located, there
would have been rallies and protests. Demonstrations and labour strikes also
took place in these areas. They were understood by the participants as danger-
ous because of the police presence, rather than because of the communities
who lived there. For Youssef, the circled areas varied hugely from one another,
and thus, to depict them all as the same ‘centres of disturbance” did not make
sense (Youssef, pers. comm. November 19, 2019). Many re-interpreted the
word ‘disturbance’, like Ilyas who told me, ‘this is not disturbance for me, this
is like actually ... my favourite place in Cairo’ (Ilyas, pers. comm. January 13,
2020). As presented below, Ilyas annotated the map to show that for him, each
centre of disturbance represented safety Figure 2.

For Ismail (2006, xxiii), the practices of everyday life in these ‘informal’
spaces have the potential to become ‘infrastructures of action-foundations
upon which resistance in the form of collective action can be built’. It is there-
fore no surprise that the downtown communities of Cairo have been some key
players in anticolonial and anti-governmental revolutionary action. For Amir,
such areas had been misinterpreted as violent:

There’s this theory that says that if you go to a neighbourhood and you see the broken
windows, it means that this neighbourhood is not safe, as in like people don’t care for the
windows of their neighbours or something like that. But I think that this is not right.
Because there, in Bab el-Shariya you will see a lot of houses with broken windows and
you wouldn’t care because basically if somebody stole something from you, you would
know who they are. And no strangers are going to enter the houses. People don’t lock
their doors and stuff like that. People are basically living in the streets. So, there is a lot
of safety in that sense. (Amir, pers. comm. December 6, 2019).

These areas could therefore have been the targets of the British because they
represented something outside of their control: a bubbling collective of possi-
bility created through a closeness that was framed as dangerous and immoral.
These understandings from Ilyas, Amir and many of my interlocutors resonate
with Boatca’s (2021) framing of counter-mapping as a decolonial praxis that
not only interrogates the truth claims of the colonial archive, but also
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Figure 2. Ilyas’ map of Cairo

consequently demands a rethinking of how hierarchies of knowledge continue
to endure today. Amir began to tell me how, having grown up in one of the
areas marked ‘centres of potential disturbance’, these areas represented differ-
ent forms of safety and violence for him today that linked to Egypt’s position
in a globalised and neoliberal state system. As he explained to me:

I would argue that violence is coming from the neglection by the state and somehow how
young generations are growing more desperate and with nothing to do. I was the only
kid of my age that went to university. So [the area] it’s all about skills and workshops
and stuff like that. Somehow, it’s getting hard with gentrification. And all like you know,
the rising capitalism and neoliberal policies by the government all of that. And so a lot of
people are not earning as much money and there’s a lot of drugs and therefore there’s a
lot of violence. But of course, it used to be safer than now, like it’s getting worse. (Amir,
pers. comm. December 6, 2019).

Amir’s perception of poor and working-class areas as violent because of eco-
nomic stratification strikes a chord with the securitising characteristics of gen-
trification in Cairo and speaks to the echoes of a power struggle that
characterises postcolonial Egypt’s methods of securitisation today in particular
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for working class, women and non-gender conforming subjects. Throughout
the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s, along with the pressure of structural adjustment
policies and neoliberal reforms, the Egyptian state targeted working-class areas
for re-structuring, drawing on a narrative of these areas as ‘a high-risk space
that threatened the security of boundaries of social categories, gender and reli-
gious norms, and national independence’ (Amar 2013, 90). As Ismail (2006,
xxi) notes, the state has made an effort to control such ‘informal’ communities
through a security approach to urban planning. The official representation of
poorer urban areas as ‘carriers of social disease’ because of their connection
with Islamist groups justifies forms of social control and spatial policing, rem-
iniscent of British colonial administrative tools that relied upon class-based
segregation in Egypt (Ismail 2006, xxi). An example of this is the ongoing bat-
tle for the residents of al-Warraq district, a small Island in Cairo, and several
other governates in Cairo, where President el-Sisi’s government has used legal
decrees to forcibly evict communities in order to develop luxury properties.
Decree No. 57 of 2016 created the land reclamation commission under which
communities who have lived in areas for hundreds of years are being targeted
and criminalised (Akked 2012). In one instance in 2020, when residents refused
to leave their homes, protestors were arrested and convicted under a British
colonial law on assembly and given sentences ranging between lifetime in
prison to five years (Egyptian Independent 2020). As another participant Ilyas
put it, ‘the state wants to completely erase the existence of people in al-
Warraq' (Ilyas, pers. comm. January 13, 2020).

While the counter-mapping practices shown above speak to the persistence
of spatial forms of coloniality, they primarily imagine the coloniality of power
as centralised within the state. Forms of self-regulation, upon which Egyptian
security has come to rely, where surveillance and informing is carried out by
communities themselves (Abdelrahman 2017), is surprisingly absent. Such
everyday, citizen-led forms of policing have developed from the encourage-
ment of tensions between competing groups and the ‘creation of enemies” who
pose a threat to public security and are both a particular feature of Egypt’s
neoliberal, security-obsessed landscape (Abdelrahman 2017; Ismail 2006) and a
longer legacy of British colonialism (Abozaid 2022). For instance, Brown,
Dunne, and Hamzawy (2007) explain that internal divisions between leftists
and the Muslim Brotherhood have been constructed through the shifting use
of emergency law to both quell and placate the groups at different moments.

The use of social planning as a security strategy carries through a form of
coloniality as is felt by the marginalisation and erasure of certain ‘informal’
communities in the vying for control over the Egyptian state. The counter-
readings of the map therefore transcend the colonial/modern binary, demon-
strating that the segregation and securitisation of communities within Egypt is
a normalised practice within the collective memory of Egyptians, in new
forms. As such, the power struggles layered onto this map can be read as both
those between the British colonial power and the Egyptian government, and
also between those that vie for power in present-day Egypt. At the same time,
the counter-mapping practice is restricted to certain understandings of power.
The feminist element of this practice, which gives participants space to sit with
and to pay attention to their emotions and memories, added depth and reflec-
tion to the interview process. As Mina told me ‘you wouldn’t recognise your
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connection to places like this unless you’ve been challenged so I think it [the
counter mapping process] is interesting... the emotional attachment to places
is quite something else’ (Mina, pers. comm. January 17, 2020).

The coloniality of gender and the troubles of representation

While several of my male-identifying participants provided an interrogation of
colonial truths and produced alternative, hopeful stories, a number of my
female-identifying participants found the process all together more difficult.
Salma expressed that the map’s depiction of poorer and working-class areas as
‘dangerous’” was reminiscent of how she feels postcolonial Egypt is being
policed and governed today. She told me that the map is:

[...] really disturbing [...] what the legend is saying that this is what colonisers deemed
to be areas of disturbance and how that kind of echoes with how Egyptians who are like
the regime right now [...] they still have that same kind of... way of projecting things
onto the geography of the city (Salma pers. comm. October 4, 2019).

Salma’s map below pinpoints Tahrir Square as a cluster of emotions where she
suggests feeling suffocated and trapped in a city that was reminiscent of the
security structures of the colonial map Figure 3.

Salma’s annotation of the map as encompassing layers of violence is more
akin to how Leszczynski and Elwood (2015, 15) describe cities as ‘spaces of
negotiation” for women. Similarly, Mariam told me:

When people usually talk about Cairo as a safe city [...] I only every really felt safe if I
was like if I were at home. Like in my own house and like with the door closed. I think a
lot of people don’t understand this because they have not lived anywhere else. But as a
woman [ ...] The streets of Cairo [...] they’re not something that’s very friendly. Maybe
not safe but you know, this sense of being threatened is there all the time. And it’s
something that most of us if not all [...] it’s been something that our parents and our
families have nurtured in us. That you have to be on high alert (Mariam pers. comm.
January 11, 2020).

The experiences of both Salma and Mariam point to the importance of gender
and the regulation of public spaces in the postcolonial Egyptian state’s mecha-
nisms of governance which have equally transcended the colonial/modern
continuum (Takla 2021). In the early twentieth century, security practices in
Egypt, developed by both British colonial and Egyptian nationalist actors,
were infused with narratives around immorality (Biancani 2013; Finden 2021;
Kholoussy 2010), that, as Takla (2021), shows, manifested in the production of
‘acceptable’ and ‘barbaric’ women, the latter of which ‘posed an existential
threat to the modern Egyptian nation’ (Takla 2021, 389). Egyptian nationalists
perpetuated colonial conceptualisations of the civilised subject by basing ideas
of women’s liberation on the ‘white bourgeois women as the standard of mod-
ernity’ (Takla 2021, 389). As she explains, ‘even though Egyptian nationalists
were attempting to construct a unique national identity, their project of civilis-
ing women was rooted in the same patterns of racial and sexual domination as
the British colonial project’ (Takla 2021, 390).
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Figure 3. Salma’s map of Cairo

If colonialism is dependent upon the production of gender ‘difference’,
then the daily occurrence of gendered violence, particularly targeted at women
and queer communities in postcolonial Egypt, can be understood as the neo-
liberal manifestation of this logic. As Pratt (2020) and Amar (2013) note, a
hegemonic form of morality or ‘politics of respectability’ (Pratt 2020, 33-58)
underscores Egyptian national security and allows for gendered subjects to be
cast as a ‘threat’” to Egyptian social mores and norms, and to refuse them
access to the political arena. The postcolonial Egyptian state in this sense has
refashioned a colonial form of security politics around marginalised subjects
through framing Egyptian nationalism ‘in the language of Islamic moralism
versus “Westoxified” liberalism or East-versus-West “culture wars”’ (Amar
2013, 72). Against a backdrop of post-colonial self-determination which saw
the rejection of western ideals and a ‘refashioning of alternative modernities’
(Mourad 2014) this framework allows the Egyptian state to deem gendered
and queer subjects ‘western imports’, just as it allows the construction of reli-
gious nationalist groups as ‘backwards’ and ‘extremist’ at different moments.
Gender-based violence can therefore be understood as part of the development
of the postcolonial state as a 'securocratic’ regime (Abdelrahman 2017) in
which the production of security procedures such as surveillance and policing
is decentralised and outsourced to ‘everyday’ citizens. In such a way, Mariam
and Salma’s mapping experiences speak to a different form of power and vio-
lence than that explored with most of my male-identifying participants: they
point to the more insidious, everyday and community-based forms of (self)po-
licing and informing.
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Salma’s map is reminiscent of community projects such as the Cairo-based
online mapping initiative, HarassMap®, which was developed for women to map
incidences of sexual harassment in Egypt. This online platform provides a space
for women to present their own realities of gendered and sexual violence in
Cairo, and is testimony to the fact that, while certain downtown areas of Cairo
that can be reframed as ‘safe’, pockets of resistance and ‘full of life’ by some, they
cannot necessarily be thought in the same way for feminised and gender non-con-
forming communities, as indeed these are the spaces in which daily violence is
reproduced as a part of the security state. However, while a gender lens is essen-
tial to understanding how daily life is shaped by gendered and sexualised vio-
lence, Grove (2015, 347) has argued that this particular practice of counter-
mapping or ‘crowd-mapping’ has appealed to ‘culturalist explanations of sexual
violence in the Arab world’, and, by being framed in a ‘liberal rule of law frame’,
has bolstered the racialised imagery of particular communities of men as prone to
violence, justifying legal and police action against them.

What this suggests is that a decolonial counter-mapping project must be
aware that representation ultimately risks re-fixing imperial constructions of
‘threatening’ spaces and communities and can help bolster neoliberal plans for
their securitisation and destruction. In all cases, these experiences point to the
necessity for intersectional feminist and decolonial research that is respectful,
reflective and that seeks contextualised interpretations of truths.

Conclusion

As I have outlined in this article, drawing on the existing literature as well as my
own research practice, counter-mapping provides an example of a decolonial fem-
inist method. This method can be used to transform the research space into one
of active listening and dialogue, one whereby the researcher and participants can
co-investigate colonial truths and re-map alternative forms of knowledge. This is
vitally important, providing a means by which to speak back to coloniality and
its erasures of and control over knowledge production and imagination.
Furthermore, a feminist approach which pays attention to affective processes
within counter-mapping offers the possibility of engaging with decolonial praxis
through allowing participants space to reimagine the colonial archive, as demon-
strated by my interlocutors who re-mapped Cairo. This process can also help to
expose, not only continuities but also ruptures, where stories of the present must
be interpreted within their socio-political context.

In the context of research investigating coloniality of counter terrorism in
Britain and Egypt, I demonstrated that some forms of the colonial truth-mak-
ing regarding the designation of certain areas as ‘threatening’ persist in postco-
lonial Egypt, which speaks to the normalisation of ‘classes’ of danger within
Egyptian society. Using counter-mapping, my participants reimagined histor-
ical uses of security narratives through their own lived experience. Spaces
labelled as potentially dangerous were described as full of life, safety and joy.
Homogenous claims to ‘danger” were interrogated through a diversity of the
different characters of who might have lived in such areas.

3 https:/ /harassmap.org/en/
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The counter-mapping process also spoke to forms of coloniality in different
guises, allowing for a reflection on how the past and the present interact with
one another. This was seen when the map was framed as holding the many
layers of security practices, both those carried out by the British colonial power
and those of the postcolonial Egyptian state. The securitisation and segregation
of working class and gendered communities was experienced by Salma in par-
ticular, who felt that similar techniques of segregation still applied today, sug-
gesting the persistence and appropriation of colonial security in postcolonial
Egypt. These readings transcend the separation of a colonial ‘past’ and a
modern ‘present’ and illustrate how the colonial/modern continuum is felt by
marginalised communities in Egypt.

In addition, I uncovered an important gender difference in the praxis of
counter-mapping. My male-identifying participants generally re-interpreted the
map with alternative truths. However, they did not speak to the more every-
day forms of violence present in Egypt. The female-identifying participants
were generally unable to reimagine the city as a safe or joyful place. I argued
that this difference denotes the pervasive nature of the coloniality of gender
that has become a major form of everyday control in present-day Egypt, devel-
oping alongside other forms of self-policing. At the same time, the practice of
counter-mapping itself can risk being reappropriated into imperial paradigms
that reify constructions of poorer communities as dangerous or ‘informal’
(Ismail 2006) areas that require intervention. A decolonial feminist counter-
mapping project must therefore be aware of the risks of (re)representation and
carry out an intersectional praxis that is respectful, reflective and one that
seeks contextualised interpretations of truths.

Counter-mapping is therefore a transformative tool for researchers when
critically approaching the archive and is an approach that could be used when
speaking to members of other formerly colonised communities. Researching
alongside participants within the archival research space transforms not only
our conceptualisations of political history but also the research environment
itself. When we hold a shared intellectual space with participants, we are
transformed into more reflexive researchers, and the colonial order of
researcher/researched is perhaps not upended but is certainly unsettled.
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