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Writing War: Fictional Political Theory

You have an intellectual, theoretical imagination, particularly in Politica and The Theory of
Everything. Can you say something about how that converges with fiction?

In Theory I’'m trying to explore ideas through fiction. I don’t want to explore them through non-
fiction because it’s more limiting. I want to look at whatever an idea is. Theory opens with ‘The
Game.’ Is it absurd to think about resolving a conflict through a football game? Maybe that is
absurd, but I think killing people is more absurd. Fiction allows me to bring together all the
threads that might interest me. What it allows me to do is: if there was a spark in reality for a
story, the fiction allows me to transcend that. I’'m no longer bound by it, and I can go anywhere. I
don’t want to be confined to whatever my reality or our reality is. The fiction is about
transcendence. I know there’s an interest in the identity of writers or their backgrounds. I think
that’s the least interesting part of a writer.

How are story and plot useful to you?

What we find in novels these days is a narrowing of the possibilities of story. In the history of
stories, you’ve got anecdotes, fables, fairytales and myths. You’ve got the moral, the religious.
You have sayings and family stories. You’ve got all these different things. And then, what we
have in the novel is a character that has an issue and off they go about their life, and it’s resolved.
And I don’t think that mirrors anyone’s life. I know some people say that I’'m quite experimental.
I probably am but I think I’m also quite traditional in that I think of stories as something very
old. There’s not just realism — the middle-class, realist model following a character as they go
about their lives. That is not all of story.

How do characters work for you?

I don’t think my characters exist in isolation. I’'m not trying to follow a character. People will say
the most obvious place to start a story is with the character. And I don’t think that is the most
obvious. I think it’s the place itself. So, Politica and Australiana, and even The Lovers and The
House of Youssef, in terms of their writing, they overlap. The five books, so far, they’re all
together. I don’t see them as isolated. And, you know, in many ways, I think, Politica is a
prequel to The House of Youssef.

Setting or locale is important in Politica. I was wondering whether the stories were stories
and anecdotes from your family and friends.

Not really. My family don’t tell stories in the way they might appear in a book such as Politica.
The clearest analogy is that Tolkien was writing about middle earth: he’s got all of the back stuff
that is middle earth: the mythology, the language, the history. It all branches off into this world.
And he sets The Lord of the Rings in this world. I’ve got a world that exists and I access it when
I want to write. But it’s important to state that my stories do not start and end with me. I write the
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stories and they don’t necessarily belong to me. I go back to that idea of transcendence. It’s
about stepping out of this world that we live in and into this other place. In Politica there is an
interest in politics, conflict or revolution affecting peoples’ lives. This focus on individuals
within communities is there in the whole structure across all my books. I do see my books in a
very interconnected way, even though the books are published stand-alone.

Talking about place, is Politica writing back to the civil war in Lebanon?

I don’t tie it to the history of a country because you can’t look at anything in isolation. I don’t see
Lebanon as isolated from the rest of the world — politics, history, religion, geography. Lebanon’s
history is tied up with Palestine’s history and then it’s tied up with the history of all these other
countries, and empires such as The Ottoman, the French... So, looking at things in isolation
doesn’t make sense. And then the other thing is that there’s a big history of socialism in the Arab
world and the same thing with Latin America. There have been foreign powers that have done
everything to undermine these revolutions and movements. In the generation of my parents, this
ideology was alive and well, and it has been undermined so much. There’s a very strong
narrative that the media perpetuates about Arabs. One of the things I wanted to avoid in Politica
is that, typically speaking, if you have Arabs who are revolutionaries (and Latin America’s also
filled with revolutionaries), they are called ‘terrorists’ and I don’t want my characters to be
called ‘terrorists.” And that is one of the main reasons I don’t name the place. I want to write
about these figures without them being named in this way.

I am interested in how Politica and the chapter ‘Manifesto’ in The Theory of Everything
explore the consequences of war: they explore doubt and the sense that there are no
answers, only questions:

Yes, I think there’s a big question mark.

I’m interested that you address the question of violence and idealism so frankly.

Well, Politica mentions the suicide bomber (236-38). This is a very... How do you even
mention that? How does a person get to that point where they consider being a suicide bomber? I
mean it’s been covered in western media a lot but, internally — I mean culturally and religiously —
there is a question about this act. Scientists are very comfortable with posing questions. And the
more clearly you define your question the greater the likelihood of a clear answer. But there
aren’t very clear answers. With Lebanon, Gaza: what is going to be the way forward? It’s very
tangled. For me, in terms of the fiction, I try a range of viewpoints, a range of ideas.

Can I ask you about the reception of Politica?

The book is going to have different interpretations. When I wrote an ‘Ode to Reason,” in
Politica, 1 didn’t think... But, when I read that now, it means something else. Because of Gaza it
becomes very upsetting to read. When I wrote this book — from 2019 to 2022 — and, when I
consider the book now... I mean it starts with a boy who wants to go join the cause. And his dad
says: ‘You go to school!” And I think this is a very important... If I think about the Arab
community, the Lebanese community, the Palestinian community, a lot of life becomes
meaningless when there’s prolonged violence. So, I think reading it now it has a different
reading to when it was being edited and when it was being written.
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The discussion of revolution and idealism is similar in ‘Ode to Reason’ and ‘Manifesto’
isn’tit?

Yeah, I think so. I wrote ‘Manifesto’ in one go and I like the voice. I really like books that are
monologues. Albert Camus does this and Manuel Puig too in Kiss of the Spider Woman. The
thing I like about a monologue is that you have access to very dramatic language. It’s the same
as putting a vampire or a genie in the story. You’re suddenly moved out of this regular plane of
existence. Well, you know, I think that’s a voice in ‘Manifesto.’

You were talking about monologues and dramatic language...

People do commit acts of violence. And I think there is a difference between a person who
commits an act of violence in response to something versus someone who commits it for no
reason at all or repeatedly. Politica mentions the character of the bully twice. And, you know,
it’s in schools. All the kids do the bullying program, but bullying continues. And what you say to
students is that an act of bullying is not one-off. Bullying is a prolonged behaviour of targeting a
person for whatever reason. So, you teach students: Ok, if this happens, you say to the person,
“Stop!”” But if the person continues to do whatever it is that they’re doing, that is when we talk
about it being an act of bullying, and that the only thing that stops a bully is if a person says,
‘Bully, please stop,” and if other people speak up. There are also particular people who do like
power, who do like violence, who do like to push people around. And it’s the strength of the
response to those actions in the long term that makes that person stop. At some point, whether
it’s political or it’s gendered, violence does need to be addressed in a very open way. But you
know, all my books so far have a lot of violence. The House of Youssef and Australiana have a
lot of violence in them. The Lovers has quite a bit of violence, and then Politica and Theory.

I’m intrigued by the reluctant genie. It’s a melancholy being which is trapped and wants to
be somewhere else or to be released from the burden of witnessing.
Yeah. The genie is trapped there and probably has no choice except to be there. Given what’s
happening in the world, or even as a person who is witnessing or considering it in terms of how it
affects communities — I think in retrospect the genie is the witness that is powerless to act in any
way. And, to an extent, a lot of us at the moment do feel quite powerless to act.

Talking about the genie, there’s one thing that is important to mention. My own grandad
did have a well, an old-school well where you put the bucket down. My mum’s dad. There is
something very special about that. But it’s not in the local park as it is in Politica. I took this
detail and put it in a different location. But — and this is to go back to this subject of violence — I
think sometimes people do want to talk about an abstract violence or they want to talk about an
abstract war. And, even though it doesn’t name places, I think Politica is a very realistic book.
It’s very specific in terms of the scenes. Some people refer to it as fable-like but, you know, I
don’t see it in that way at all.

Can you tell me about the difference between ghosts and the genie?

They’re very different, especially in terms of the ancestry of the genie. The genies are the fire
race and humans are made of clay. That is their origin. And they are considered real. In Politica,
the genie is keeping the stories but as a witness; definitely not as an act of haunting. Within
Muslim tradition, you’ve got humans and you’ve got genies. And their worlds are lived side by
side. The genies are talked about in the Quran. They are very important. I don’t think Muslims
generally believe in ghosts — as in a ghost story.
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In Politica you talk about the emergence of war in the breakdown within the villages,
rather than an outside force coming in, although there could be evidence of that later. I
guess many civil wars, for example, start that way.

I’ve always had this idea that the civil war started. It began one day. World War I is taught in
this way: it started when a person was shot. Off we go! Right? We just now have a war. Well,
no: that’s not how it really works. My dad mentioned a story quite recently. It was about farmers
who were agitating for political change in the 1950s; things were not very fair for a lot of people
working on the land. It wasn’t a fair system for them.

What country was he talking about?

Lebanon. In the village there was a socialist movement. Very grass roots. And they’re like, ‘Ok.
We’re going to go and talk to the army,” or something like this. I can’t remember the exact
details. He was talking about the fifties. The official beginning date for Lebanese civil war is
1975. That is the year that the violence started. But it’s like, ‘No, hang on a moment. It was in
the sixties. It was in the fifties. It was in the forties...” So, I don’t really like this framing — ‘It
began on this particular day and then we finished.” When I was writing Politica, I was thinking a
lot about Chile and how 1973 is so important to the history of that country. Salvador Allende was
overthrown. They had the dictator, Pinochet, for the next 17 years. Then there were protests in
2019. They’re still unpicking the legacy of this dictator. That’s the same for a lot of countries in
the world.

Can you say something about how you address the topic of war and its aftermath in
Politica?

Politica is fictional, political theory but without advocating a cause, a slogan or a solution. |
think one of the things that sometimes frustrates readers is that they want the neatly tied story:
“This is exactly what happened. Everything is resolved.” It wasn’t conscious but I don’t think
most things in life are ever neatly resolved. There’s an early story 1 wrote in The House of
Youssef, ‘Unit 101,” where there was violence in a suburban unit block. A woman steps out of
the apartment. She’s trying to see what’s happening. There’s the police. There’s the ambulance.
There’s a kid, taken over to the ambulance. And then she goes about her day, and it doesn’t
actually say what happened, who it happened to. It’s as if we’re trying to build an understanding
but even understanding itself at some point is not particularly important. And that is how I think
about a lot of things in life.

Yumna, do you ever think about your audience in the writing process?
No, not when I’'m writing, I don’t think of an audience. It’s only when the book is starting to
look book-like and I start discussing stuff with the publisher, that I start thinking about, ‘Ok,
what is the potential reception’ or ‘Potentially what are people going to be interested in?’ But it’s
very hard to predict. When I was trying to arrange Politica, 1 was thinking, ‘Ok, we begin with
the boy wanting to join this cause. We’ve got the family...” And it basically ends with these
people being scattered... the whole thing falling apart in the last section of the book.

But I think one of the worst things for any writer is to be thinking about the audience. If I
was thinking about an audience I probably wouldn’t have written ‘The Suicide Bomber’ (236—
68). I'd go write about something else. The books are addressing very difficult subjects and it’s
best to go and explore that subject, and just maybe that story ends up in a drawer for the rest of
its life.
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Do you see yourself as a Lebanese Australian?

No. I really don’t like conversations around identity. When I wake up in the morning, I’ve got
my family, I’ve got my friends, I’ve got my own interests, I’'m a writer. These are the things that
are most important to me. The reason I don’t like to identify in that way is because I see a nation
as quite an artificial thing. It’s not a fixed thing. I don’t think necessarily the borders of a country
are my first point of allegiance or loyalty. I love my family, my friends; I love books more than
anything. I like my football club, The Wanderers. And I really love Parramatta. That is definitely
my home. That is more important to me than all these other things.

Is Lebanese history a context that’s not named in the novel?

Not, not really because... well, obviously, my parents migrated because of the civil war. But
then the civil war is also tied up with what’s happening regionally. Most people go back to this
idea of a national border. But I think to restrict things to Lebanon is a very narrow way of
viewing all the different influences and then also foreign powers, foreign imperial powers — they
all bring something else. Politica is not the history of Lebanon in any shape or form. I set out to
imagine Arab history, an imagined version of it, and I am free to go wherever I want with the
story. I think there are six or seven pieces that are based on and are sparked by something that is
real but the majority are imagined.

So there are factual references in the book? Such as the story of Mohammed al-Dura, the
boy shot in his father’s arms.

Yeah. That’s ‘Human Shields’ (Politica, 200-01). Also, ‘Disturbance and Then a Dream’
(Politica 192-93) references the Sabra and Shatila massacre which happened in Lebanon. ‘The
Flames of Peace’ references the start of the Arab spring (Politica 173—74). These are sparks and
then the imagination steps in.

So, you’re comfortable with the reader identifying references in their reading?

Yeah. I mean I think there’s a lot of space in the book and people do bring a lot of other stuff to
the reading. Ursula Le Guin says that a story with unicorns is more real than whatever we pass
off as realism. And one of the things I’'m very conscious of in the coverage of Gaza, we can keep
talking about facts and facts, and facts. But the facts can be made to lie. And evidence can be
presented in a particular way which distorts the truth. I don’t think that whatever is presented as
factual is more true than the stories.

Joan Didion said, ‘You read someone like Gabriel Garcia Marquez and you think, “Oh,
this 1s magical realism.”” And then she read The Autumn of the Patriarch and she said ‘No. That
is not magical realism. This is realism.’

But, once we get rid of the different parties — we get rid of their names and we get rid of
their fictional theory — wherever we are in the world there is a universal experience. And I think
maybe sometimes, to have the flags and the causes is to make it about these things. You forget
again the human element which is the most important element.

To go back to this subject of violence, I think we generally have this perception that
violence is over there. Right? And it’s not. It’s actually happening in peoples’ homes. It’s
happening on the streets. It’s happening in gaols. It’s happening in terms of government-
sanctioned or -supported, or carried-out violence. Probably, every single country in the world
engages in acts of violence whether against its own population or another population, targeting a
particular group. But what I want to stress is that I don’t think the violence is exceptional. It’s not
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separate to peoples’ lives: it’s right through peoples’ lives.

And I sense that there is a difference in terms of how people perceive violence in The
House of Youssef versus violence in Australiana. They see violence in The House of Youssef as:
‘Oh! This community has a lot of violence.” But of my books, I think Australiana is the most
violent book. People do not see this as indicative of an Australian experience. They see it as just
one story within the fabric of everything about Australia. In The Theory of Everything, there is a
story — ‘Australia: An Updated Travel Warning’ — that was written after I was listening to an
interview with Isabel Allende. This was in March 2021 for International Women’s Day. The
Brittany Higgins story had just happened and the interviewer asks Isabel Allende, ‘Does Chile
have a problem with domestic violence?” And I’m thinking, ‘Ok, surely, it’s time for us to have a
bit of self-reflection here.” This woman [Higgins] was raped in parliament. And if it’s happened
there, why can’t you see that this is an Australian problem as much as it’s a problem in other
countries. Had this interviewer been interviewing an American writer, I can’t imagine her saying,
‘Do you think America has a problem with domestic violence?’ This sort of question is only
levelled at particular groups. And so even though I say that Politica is set in an Arab location, it
could be literally anywhere and, again, of all the books that I’ve written, Australiana is the most
violent book in so many different ways. But [the violence is] not registered as something
indicative about Australia. I was so pissed off after this interview with Allende that I wrote the
piece ‘Australia: An Updated Travel Warning’ (for The Theory of Everything).

Politica has a moral dimension, an ethical investigation of war and its aftermath, which I
keep wanting to say is ‘spiritual’ ...

It is actually, probably, spiritual. I don’t really want to get into a religious perspective but
religion affects how I interact with the world. It’s clear in a religious sense if there’s an instance
of violence: [it affects] how a person can and can’t respond. So, for example, civilians are never
meant to be targeted. This is something very clear. Any act should only be an act of self-defence.
You should not be an aggressor. I have the background that I have, so when I’m writing my
books there’s fate, there’s destiny, there’s a god, there’s a sacred book. All these are part of the
world and people embody a particular way of looking at the world. When I think about the
Palestinians at this point in time, what they’ve actually gone through is actually quite unbearable.
So, how do these people actually bear it?

I’m writing this Parramatta dictionary and it’s hard, in a daily way. People have asked
about Politica. They’re saying: ‘Oh, I read it in the context of Gaza.” And I’m thinking: if I
wrote this book right now, it would be so much more violent than it is. It’s so terrible for people
in the community. I often think that when you have so much violence that is normalised in the
world and the legal and the economic avenues — all of that fails and doesn’t protect people — then
you set up something really terrible.

To go back to the bully in a theoretical way: the violence affects the person who carries
out the violence and it affects the one who is the victim of the violence. But that act, depending
on what happens after that, sends a message to everyone. If it’s unchecked, if it’s unanswered, if
it’s uncommented on, it is a message to everyone else. And it doesn’t end just there. The person
who witnesses is affected. The person who hears about it is affected. The person who later learns
about it is affected. It’s got a ripple effect.

All governments in the world carry out acts of violence to different degrees and to
different groups. But, again, to frame it as something ‘over there’ actually ignores the reality of
it. And this is the question in ‘Manifesto.” You’ve tried the political mechanism. You’ve tried the
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legal. You’ve tried ... whatever. And these systems do not protect people in the way that they
should be protected. If we think about, again, Gaza, the United Nations, peoples’ protests. There
are attempts to boycott and the violence is still going on. So, what is the response to be?

In closing can I ask you about the idea of a cosmopolitan multicultural or diasporic
literature.

I go back to this idea of a person’s identity that is not bound to borders. I mention it in the
Parramatta dictionary — that I’'m quite suspicious of nationalistic projects. And I have an interest
in language and translation. I’'m interested in moving beyond a border or points of difference. It’s
about connecting things that might not be obviously connected. But I do see myself as someone
who lives in the world, and I think that this most comes through in The Theory of Everything. It’s
about being out in the world.

You said earlier that would prefer not to be referred to as a Lebanese Australian writer?
No... Probably not.

A writer of Lebanese heritage?

Yeah. Or Lebanese background or Arab background. My parents migrated from Lebanon. I
generally feel that the minute someone tries to define me, I think: ‘Well, I actually don’t want
that definition.” Maybe other people feel comfortable but I generally dislike that.

I just finished writing and editing the Parramatta dictionary in my role as Parramatta’s
first laureate in literature and there is a point where I said in an email to a few people: ‘Ok,
here’s a dictionary. A few governing principles of the dictionary are: I am not here to police
where the border of Parramatta is, to say, “This is included and this is excluded.”” This as a way
of existing does not interest me. These sorts of conversations don’t interest me at all. And it’s
same with identity. To say that I'm someone with a Lebanese background or an Arab
background, I don’t mind that, but I’'m not sure how I feel about trying to pin down Politica to
the specific history of one country. I don’t think stories — or human beings — should be
interpreted according to national borders.

Thank you very much, Yumna.
Thanks Anne.
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