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Introduction

‘Mum, am I a paki?’

I can still picture Mum’s face – a mixture of upset and anger – when I asked her this question. I was six years old and couldn’t understand what I had done wrong.

I had an urgent reason for asking. Returning to school after the summer holidays, my best friend from primary one, the boy I had spent all summer playing with, told me, during our lunch break, that he could no longer be my friend.

‘Why?’ I asked. ‘What’s happened?’

‘It’s because you are a paki,’ he said, with little emotion, before turning away to join our classmates playing football in the playground. I had never heard the word paki before, let alone understood how I had suddenly become one. When the bell rang, I ran home, bursting through the front door to ask my mum if I was indeed a paki and, if so, how I could stop being one, so I could get my best friend back.

Mum explained that no one should use that word, and that anyone who didn’t want to be my friend, didn’t deserve to by my friend. This sounded like good sense – though it didn’t resolve the problem that I no longer had a best friend.

It wasn’t down to that one incident but, nonetheless, from a young age, I began distancing myself from my Pakistani culture, from my roots, from the very identity that makes me who I am.

Perhaps, in some respects, this was understandable. I was one of only two non-white pupils in my class in primary school. At that age, you are often desperate to fit in. Even so, I am ashamed of how insecure I was about my heritage and the lengths I went to in order to avoid being perceived as different.

I would only wear Asian clothes twice a year during our Eid festivals, solely to placate my mum – knowing that, in the age before social media and smartphones, no one from school would see pictures of me in my embroidered salwar kameez and topee.

Despite my determination to be firmly Scottish and to suppress the dual aspects of my identity, my mum tried her best to instil in me and my sisters a sense of pride in our ancestral roots. Given the struggles my grandparents went through just to get to Scotland, let alone what they endured during the Partition of India and Pakistan, she felt it was her duty to ensure we did not become completely disconnected from who we were.

Every Saturday morning, my sisters and I protested at being dragged out of our beds to attend the local Urdu/Islamic school. The school was led by a few volunteer aunties, who gave up their precious time to ensure we learned the tenets of our Muslim faith and did not completely lose our mother tongue, and our culture that came along with it.

The day was split between learning the basics about religion – akin to a church Sunday school – followed by a break, and then two gruelling hours of Urdu lessons.

Growing up, I didn’t mind the Islamic teaching so much. There were often stories of prophets and the miracles they performed, which helped keep my attention and feed my imagination. But I dreaded Urdu lessons. I had no desire to speak Urdu, let alone to waste two hours of my weekend learning it.

One week, aged nine, I decided that, during the break, I would skive off Urdu with a few friends and go to the nearby park to play football. I figured that, as I had stayed for the religious lessons, God couldn’t be too mad, even if my parents would be.

In the beginning, just a few played, but the group grew larger every week, as news of our illicit football match began to spread. It is remarkable that we managed to keep it going for four weeks, given it was obvious that most of the boys went missing during the break, with only the girls attending the Urdu classes.

We were eventually caught when Sajad the resident goody-two-shoes exposed our ruse.

‘Benchode!’ I hissed, just loud enough for him to hear, as I was hauled back to school for my punishment. I was quite proud of myself for actually using some Urdu, even if it was a vile curse word, rather than the vocabulary the aunties had taught us.

At home, Mum was fuming. After giving me a verbal dressing down, she told me I was not allowed to play football with my friends for the next two weeks. She may as well have told me she was going to cut off my right leg. As I stomped upstairs to my bedroom, I shouted that I was never going to learn Urdu because I was Scottish: ‘Not a bloody paki!’

I was similarly scathing when I found Pakistani ID cards for me and my entire family in the filing cabinet where my dad kept important documents. I bounded down the stairs with the offending ID cards in-hand, demanding to know why on earth we needed these. My dad explained that it was a useful ‘insurance’ option – a backup plan should people in the UK ever demand we leave. I shot back that things would never get that bad and, even if they did, Pakistan would not be my choice of refuge.

Looking back, I am ashamed of how dismissive I was. Thirty years on, we are living through a time in which my father’s backup plan is actively being pursued by many Muslims living in the UK, who are fearful for their safety. The fears Muslims have are not abstract but grounded in the increasingly violent hostility they face in the UK. In the last year alone, mosques have been set on fire and vandalised, Muslims have been violently attacked on the street, such as in Edinburgh in June 2026, and a woman was raped because the perpetrator believed she was Muslim. Dangerous terminology has been creeping into our political and societal discourse for the last two decades, ranging from not-so-subtle dog whistles, including government Home Office vans emblazoned with the phrase ‘Go Home’ to overt calls for ‘reverse migration’ (forced remigration, in other words).

This is a far cry from my childhood. Although I experienced racism growing up, incidents like the one involving my supposed best friend were few and far between. I had a happy childhood and had a good group of friends at high school. Although I knew I looked different, had a different- sounding name and identified with a different religion to the majority of my classmates, most of the time I didn’t actually feel different.

Well, not until 9/11.

Like most people, I remember exactly where I was when I heard the dreadful news about the attacks on the World Trade Center Twin Towers in New York. I was sixteen and on the school bus home. The driver, Davey, shouted for us to be quiet, as he cranked up the radio full volume. In between the commotion of the typical bus journey home, I could hear something about a plane flying into a building in New York. I thought I must have heard wrong.

At home, Mum was glued to BBC News, with the ‘Breaking News’ tracker along the bottom of the screen flashing with the words ‘Terror Attack in New York’. We watched a replay of the terrifying image of American Airlines Flight 11 ploughing into the North Tower. Every minute that passed brought with it new horrors, from people throwing themselves out of the ninety-first floor to certain death, to the collapse of the towers, knowing that everyone left inside would be crushed to death.

I could not fathom back then (and still cannot comprehend) the depravity involved in the murder of so many innocent people, let alone the horrendously cruel manner in which the attack was carried out. Did any of the hijackers pause for a moment to consider the barbarity of their actions? How could they look at the innocent children, the babies on the flight, knowing that they were going to kill them in such an unhinged, cruel and painful manner?

Knowing how sickened I felt watching the terror attack, I was therefore mystified when I was bombarded with questions the next day by the two friends I sat beside every morning during registration class.

‘Why do Muslims hate America so much?’

‘Why did they fly those planes into the Twin Towers and kill so many people?’

‘Do you know who did it?’

Of course, I knew no more than they did. But I knew exactly why I was being asked. Any illusions I had up to that point about being the same as my peers were shattered. I eventually managed to croak out the words, ‘How should I know?’ and quickly turned the attention back to the safer subject of the weekend’s football results.

Virtually every Muslim in the West felt the same sense of discomfort and unease. We heard the whispers in the supermarket. We noticed that we no longer received any invites to playdates from non-Muslim families. We noticed that even on a packed-out train or bus, no one took the seat next to us.

From carrying our backpacks to school, to women in hijab going about their daily business, we all felt the eyes of suspicion firmly fixed upon us. For the first time in my life, I felt like my own country was turning on me; that I didn’t fully belong in the only country I called home.

After school, on the day I was bombarded with questions about the terror attacks in New York, I decided I would, for the first time in my life, watch the evening news. Dad watched Jon Snow most nights on Channel 4 at 7 p.m. The theme tune was usually the cue for me and my siblings to leave the room – anything was preferable to watching the news, even chores.

However, that night I stayed with my dad and watched the extended coverage of the aftermath of the terrorism. I remember his look of confusion that one of his kids had stuck around. However, I suspect he also approved, given that he now had someone to share the experience with, after all the years of watching the news alone. I recall watching the whole bulletin in silence.

I was hooked.

From that day on, I watched the news virtually every day and started reading multiple newspapers a day, as I became obsessed with current affairs, politics and the place of Western Muslims, like me, among all the chaos.

At the weekends, instead of going to town to hang out with my friends, I went to the city centre to attend demonstrations against the US invasion of Afghanistan. After attending a few rallies, I was given a megaphone and a yellow steward’s vest and told to lead the chants and help organise the weekly protests.

The time soon came for me to decide what to study at university. As a good South Asian boy, I was expected to either be a doctor, dentist, pharmacist, accountant or lawyer. Given that my strongest subjects were English and social sciences, a lawyer it was.

On my UCAS form, I put law down for four of the options and at the bottom of the form snuck in politics at Glasgow University as the fifth. I still remember my hands trembling as I held the acceptance letter and went to speak to my parents to tell them that although I had been given a University offer for law, I wanted to study politics.

Luckily, they were incredibly supportive. My dad recognised the dangerous moment we were in and said we needed people who looked like us in politics. My mum was slightly less convinced.

‘What job will you get if you study politics?’ she asked. I like to tease her and remind her of that question to this day, telling her I did all right in the end.

During my time at Glasgow University, I threw myself into anti-war student politics. In fact, it was my interest in foreign affairs that led me to join the Scottish National Party in 2004.

I remember the exact moment I knew that independence was a cause I supported and that the SNP was the party for me. It was during the 15 February 2003 demonstration against the Iraq War, which at the time was thought to be the largest protest in UK history. As we marched past the House of Commons, the penny dropped. Why on earth was I marching in London against a war the people of Scotland did not support? Why was a government in Westminster, hundreds of miles from Scotland, allowed to decide to send our young men and women to war, sadly with many returning in caskets?

After hearing Alex Salmond, who at this point was a senior SNP MP in Westminster, speak so powerfully, passionately and eloquently in opposition to the war from the green benches, I finally took the plunge and joined the party a year later.

To me, it was also clear that, despite having the word ‘nationalist’ in their name, the SNP was not a blood-and-soil ethno-nationalist party. After all, my father had been a member since the 1970s. In addition, senior party figures, such as Salmond and Nicola Sturgeon, made huge overtures towards the Scottish Asian community. It felt like senior members of the SNP were present at every wedding, funeral or cultural celebration I attended. They preached a message of an inclusive, civic nationalism. The party included key Scots-Asian members, such as the late Bashir Ahmad, for whom I would later go on to work. Indeed it was Bashir, as the first ethnic minority MSP, who coined the phrase: ‘It doesn’t matter where we come from, what matters is where we are going together, as a nation.’

I continued studying politics but was desperate to get out into the real world and continue my activism. At university, I was, unsurprisingly, argumentative during tutorials, often challenging my professors for the sake of having someone to debate with. Back then, I did not imagine that decades later others at the very same university would be studying my role in Scottish politics as Scotland’s first Muslim first minister.

I also collaborated with some Muslim friends and family members who were studying with me. Along with my older cousin, Osama, and friend Noman, we started a newspaper called the iWitness, which sought to challenge and correct the biased and hostile media reporting towards Muslims. I also hosted a podcast of the same name, way before podcasts were remotely popular. Our initiatives didn’t last long, mainly due to a lack of funding, resources and time. But they demonstrated that, along with other young Muslims, I was not prepared to passively let my story be written or told by others. We wanted to author our own.

Also during this time, I became a more vocal advocate for the Palestinian cause. It is a struggle with which many Muslims identify; it is in our DNA, given that the Al-Aqsa Mosque in Jerusalem is Islam’s third-holiest site, in fact my daughter Amal’s middle name is Aqsa for this reason. The way Palestinians have been treated for decades by the Israeli state encapsulates the hypocrisy many Muslims believe exists when it comes to the application of international law, or the lack of it, when Muslim lives are involved.

I remember attending a demonstration to protest the blockade of Gaza in 2007. The blockade, which meant the Israelis controlled what and who came in and out of the Gaza Strip by land, air or sea, was a response to the people of Gaza voting for Hamas in elections.

At that demonstration, I heard an elderly Palestinian man tell the harrowing story of 1948. He spoke about the Nakba, the Great Catastrophe, and how his entire extended family, friends and neighbours were forced to leave their homes as gunfire rang out. People ran to his village, telling them to flee as Zionist militias were closing in and sparing no one, not even women and children.

It reminded me of the arduous journey my grandparents made during the partition of British India in 1947.

Rahmat Ali Bhutta and Karamate Bibi, my maternal grandparents, were born in Ludhiana in the north of Indian Punjab. Muhammed and Anwari Yousaf, my paternal grandparents, were born in Pathankot, in the same region of India.

When the British drew a line between what is now Pakistan and India, they not only divided a nation, they also separated families and communities. Partition was brutal, and an orgy of communal violence ensued. Anywhere between half a million to two million people were killed, while tens of thousands of women were raped.

As they have so often done throughout history, the British hastily drew a line, retreated in a rush and left the local population to deal with the devastating consequences of their actions, consequences that reverberate to this day.

The poverty my grandparents suffered in those early years of Pakistan’s formation was just one reason they left to make Scotland their new home. When my grandfather’s friend visited Pakistan from Glasgow to persuade him to join him in Scotland, the friend promised my grandfather there was plenty of opportunity and that he would get my grandfather a job in the Singer sewing machine factory in Clydebank, on the outskirts of Glasgow. My grandfather responded by asking, ‘Scotland? What part of England is that?’

He had no idea how much that question would irk his Scottish nationalist grandson two generations later!

They made their home in Glasgow and, in turn, Glasgow shaped who I am to this day. It is the city that nurtured me as a child, which shaped my identity. It gave me my football team, it is where I made lifelong friends, it gave me belonging. I was and still am a proud Weegie.

Glasgow has also influenced my politics.

Here, the local always felt global. I was proud to be part of a city that was often as gallus as it was principled. Glasgow was, after all, the first city in the world to grant Nelson Mandela the freedom of the city while he was still incarcerated in Robben Island. It was Glasgow City Council who renamed the street on which the South African consulate was located, from St George’s Place to Nelson Mandela Square, giving the proverbial two fingers to the racist, Apartheid regime of P.W. Botha and to Thatcher’s government, who labelled Mandela’s African National Congress party a terrorist organisation.

It was in Glasgow that I first campaigned for the SNP, helping Bashir Ahmad become Scotland’s first elected ethnic-minority member of the Scottish parliament in 2007. I would go on to work for Bashir until his untimely death midway through his term in February 2009. I was devastated. Only after his death did I realise his importance to me as a mentor and how much he had taught me about how to conduct our politics and the need to stand by your principles.

It was after his death in 2009 that I began to feel pressure, both from within the SNP and also from within the Muslim community, to stand as a candidate in the Holyrood elections, scheduled for 2011.

With the help of another mentor, Nicola Sturgeon, I ended up second on the Glasgow regional list, meaning I was a shoo-in and, barring any major electoral disaster, I would become an MSP at the age of twenty-six.

After giving my oath, in both English and Urdu, as an elected member in 2011, I well remember feeling the weight of responsibility bearing down upon my shoulders. An even heavier weight would return twelve years later when I swore my oath as first minister at the Court of Session in front of the most senior judges in the country.

Those first few days after assuming office as first minister were full of pomp, ceremony and celebration. I was leader of my country at thirty-seven years of age, an Asian boy from Glasgow ascending to the highest office in the land. Little did I know then what lay ahead of me.

In any leadership contest, you can have all the grand plans in the world and write up all the policy papers you want, but often, your leadership is defined by your response to those events outside your control – a terror attack, a global pandemic and everything in between.

On many issues, I wish I had responded better. On others, like the genocide in Gaza – in which my in-laws, Elizabeth and Maged, were trapped and which I recount on these pages – I hope that I demonstrated a willingness to stand by my principles, even though I was often the lone voice in the room: even when I knew that speaking out could cost the lives of those I dearly loved.

When I reflect upon my life experiences, there is a truth that I cannot shake off, no matter how hard I try. It was there the first time I experienced racism in school; it was present through every racially motivated stop-and-search I have been subjected to in my life; it was obvious to me when I became first minister, when some people saw the colour of my skin before my qualities and qualifications. It is the reason the UK government did not act quickly enough when Elizabeth and Maged were trapped in Gaza. It is the premise upon which the lives of over 75,000 people killed in Gaza can be justified as ‘collateral damage’. That truth is self-evident: not all lives are valued equally.

For decades now, British Muslims have been demonised, their loyalties have been questioned and demands have been made on them to prove their allegiances, even though the overwhelming majority live peacefully within their home country. The horrendous actions of a few have cast all of us under suspicion.

The language now used to demonise Muslims is hauntingly reminiscent of the language used to demonise European Jews in the early twentieth century.

By telling the honest, raw account of the story of Gaza through our family’s ordeal, I hope to shine a light on this uncomfortable truth. I want to make it clear that dehumanisation has consequences and is at the root of the most atrocious crimes human history has ever witnessed.

I owe it to my children to tell this story. More so, I owe it to the memory of over 21,000 children brutally killed with impunity in Gaza. I am compelled to expose something that is deeply wrong and corrosive in our society and with our leadership, and to demand that we collectively take action to tackle it, before more innocent people are made to suffer.
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‘Your Tears are my Tears’

She has died.

That was my first thought at 7.30 a.m. on Saturday 7 October 2023. Jiddah Hasna, my wife, Nadia’s, ninety-three-year-old grandmother had died in Gaza.

Nadia’s parents, Elizabeth and Maged El-Nakla, had travelled to Gaza on 3 October to visit her. She was Maged’s mother and she had become extremely frail after catching Covid. Despite her family’s protestations, she had refused the Covid vaccine, as it had come from Israel and, as a child who had been forcibly displaced from her home in 1948 in the Nakba, Jiddah’s suspicion of the Israeli state ran deep. This trip was possibly the last time Maged would see his mother alive. So, he and Elizabeth took the decision to embark on the difficult journey to Gaza.

On the morning of 7 October, Nadia’s phone lit up with dozens of messages from her mother. I immediately began to ruminate on the funeral, childcare, the diary I’d have to clear; and Nadia’s face as she read through the messages, completely drained of colour, only seemed to confirm my suspicion. But then she passed her phone over to me.

A chill ran up my spine as I read panicked message after message from Elizabeth, along with videos of hundreds of rockets being fired from Gaza towards Israel.

The rest of that morning was a blur. Nadia and I sat glued to various twenty-four-hour news channels and monitored social media for any further information about the terror attack Hamas had committed and Israel’s response.

Telecommunications with people in Gaza became severely restricted that day but we eventually managed to get through to Elizabeth on the phone. Nadia pleaded with her mother and father to get themselves to the Rafah border immediately and leave the Gaza Strip for Egypt. Our pleas fell on deaf ears. Maged made it clear that he had lived through many skirmishes between Hamas and Israel, and he would not be panicked into leaving his sick mother, nor his sister, son and grandchildren. People in Gaza knew little of the scale of the attack launched by Hamas. We tried our best to explain just how horrendous Hamas’s actions had been, and that Israel’s retaliation was likely to be brutal and unforgiving.

The best we managed to get was a promise to review the situation the next day. If it was as bad as we feared, then Maged would consider returning to their home in Dundee. Of course, Israel’s response was far worse than any of us could have ever imagined.

Those in high-profile leadership positions often talk about having to separate their personal lives from their work. Those clear demarcations have never existed for me. As first minister of Scotland, it was impossible. I couldn’t just switch off from being the leader of my country. Even when I was present with my family, I was not truly present: my mind was always on the government’s most immediate crisis.

Despite the turmoil at home, 7 October was no different.

I put in a call to Colin MacAlister, my chief of staff, to inform him about my in-laws’ situation. I told him I needed time before putting out a statement in my name, and so I asked him to ensure an immediate condemnation of Hamas’s attack came from Angus Robertson, the Scottish government’s cabinet secretary for external affairs – equivalent to the Scottish foreign secretary. This would give me the time I needed to have one of the most difficult conversations I have ever had with my wife.

I knew how worried she was about her parents, and I was about to compound her anxiety. As someone who had made it clear that I would be the first minister for all of Scotland, it was important that I sent a clear message to Scotland’s Jewish community, and the public at large, that I unequivocally condemned Hamas’s terror attack. I also knew that Hamas had been known to take vengeance against those who spoke out against them. I had to be clear with Nadia about the potential implications of my statement. My clear condemnation of Hamas could result in the group harming her parents or her extended family in Gaza.

Nadia was understandably troubled when I spoke to her. In fact, she was angry that I was even contemplating putting her parents’ lives in danger during such a perilous moment. I went over the reasons why a statement of condemnation – especially from Scotland’s
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