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When Water Remembers: 
Queer Hydrofeminism, Diasporic Belonging, and Ecological Grief 
in Elif Shafak’s There Are Rivers in the Sky (2024)
Abstract
This essay examines how Elif Shafak’s There Are Rivers in the Sky (2024) reimagines grief as a praxis that binds the personal to the ecological. Reading Zaleekhah through queer hydrofeminism, postcolonial critique, and diaspora theory, I argue that her relocation to a houseboat on the Thames initiates a queer diasporic re-orientation. Neither homecoming nor capitulation to heteronormative order, she arrives at the recognition that she is a body of water, inseparable from her environment, her past, and her future. Mourning becomes a queer diasporic act of confrontation, reclamation, resistance, and care, urgently needed amid the Anthropocene’s accumulating losses.
Toward a Queer Hydrofeminist Diasporic Framework
In her latest work There Are Rivers in the Sky (2024), Elif Shafak constructs an intertemporal narrative that spans from seventh-century BCE Nineveh (modern-day Iraq) to twenty-first-century England. The novel connects multiple characters, including a Neo-Assyrian King, Narin, a young Yazidi girl, and Arthur Smyth, based on the Assyriologist George Smith (1840- 1876) who discovered the Mesopotamian clay tablets bearing The Epic of Gilgamesh. Compelling as this historical scope is, this paper limits its focus to the novel’s contemporary strand, following one of its protagonists, Zaleekhah: a successful hydrologist who relocates to a houseboat on the Thames. Orphaned by a flood on the Tigris at age seven and later raised by her affluent immigrant uncle in London, Zaleekhah carries into adulthood a profound sense of displacement and estrangement. 
This narrowing of scope allows for a close reading of Zaleekhah’s trajectory that traces how she processes personal and ecological loss within a queer, hydrofeminist, and postcolonial diasporic framework. As Elizabeth DeLoughrey et al. argue, in the Anthropocene, an epoch marked by humanity’s imprint on the planet’s geologic record, “it is all the more critical to examine the ways in which narratives situate and embed cultural and ontological experiences of ecology” (4). Building on this imperative, this paper investigates the ways in which Shafak’s text renders visible the slow, accumulative toll of environmental collapse and how, in doing so, it captures the affective, human dimensions of ecological loss. My analysis thus takes as its point of departure the intersection of literary studies, postcolonial and diaspora theory, and queer hydrofeminism—a convergence of posthuman feminisms and queer ecocriticism—which conceptualizes water as a site of embodied, environmental, and sociopolitical critique. Queer ecology responds to ecological degradation and the heteronormative structures of power that intensify the environmental crisis by upturning the historical and scientific discourses that have defined nature. As Greta Gaard, Joan Roughgarden, and Stacy Alaimo each show, “queering” nature moves beyond cataloguing non-normative biological behavior. It further disrupts the heteronormative and (neo)colonial frameworks conventionally used to dichotomize nature into categories of the “perverse” versus the “natural” (Mortimer-Sandilands and Erickson 3). Astrida Neimanis extends this interrogation into the domain of matter and embodiment; she locates her hydrofeminist focus explicitly within the genealogy of queer ecology, describing it as “resonant with Sandilands’s (2001) understanding of queer ecologies” (Bodies of Water 170). Neimanis argues that bodies are part of a shared “watery commons” that blurs the boundary between human and nonhuman (“Hydrofeminism” 92). This blurring, on a theoretical level, also drives established feminist insights into intercorporeality and sexual difference, in Neimanis’s words, “into queerer waters” (Bodies of Water 8)—the very waters that, as I show, Shafak’s novel navigates. Although the text is concerned with the broader crises of the Anthropocene, water serves as its primary ecological focus, and in this context, Zaleekhah’s move to the houseboat becomes the critical threshold of the narrative. It is here that her psychological breakdown shifts into a multifaceted mourning, a painful yet necessary process that initiates and situates her queer diasporic subjectivity at the intersection of the personal, the corporeal, and the planetary. Zaleekhah’s relocation marks a departure from diasporic unbelonging, the sense of alienation that has long weighed on her, and sets her on a path toward a belonging that can only be negotiated and reclaimed in water. 
Neimanis theorizes that “we are bodies of water … made mostly of wet matter, but also aswim in the discursive flocculations of embodiment as an idea” (Bodies of Water 1). She borrows the hydrological term “flocculation,” the clumping together of suspended particles in water, to describe how sociocultural norms, a kind of cultural debris, stick to our bodies. Porosity, in this context, is the human body’s basic condition within a planetary “hydro-commons, which suggests that we are connected by the same water cycle that has existed for billions of years, marked by the chemical traces of our environments, coated in the discursive flocculations of our culture. “We live as bodies of water,” Neimanis writes, “with other watery bodies that materialize in temporal and spatial tangles” (170). Zaleekhah’s trajectory exemplifies this blurring of body and environment, signaling a rupture with the heteropatriarchal, (neo)colonial capitalist structures that have fixed her identity in place. Within the metaphorical and literal floating space she inhabits, her grief over her parents’ drowning spills into a wider mourning for losses wrought by ecological collapse on one hand, and diasporic displacement on the other. 
Neimanis’s claim, “we are all bodies of water,” extends beyond the biological truism that the human body is roughly seventy percent water, pointing to a material entanglement with “the hydrological cycle,” a state of “being implicated in other animal, vegetable, and planetary bodies that materially course through us” (Bodies of Water 3). This entanglement can be traced in Alaimo’s concept of trans-corporeality, which she defines as “the time-space where human corporeality, in all its material fleshiness, is inseparable from ‘nature’ or ‘environment’” (“Trans-corporeal Feminisms” 238). Alaimo offers an alternative to the Enlightenment model of the hermetically sealed human subject and proposes that the body is a permeable site open to the chemical, aquatic, and biological realities of the more-than-human world. This porosity, however, has its limits: we remain, in Neimanis’s words, trans-corporeal bodies that nonetheless “require membranes to keep us from total dissolution”— “partially permeable” thresholds through which “we take in the world selectively and then send it flooding back out again” (Bezan and Neimanis 1). The threshold logic underpins Zaleekhah’s transformation, since the houseboat functions as such a membrane: selectively permeable yet never wholly dissolved. Here, her own body begins to work the same way, as the divide between her scientific engagement and her affective grief grows increasingly thin, and as her journey embodies the fluid trans-corporeality that Neimanis theorizes by foregrounding water’s disruptive capacity. The destabilizing force of water takes on a deeper theoretical significance in this context. Hydrofeminism, Neimanis notes in Bodies of Water, draws from a “deep well of inheritance” (9) that includes anticolonial and women-of-color critiques informed by queer theory and queer ecological thought (8, 62 ,170), disrupting “the very categories that ground the domains of social, political, philosophical, and environmental thought” (“Hydrofeminism” 96). This genealogy finds perhaps its most vivid articulation in Omise’eke Natasha Tinsley’s call to return to “the materiality of water to make its metaphors mean more complexly” (212). Tinsley is primarily concerned with the Middle Passage of the Black Atlantic, but her reconceptualization of fluidity, not as an “easy metaphor for queer and racially hybrid identities but for [a] concrete, painful, and liberatory experience” (193; emphasis in original), resonates across diasporic contexts, including Zaleekhah’s. Far more than abstraction, fluidity becomes the seemingly paradoxical experience in which Zaleekhah’s subjectivity is grounded, forged as much by the grief over her parents’ drowning, ecological degradation, and enduring unbelonging as by the liberatory kinship and fulfillment she finds among those who share her care for the more-than-human world and its vulnerable human kin. 
The Houseboat as Threshold: Diasporic “Watery” Belonging and Grief
When the novel introduces Zaleekhah in 2018, she is on the verge of divorce and struggles to navigate her identity as a queer British woman of Iraqi origin in London. Following a separation from her husband of four years, she moves to an unconventional houseboat, and her “normative” world begins to fracture. After the traumatic flood that killed her parents but spared her life, she was uprooted and raised in the upper-middle-class domesticity of London to which she has never truly belonged. Now, as the narrator reveals, “Dr. Zaleekhah Clarke does not wish to live” (79). The desire to “excuse herself from a world where she often feels like an outsider” (79) lays bare a profound unbelonging from the very beginning. Haunted by her uncle’s warnings that immigrants do not have the luxury to fail, Zaleekhah feels that she is “falling. Failing … In letting herself down, she is letting her ancestors down” (77), a crucial moment that reveals her indelible link to her ancestry while magnifying her emotional state at the beginning. Her family initially interprets her relocation as a mid-life crisis: “some kind of delayed rebellion,” her “solo Arab Spring” (123). I argue, however, that her turn to the houseboat is neither defeat nor failure but a return to her primary element, “less a departure than a homecoming, a return to water” (79), which initiates a belonging that transcends the strict boundaries of nation, ethnicity, land, and gender. Given the “failure” of her attempts at what is perceived as linear recovery, Zaleekhah moves into her grief rather than away from it through her “habitual melancholy” (Shafak 362). I suggest that Zaleekhah, as a displaced subject, can only return “home” by reclaiming the right to mourn the places and people taken from her, turning perpetual grief into a “watery” belonging. And it is her relocation to the houseboat that begins the process of reclamation, aligning her physical body with the fluid element that mirrors her subjectivity.
Born to an Irish father and an Iraqi mother in the UK, Zaleekhah’s return does not entail a retreat into what Stuart Hall calls “some sacred homeland” connoting the “old, imperialising, [and] hegemonising form of ‘ethnicity’” (“Cultural Identity” 235). The novel enacts this shift explicitly as Zaleekhah does not necessarily yearn for a nation or land to return to. Her identity is, rather, anchored in a broader diasporic consciousness, which is foreshadowed by her late mother’s insistence that their “ancestral roots are elsewhere, in the soil of sunny Mesopotamia” (68). The “motherland,” which “they have not visited in decades but that still has a hold on them” (68), is conceptualized as heritage remembered and habitable through water—which can also collapse the distance between the Thames and the Tigris into a continuous current. What emerges in this conceptualization is “a new space for identity” (“Minimal Selves” 46) characterized “not by essence or purity, but by the recognition of a necessary heterogeneity … by hybridity” (“Cultural Identity” 235). In contrast to rigid categories of identification, then, Zaleekhah embodies Hall’s notion of a subjectivity “constantly producing and reproducing [itself] anew, through transformation and difference” (“Cultural Identity” 235). This understanding of subjectivity as being in constant flux does not suggest that identity is decentered. As Hall insists, identity still requires a starting point, “a conjuncture,” even as it resists the “fixed, permanent, unalterable oppositions” that would define it solely through exclusion (“Minimal Selves” 46). Her uncle offers the counter-case here; his “new self” in England, his persona as a “self-made man,” is achieved through an “unmaking of an old [self]” (167) and a determination to “never return to the waters where he was born” (Shafak 397)—an explicit rejection of the hybridity that Zaleekhah inhabits through water as her point of origin. It is telling, though not surprising, that the text invokes waters to define Malek and Zaleekhah’s relationships to their homeland. The novel’s emphasis on water reaffirms the fluid ontology that drives its thematic arc, tracing a single drop as it evaporates from the ancient Tigris, precipitates through the Victorian smog of the Thames, and circulates into the contemporary hydro-commons of Zaleekhah’s houseboat. In this way, water becomes the novel’s central motif and operates a hydrological archive that both predates and outlives human empires, resisting the cartographic boundaries separating East from West, and environment from human body. The text remains acutely aware, however, of the asymmetrical power dynamics of colonialism and of how water archives the buried history of imperial infrastructure and colonial pipelines, as I discuss later. And it is this (neo)colonial impulse to divide and compartmentalize—both geographically and culturally—that Zaleekhah resists throughout her journey. The shift away from polarization—old versus new, British versus Iraqi—yields a transnational, fluid identity that melds past and present, allowing ancestral history and contemporary diasporic existence to circulate as a unified whole.
This transition from an essentialist notion of identity to a fluid diasporic subjectivity is aptly spatialized in Zaleekhah’s choice of dwelling. An “entirely aqueous settlement” (Shafak 67), her houseboat draws her into a Bhabhaian Third Space, where past and present, grief and liberation, are continually negotiated. This floating space, “anchored” yet “bobbing” (67), gives material form to identity-as-process, becoming a mediating vessel through which Zaleekhah navigates the currents of memory and queer diasporic precarity, all while remaining grounded in the postcolonial and socioecological realities of the present. Her relationship to water reveals a paradoxical, mnemonic depth, which can be illuminated by what Tinsley, drawing on Kale Fajardo, calls “crosscurrents”: an understanding of aquatic space not as neutral but as a complex site where “inequality and exploitation” collide with “beauty and pleasure—solitude, sensuality, desire, and resistance” (192). In Zaleekhah’s case, the Thames carries the very duality Tinsley locates within the Atlantic, as it functions simultaneously as a site of “painful fluidities” (197) and “collaboration and resistance” (198). Neimanis grounds this duality in matter itself; currents, she writes, are at once “currents of toxicity, queerness, coloniality, sexual difference, global capitalism, imagination, desire, and multispecies community”— “neither necessarily benevolent, nor … necessarily dangerous,” but “material maps of our multivalent forms of marginality and belonging” (15). Zaleekhah embodies these intricate crosscurrents on a profoundly personal level. Although water claims her parents, she remains inextricably drawn to it, channeling her grief into an environmental career. However, the scientific—and arguably safe—distance she maintains from her subject is challenged after she leaves her husband and apartment. Her move to the houseboat thus marks an epistemological shift, from observing water as a discrete, external resource to inhabiting it as, in Neimanis’s terms, a “body of water.” This material entanglement takes form in the object Zaleekhah brings from her previous life: a cardboard box with “its base slightly damp” (66). When the narrative introduces Zaleekhah, she walks through London rain without an umbrella, unaware that she is drenched. This seemingly trivial detail, which Shafak revisits through leaks in the houseboat, tears, sweat, and more rain, anticipates Zaleekhah’s aqueous embodiment. The dampness here encapsulates hydro-commons’ intrusion into her insulated, private sphere; water breaches the cardboard box of her past, compromising the solidity of her possessions, just as it gradually perforates the boundaries of her body and, by extension, her identity as Dr. Clarke.
Zaleekhah’s porosity is most potently illustrated by her meditation on a single tear. Watching the Thames from inside her houseboat, she begins to weep and a drop of grief spills onto the back of her hand (77). This physical release aptly occurs within the very space that materializes what Neimanis, borrowing from Nancy Tuana, calls the “viscous porosity” of membrane logic (Bodies of Water 38). While her previous apartment, her office, and her uncle’s mansion operate as hermetic seals that are designed to shut out the natural world, the houseboat becomes a site of partial permeability that keeps Zaleekhah from fully dissolving into the river, as she had originally intended (78). Neimanis writes that “as bodies of water, we are always, at some level, implicated … in one another’s currents …” (39). While her previous life was defined by a “failure” to move on from her unhappiness (71) and to detach from her past, her life on the water becomes a constant reminder that she is ineluctably interwoven with the currents of her parents, her ancestors, other vulnerable human and more-than-human beings. The boat, then, serves as a viscous filter allowing Zaleekhah to exist as a body of water and to process her grief without being fully consumed by it. The tear further indicates that her skin is a partially permeable boundary in constant exchange with its environment, through which her body selectively leaks its grief. Having mutated from “snowflake” to “steam,” and having remained “hidden under the fossil-filled earth,” this “lacrimal fluid”—“water from her own body” comprised of “crystallized salt” and “traces of her DNA” (77)—is a molecular bridge across time, geographies, and species. Her tear literalizes the trans-corporeal bond between Zaleekhah and the hydro-commons, reaffirming Neimanis’s argument that our watery embodiment occurs in “the constitutional, genealogical and geographical sense” (“Hydrofeminism” 87). The human body, in this sense, is neither insular nor essentialized, but contains the fluids, histories, cultures, and environments that have moved through it. At this threshold, Zaleekhah begins to recognize her identity’s essence as unfixed and positions herself as an active participant in a trans-corporeal exchange that will outlive her bodily form: “The tear has disappeared, but it will find a way to emerge again, in some other manifestation” (78). Her observation here is scientific, material, and poetic, offering an alternative framework for conceptualizing her persistent grief. Both Zaleekhah and her family have long seen the absence of her parents as the origin of her suffering but struggle to grasp why, decades later, she is still paralyzed by a grief that has turned into chronic unhappiness. 
From Grief as Praxis to Diasporic Experience and Queer Becoming
Douglas Burton-Christie argues that mourning can offer a counterresponse to the “psychic numbing” (29) and “profound moral emptiness” (43) that characterize the modern response, or lack thereof, to environmental degradation. Our collective failure to mourn such immense loss, he maintains, severs the kinship ties that bind us to other forms of life (30) and creates a rupture that mourning can repair, rendering it the necessary ground for “genuine social, political, and ecological renewal” (31). Grief, in this light, compromises the integrity of the hermetically sealed self as it shifts from a purely personal experience into an ecological orientation that resituates the human subject within a wider, more-than-human framework. Burton-Christie further positions tears as a critical mediatory tool, the somatic means through which the world’s dualities, from beauty and precarity to birth and death, loss and renewal, are experienced. In this context, Zaleekhah’s tear, a physical manifestation of her perpetual grief for a dying ecosystem, signals an awakening enabling her to reckon with the scale of ecological damage without retreating into apathy. The tear reflects her refusal to evade “the harsh ambiguity of existence” (Burton-Christie 35), illustrating her willingness to bear witness to both personal and planetary loss—a confrontation that, in her case, demands moving into grief rather than away from it, in order to plunge back into life. Her tear in this scene ignites what Burton-Christie calls a “contemplative awareness,” an “intersubjective way of knowing” in which “the boundaries between the self and the other are experienced as porous and fluid” (30-31). Through this entanglement of grief and water, the self and the other, Zaleekhah’s subjectivity is continually mediated by the environments she occupies, and ultimately, her history of loss is transformed into a mode of planetary belonging. 
Zaleekhah’s trajectory demonstrates the ways in which leaning into the depths of her grief can lead to restoration that is at once personal, social, political, and ecological. Burton-Christie’s argument on mourning as a restorative corrective to ecological crisis is theoretically compelling; however, he leaves the practicalities of reconstruction somewhat abstract. Complicating this ambiguity, Sebastian F. Braun notes that ecological mourning “might not bring about actions to restore” lost environments because it is often “geared to adaptability and resilience more so than the ethics of sustainability” (86). Braun’s distinction between resilience/adaptation and restoration certainly warrants attention; however, the novel contests it by illustrating how mourning might generate actions leading to restoration of the ecological balance. As a scientist whose life’s work is dedicated to water conservation, Zaleekhah channels her grief into an ethics that demands action, not mere adaptation or resilience—an orientation exemplified by her relocation to the houseboat as an ecological praxis rather than a personal retreat. When read through Sara Ahmed’s concept of (dis)orientation, this spatial shift also assumes considerable political weight.
In Queer Phenomenology, Ahmed theorizes the spatial politics of otherness, interrogating the ways queer, racialized, and diasporic subjects are compelled to orient their bodies and energy toward dominant, often invisible, norms. “Orientations,” she argues, “shape not only how we inhabit space, but how we apprehend this world of shared inhabitance, as well as ‘who’ or ‘what’ we direct our energy and attention toward” (3). Straight lines that point toward socioculturally sanctioned norms are used to organize the social world in a way that renders conformity itself a spatial practice in which heterosexuality, for instance, becomes “a straightening device” that “rereads signs of queer desire as deviations from the straight line” (23). The novel critiques this imposition by demonstrating how “straightening” social and cultural norms dictate sexual and capitalist conformity, and how, in this process, belonging is propagated as a reward. Malek, whose character is depicted in stark contrast to his niece, illustrates this dynamic clearly. Despite “becom[ing] British and turn[ing] his life into a success story” (125), his identity remains a site of unresolved tension. Submitting to a normative order that equates upward mobility, marriage, reproduction, and assimilation with progress, Malek stigmatizes any deviation from it as failure. The novel suggests that this façade is not easy to maintain; his Englishness—“English friends” and “English money,” as is emphasized—is undercut by an “otherness” that persists “under the varnished image, like a splinter that cannot be prised from beneath his flesh” (125). Against this backdrop, Zaleekhah’s houseboat opens up space where she can resist, in Ahmed’s words, “‘lining up’ with lines that are already given” (23) and hence re-orient herself. Central to this recalibration is a mode of bodily resistance which is dramatized through her physical orientation within the narrative. 
In the novel’s first Zaleekhah chapter, her walk toward the anchored houseboat is more than an opening; it stages a literal and metaphorical dissolution of the “straight lines” that have hitherto regulated her existence. “Gripping the box close to her chest,” Zaleekhah continues, turning her back “on the flats and houses where some of London’s wealthiest reside” (66). On one side are the “manicured gardens” and “luxury developments,” that, like her uncle’s immaculate mansion, sanitize the landscape and bury the Thames’s history as what the novel calls “monster soup”—a Victorian reference to its toxic biodiversity—to preserve a nuclear, affluent, and heteronormative social order. The narrative emphasizes from the outset that Zaleekhah’s interest lies with “the houseboats docked by the shore,” not with “the high-priced mansions and blocks” (66), which, in her uncle’s world, symbolize the “normal” and the “natural.” Her literal turning away from gentrified land constitutes a broader departure from a monocultural script. It initiates a re-orientation that is simultaneously corporeal and political, steering her away from the straight lines of the city into the skewed space of the river. 
Unlike the stratified landscape, the Thames is a site of deep, messy memory, which the narrator characterizes as a “zombie”: a resurrected watery corpse that has moved from ecological decomposition into a vibrant, if precarious, state of life. Though now regarded as one of the cleanest rivers, the Thames, notes the narrator, “continues to ingest the waste of a city of millions” (114). Shafak’s choice of “ingest” here is crucial. It implies that the river moves beyond merely containing the city’s waste to processing and metabolizing it within a dynamic system. Zaleekhah herself experiences a parallel corporeal permeability by absorbing the river through the mists, tidal air, leakages, and rain that saturate her living space, wherein her porous body mediates the convergence of urban debris, memory, and the river’s resilient, polluted life-force. As body and environment collapse into one another here, her scientific research on pollution and extinction ceases to be an external report and becomes a visceral, lived reality. 
The empirical and the emotional now indivisible, Zaleekhah arrives at an acute awareness of human and more-than-human frailty, confronting, “directly and without evasion,” “all that is broken and in need of repair—in oneself and in the world” (Burton-Christie 35). In this vein, Zaleekhah’s perpetual grief, which her family interprets as a curable pathology, emerges as an epistemological shift: a “willingness to open oneself,” in Burton-Christie’s words, to all that is (being) lost, from the Tigris of her childhood to the planet’s vanishing ecosystems and more-than-human species. The mist she breathes and the tears she sheds are the same substance, a fluid medium carrying both the burden of the past and the potential of what is still to come. By shifting the “spiritual fragility” of the present toward the “possibility of renewal and regeneration” (Burton-Christie 35), Zaleekhah undergoes an awakening in which mourning transforms her losses, past and future, into healing and restoration. 
	The novel extends this reframing—which reclaims grief from pathology—to displacement, using water as its conduit; depicted as “the consummate immigrant, trapped in transit and never able to settle” and “perpetually displaced and relocated” (78), water   
draws a sharp parallel between the hydro-commons and Zaleekhah’s own displacement. The planetary water cycle resists statis, constantly evaporating and leaking across borders, and in this fluidity, the novel finds an analogue for diasporic experience. Within this framework, where displacement is remapped from a condition of exclusion or inadequacy into a fundamental state of being, Zaleekhah’s “fall from grace” is, in fact, an alignment with the very nature of water itself, not a lapse from society’s standards of immigrant success. To be “leaky,” grieving, displaced, and in transit ceases to be a pathology of the diasporic subject and becomes an ontological truth of the watery body: in Zaleekhah’s case, a critical reclamation of her inherently fluid identity. Read through a postcolonial diasporic lens, this gesture contests the terms of the dominant discourse, which, as Homi Bhabha argues, relies heavily on “fixity as the sign of cultural/historical/racial diﬀerence” in order to ideologically produce and maintain otherness (94). The paradox of fixity, for Bhabha, lies in its dual impulse: it seeks to secure a static positionality for the marginalized subject while simultaneously casting them as a volatile agent of chaos and disorder. To manage this contradiction, (neo)colonial discourse deploys stereotypes—masquerading as absolute truths, sustained through constant repetition—to keep the subject territorially, culturally, and socially contained (Bhabha 95). Both Bhabha and Ahmed establish that dominant discourse demands a fixed, anchored body, one that can readily be mapped and domesticated to maintain control across colonial, racial, diasporic, and queer registers. Here, water’s transnational fluidity plays a pivotal disruptive role, inherently defying such constructions. Zaleekhah instantiates this defiance as she abandons the false security of conformity for an unmoored life on the houseboat, and in doing so, slips through the strict categorizations of nationality, ethnicity, gender, and sexuality. As the narrator observes, “every displaced person understands that uncertainty is not tangential to human existence but the very essence of it” (118). Like water, Zaleekhah rejects the fixity demanded by the system and gradually erodes the straight lines drawn to contain her. 
Within this milieu, Zaleekhah’s relocation orients her toward queer becoming, opening her to modes of intimacy outside heteronormative parameters. As Bhabha argues, the dominant discourse is not predicated on a single axis of control but rather articulates race and sexuality as “modes of differentiation, realized as multiple, cross-cutting determinations, polymorphous and perverse” (95). Read in this light, Zaleekhah’s previous state of paralysis arises from her entrapment within this exact grid of determinations, where intersecting expectations—racial, national, and heteronormative— compel a monolithic existence. The houseboat itself embodies both a physical and metaphorical departure from the sociopolitically prescribed path, allowing her to step into a queer diasporic ecological epistemology that resists the labels used to control and contain her body and identity. As Nen, the woman who owns the houseboat and guides her through this queer aqueous world, tells Zaleekhah: “you’ll probably never want to go back to dry land … welcome to the water tribe” (242). Nen’s welcome is a critical moment in the novel; it is the first time Zaleekhah encounters a mode of belonging rooted in chosen kinship, unburdened by demands of blood or state. Her queer becoming is further illuminated by Tinsley’s definition of queerness not as same-sex identity alone but as a “praxis of resistance” (199), as the means to forge connection and intimacy in ways that disrupt the violence of normative order. Similarly, Zaleekhah’s intimacy with Nen transcends emotional affect to become a phenomenological re-orientation of the self. Ahmed describes being “in line” as a process of orienting toward the direction already faced by the collective, a repetition that eventually renders the path itself invisible (15). In other words, normative alignment allows certain bodies to inhabit space as a natural extension of themselves, since the world—for them—is already “proximally” arranged (121). Tethered initially to the linear narrative of Malek’s immigrant success story, Zaleekhah is expected to perform a specific version of belonging governed by heteropatriarchal family structures and capitalist achievement. This expectation of conformity becomes explicit when Zaleekhah confronts her uncle, who blames Nen for turning his (once) exemplary niece into a “tattooed beatnik with no furniture” (437). During his visit, he immediately notices the absence of “things,” pointedly inquiring about Zaleekhah’s plans to furnish her “raft” (436). His unease, however, goes beyond the physical emptiness of her living space; it is, in fact, a reaction to the radical shift in her trajectory. As Zaleekhah recalls, Malek has always been an “upholsterer of imperfections” committed to “covering stains, padding hard surfaces, softening edges, [and] hiding cracks and holes … Almost as if … every loss [was] replaceable” (126). In her uncle’s eyes, the emptiness of her new home points to something larger: Zaleekhah, by divorcing her husband and choosing Nen, walks away from the safety, achievement, and stability Malek spent decades upholding. 
Notably, Zaleekhah’s empty boat—the very site where she falls in love with another woman—manifests a refusal to participate in social (re)production, becoming the means through which she disentangles herself from the pervasive “chaos of contemporary racial capitalism with its heteropatriarchal contours” (Davis xiv). When Zaleekhah responds to Malek with noncommittal answers regarding her future (436), her ambivalence is a meaningful, even threatening, disruption. If she cannot be mapped onto a clear future of marriage, property, and reproduction, her existence, which represents a life no longer “in place” or “already known” (Bhabha 95), creates an intense anxiety for the patriarchal center. Faced with such an uncertainty, Malek demeans her choices as “a temporary phase” induced by a husband who “does not want [her] anymore” (437), a perception that clearly denies Zaleekhah any agency. But Zaleekhah’s response“Why do you assume it was the other way round?”reclaims her non-normative re-orientation as intentional. Her turn toward the houseboat and Nen, her “devia[tion] from reason” (Shafak 70), acts as a deliberate disorientation that brings the straight line back into view as something that she must consciously choose to abandon. 
Zaleekhah’s refusal of normative alignment finds an immediate echo in her physical environment; a “warped oak tree”—“bent” and “twisted” (69)—is attached to her boat, its canopy tellingly thrown “out over the water.” Although such bent trees typically “snap or break from their root,” this one has survived, as the narrative emphasizes, “despite its quirky shape and inhospitable location.” Within a normative ecological paradigm that prizes symmetry and verticality, the oak is readily dismissed as damaged or deficient, a framing that operates through the very logic by which the policing of sexuality pathologizes any deviation from perceived “naturalness” (Sandilands; Chen; Azzarello). Here, however, the oak’s distortion is reclaimed as biological dissidence, and its “strangeness” (Seymour) becomes the sign of a life-form that flourishes against the imperatives of heteronormative biopolitics. The novel draws a striking parallel between Zaleekhah and the tree clinging on at the water’s edge, its “crooked trunk” (69) leaning not away from the river but toward it, rendering it less a general biological outlier than a specifically hydrological one whose queer existence is inseparable from the water into which it bends. And Zaleekhah’s precarity, as well as her endurance, as an “out of line” orphan, immigrant, divorcee, and queer woman, is mirrored in this leaning toward water. Her physical environment, encompassing the houseboat, the pier, the river, and the oak, lays the groundwork for the kinship she later finds in Nen, a partner who exists outside gender’s binaries. It is within this queer hydrofeminist space that Zaleekhah comes to realize she need not drown to belong to water, as she had intended (78); she has, indeed, always been part of the hydro-commons. 
Water as a Material and Metaphorical Archive of Loss
As discussed previously, Zaleekhah’s positionality within the queer hydrofeminist space closes the epistemological distance between the hydrologist and her subject, and Zaleekhah becomes an embodied participant in a state of material entanglement. Neimanis posits that such entanglement is essential to our trans-corporeality, since our bodies cannot be separated from water’s role as “a planetary archive of meaning and matter” (“Hydrofeminism” 87). Shafak structurally enforces the concept of a planetary archive through the novel’s premise: the geographical and temporal journey of a single drop of water that dismantles the temporal and spatial gap separating the Thames from the Tigris, and by extension, the West from the East. Yet this dissolution does not erase the asymmetrical power dynamics of British colonialism, nor does it diminish the pain of Zaleekhah’s parents’ death. Rather, it holds both in view even as it moves beyond them—remembering the empire’s legacy of displacement while resisting its terms and honoring her grief without demanding a resolution. The novel demonstrates this self-reflexivity in validating the controversial hypothesis of Zaleekhah’s late mentor: that “water remembers.” Although the scientific community ridiculed and shunned her supervisor, a once prominent scientist, for work dismissed as pseudoscience, Zaleekhah continues his experiments behind closed doors (203). She may never prove the theory of aquatic memory within the narrative itself, but the novel’s very structure bears it out. Her insistence on his theory is structurally vindicated as the text corroborates water-as-archive, affirming the hydro-commons as ontological truth, a truth Zaleekhah increasingly acts on rather than merely studies. Her commitment to restoring “ghost rivers”the London and Paris tributaries bricked over during the nineteenth-century industrial expansionserves as a case in point.  
During a key conversation about London’s buried rivers, Zaleekhah warns Malek that the climate emergency has left urban “flood capacities ... dangerously strained,” necessitating “new approaches” (164). She advocates for “daylighting,” the practice of deculverting buried waterways, as a crucial strategy for ecological sustainability. Through the emphasis on “ghost rivers,” the novel confronts how the containment, infrastructure, and imperial-capitalist manipulation of water have historically functioned as biopolitical tools of colonial expansion and resource control (DeLoughrey; Hofmeyr), the very roots of the ecological precarity Zaleekhah highlights in this scene. Malek, however, dismisses this precarity, falling back on a capitalist orthodoxy that treats preserving the status quo as inherently at odds with the ethical labor of ecological restoration. Deflecting her concern as a tirade against capitalism, he counters that “if these rivers are dead, they must be for a reason” (164). His rhetorical question“What can you do, my dear?”epitomizes a pervasive social apathy toward ecological loss, as he mocks the prospect of “demolish[ing] private property … to rescue your lost rivers” (164). His phrasing “your” rather than our, is salient; it clearly draws an illusory line between himself and the environment, relegating the climate crisis to Zaleekhah’s niche professional obsession. Malek’s stance points to a broader anthropocentric refusal to acknowledge what Nancy Menning calls our shared complicity “in these [ecological] losses, if only by virtue of living in the Anthropocene” (39-40). He exemplifies Burton-Christie’s critique of the inability to mourn planetary loss, his detachment exposing “no knowledge or feeling for” life-forms (Burton-Christie 39) that exist outside the economy of human utility. Whatever empathy he might hold for the more-than-human world has been rigorously repressed in favor of upward mobility, assimilation, and success.
To his dismissive yet suggestive assertion that the past is better left buried, Zaleekhah counters that “things don’t disappear just because we wish them to ... even if we cover them with concrete and pretend they never existed” (165). Her rejoinder operates on two interdependent registers here. The paved-over waters testify to the ecological devastation wrought by capitalist expansion, while her reflection that “all those ghosts” remain “part of us … buried deep inside” gestures toward a family history steeped in trauma. If these ghosts go unfaced, she warns, “they’ll continue to haunt us” (165). Zaleekhah’s reclamation of water as a material archive thus embodies Neimanis’s claim that “[t]o drink a glass of water is to ingest the ghosts of bodies that haunt that water” (“Hydrofeminism” 87). Through this hydro-commons entanglement, her body, rendered inseparable from the planetary archive, can be read as a reservoir of ecological, historical, and familial memory. London’s ghost rivers, which map the colonial-capitalist imperative to regulate and dominate nature, converge here with the ghosts of her parents, her mentor, her displacement, and her Mesopotamian roots. Her grief, like water, breaks through, rendering inevitable the very confrontation her uncle would rather leave submerged. This permeating sense of loss does not stagnate as passive pathology but is mobilized into what Nouri Gana conceptualizes as “a melancholy act.” 
Gana situates his theory within the geopolitical context of the Arab world, arguing that melancholy is itself a byproduct of asymmetrical colonial power structures: “a symptom of the living legacy of colonial pain” and, at once, “the method of reading, disseminating, and protesting the residual enormity of that pain” (10). Within colonial and postcolonial frameworks, such persistent grief is enacted through the transformation of mourning into a site of “ethical, cultural, and psychopolitical empowerment” (28). Crucial to this process is a demand for justice and dignity, alongside a refusal to participate in the perfunctory rituals of postcolonial forgetting (28, 37). Zaleekhah’s attachment to her grief, to daylighting, as well as to the theory of aquatic memory together reinforce the sense that “ghost rivers” signify more than a connection to colonial history alone; they mark an entangled loss that becomes, in Gana’s words, “introspective, transformative, generative, and ethical or critical” (29). Her insistance on holding on to grief substantiates James Stanescu’s claim that “mourning is all about ethical, political, and ontological connections” (568), allowing for a process of  “making connections, of establishing kinship, and of recognizing the vulnerability and finitude of the other” (569). Per this formulation, the “Other” becomes synonymous with what Ashlee Cunsolo describes as “derealized bodies” (171), a category that surpasses disenfranchised individuals to encompass animals, plants, and bodies of water. It is precisely this derealization that excludes such entities from the sphere of mourning altogether; as Judith Butler has demonstrated, “some lives are grievable, and others are not” (xiv). Butler famously argues that this differential distribution of grievability dictates which subjects are recognized as worthy of loss and which are excluded, reifying “certain exclusionary conceptions of who is normatively human … [and] what counts as a livable life and a grievable death” (xiv-xv). Malek’s emotional detachment bespeaks a broader socioeconomic, capitalist, and gendered hierarchy that institutes a sliding scale of human and more-than-human worth to determine whose suffering warrants recognition. Narin, the young Yazidi girl whose path crosses with Malek’s and, later, Zaleekhah’s, gives this precious ungrievability its most harrowing embodiment, extending the category well past nature and nonhuman species. As the novel gradually unfolds Narin’s perspective, it brings to light the extreme violence she endures as an ISIS captive. 
Mourning as a Queer Diasporic Act of Reclamation
When Zaleekhah discovers, by coincidence, her uncle’s clandestine solution to his granddaughter’s kidney transplant waitlist—the purchase of Narin—, the novel confronts Narin’s unshielded exposure to both political and environmental instability. To frame his acquisition as a utilitarian rescue rather than human trafficking, Malek relies on the girl’s “derealized” existence, leveraging her vulnerability and inherent ungrievability. He further insists, in response to Zaleekhah’s moral objections, that no one cares about a girl who is “basically dead to the world” (462). Through Malek’s rationalization, Narin partakes in a transaction in which her kidney is exchanged for her freedom and “a new life” in England (463). Her plight underscores a critical intersection of human and ecological exploitation, wherein the same extractive system that renders more-than-human entities disposable resources facilitates the commodification and disposal of vulnerable human lives. By threading Narin’s reality into Zaleekhah’s, the novel asks that these seemingly distinct forms of marginalization be read as part of a single machinery of containment and desensitization. Despite her affection for her uncle’s family and his warnings, Zaleekhah translates her recognition into action and orchestrates Narin’s rescue, refusing, ultimately, the exclusionary demands of family loyalty for a collective ethic of care. Zaleekhah’s journey to the Tigris to help Narin escape, then, serves as the apotheosis of her transformation: the belonging she has reclaimed through water is now offered, at the river of her origins, to someone denied the right to belong. Her final, restorative act, driven by grief, decisively challenges the insular status quo sustained by the pervasive derealization of “Otherized” human and more-than-human beings alike. 
The novel distills a form of ethically necessary grief from what is pathologized as an inability to detach from both the past and ecological loss. In a globalized world predicated on the impermeability of the prevailing order, Zaleekhah’s affective porosity rejects the collective amnesia demanded by capitalist progress, and mourning becomes a transformative process of reckoning with reality that precedes and makes possible both discourse and action. When losses are systemic— from the destruction of an entire ecosystem to the unending casualties of war—they can neither be repaired or replaced but, as the novel suggests, can only be experienced as loss. Zaleekhah’s grief, in this sense, is both retrospective and proleptic. She mourns her parents, the lost rivers, the species facing extinction, and the commodified bodies of women like Narin—and, in the same breath, the catastrophic losses yet to come. This leaning into, or leaking into, her grief, rather than retreating from it, is the very means by which Zaleekhah reclaims her subjectivity, holding space for the “ungrievable” losses of both the natural world and human entities. In this state of porous grief, Zaleekhah achieves the ethical clarity to act, and her actions demonstrate that “letting go” is not necessarily a prerequisite for healing, but a form of complicity she can no longer afford. 
The novel closes with the recognition that mourning, however painful, can guide us toward reclamation and restoration. Propelled by her aqueous re-orientation, Zaleekhah returns to the banks of the Tigristhe very site of the flood that drowned her parentswith Nen. Her return to the river of her origins is, at its heart, an intentional intervention in the present rather than a retreat into a traumatic past. Standing along the Tigris, waiting for Narin to join them, Zaleekhah and Nen bear witness to the damming of Hasankeyf, the ancient town of Castrum Kefa in southeast Türkiye submerged by the Ilısu Dam in 2020. The dam flooded Hasankefy’s historic monuments, archeological sites, gardens, human-made caves, and ecology, effacing “the living components and local social significance of heritage” (Aykan 440). In the novel’s final pages, metaphor gives way to physical reality: the drowning of history becomes literal, as the state openly sanctions the erasure of an ancient land in the name of progress and civilizational development. Here, by refusing to look away, Zaleekhah turns a painful confrontation into an act of witnessing that is both personal and political; she takes in her surroundings with “a swelling sadness … an acute awareness of things coming to an end” (465). The land appears barren and lifeless, like “the underbelly of an animal fallen on its back”a dismal picture reflecting her grief over a total collapse: the land, its more-than-human inhabitants, the water, women like Narin, and her parents who will have drowned twice. This imagery of desolation presents these losses as irreparable, a systemic overturning of the natural order with no possibility of reversal. When Nen asks what she is thinking, Zaleekhah turns her attention to the displaced non-human inhabitants of the landscape: “Soft-shelled turtles ... forced to migrate here ... and now this refuge is also ruined” (465). The turtles’ precarity serves as a metonym for the displaced human subject: the same system of destruction manufactures displacement, dispossession, and unbelonging across both the ecosystem and the human world. Beneath Zaleekhah’s “distracted smile” in this scene is the mask of a mourner, one who recognizes Hall’s dictum that, in the process of migration, “there is no ‘home’ to go back to” (“Minimal Selves 44). Her literal return to the Tigris at the end marks a homecoming that is elemental rather than national, anchored not in sovereign borders, but in water—and in a shared, planetary archive of loss and memory. 
Embedded in this recognition is a broader critique: sanctuary, for both human and more-than-human beings, is structurally foreclosed within a totalizing capitalist framework. Whether embodied by turtles, rivers, forests, or migrants themselves, vulnerable entities are systemically marginalized, and threatened, by a socioeconomic system that views refuge, care, and mourning as obstacles to development and expansion. Wondering aloud where the turtles will go next (465), Zaleekhah poses the ultimate question of the unhomed, diasporic subject. Through its emphasis on perpetual displacement, the narrative calls attention to the terrifying endgame of the Anthropocene: if the waters are buried and dammed, and the land is paved over, there may soon be no “elsewhere” left to inhabit. The question at the heart of the novel, then, is not where we go from here, but how we exist within this planetary reality. In the face of ecological (and personal) loss, the novel suggests that the way forward lies in confrontation, mourning, and care as critical ways of remembering and resisting. Shafak offers, in Zaleekhah’s relationship to water and her embodiment of it, just one illustration of what this ethics of care might look like in practice, one that begins with disorientation. Zaleekhah’s watery embodiment emerges as, not a state of floating aimlessly, but a deliberate one that opens space to grapple with grief, and with the intertwined crises of her own life and the planet. This re-orientation is the very process through which a queer diasporic subject like Zaleekhah achieves agency in a world defined by loss, and, in turn, a possible response to ecological crisis itself.
In this essay, I have offered a close reading of the chapters devoted to Zaleekhah’s arc to explore the entangled registers of ecological and diasporic grief through queer hydrofeminism, postcolonial critique, and diaspora theory. This interdisciplinary framework reveals how the persistent melancholia of the diasporic condition flows into the wider ecological losses Shafak’s novel so meticulously maps, demonstrating how inseparable climate crisis and ecological degradation have become from histories of displacement and dispossession. As this analysis has shown, Zaleekhah’s journey deviates from a traditional return to her homeland or a capitulation to the heteronormative order that continually circumscribes her. She arrives at a seemingly paradoxical, transformative mode of being, grounded in a “watery embodiment”: the recognition that she is a body of water, inseparable from her environment, her past, and her future. Within this framework, mourning emerges as a queer diasporic act of confrontation, reclamation, resistance, and care, urgently needed amid the losses the Anthropocene continues to accumulate. Every choice she makes following her relocation to the houseboat, most notably her relationship with Nen and their rescue of Narin, affirms this realization: to live in the Anthropocene is to accept that while some losses are irreversible, the boundary between what has been lost and what might yet be saved remains, like water itself, unfixed. 
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