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In her review of Randa Abdel-Fattah’s novel Discipline, Anne Freadman situates the novel 

within the controversy of the cancelling of the 2026 Adelaide Writers Week. She argues that 

the novel is marred by the fact that it is ‘devoted to purveying a message,’ namely that 

‘Palestinian Australians are having an awful time’ (witnessing the destruction of their 

homeland). This ‘message,’ she argues, dominates the novel and prevents it from becoming 

‘effective or engaging’ as a literary text. It renders the characters ‘two-dimensional . . . 

having little emotional, let alone psychological, complexity.’ Moreover, she says, the novel 

‘has no plot.’ 

These deficiencies, in her opinion, render the novel a failure (despite, incidentally, 

modernists such as Joyce and Woolf having achieved respectability by discarding plot). 

Consequently, Freadman says, she ‘can only speculate about what impelled the decision to 

invite Randa Abdel-Fattah to AWW, but I suspect it was to perform the kind of controversy 

she depicts [in the novel].’ Abdel-Fattah, in Freadman’s estimation, has no place in the ‘well-

curated selection of books’ which writers’ events such as the AWW should feature. 

A second reviewer, Imre Salusinszky, responds to Abdel-Fattah’s novel in similar 

terms to Anne Freadman. He argues that Abdel-Fattah’s ‘intent’ in Discipline is ‘ideological 

rather than literary’ and that the novel’s most striking feature is ‘the tendentious and zealous 

nature of its message.’ This tendentiousness mitigates against narrative complexity; Abdel-

Fattah’s style ‘does not render the characters much of an interior life’ and there is 

subsequently ‘no trace of creative ambiguity, that traditional marker of the literary,’ in 

Discipline. 

These claims are puzzling. This is a character-driven novel. Set in Sydney against the 

backdrop of the Unity Intifada in 2021 – when Israel was attacking Gaza with airstrikes – it 

traces the lives of three young Muslim professionals as they respond: to the destruction of 

Palestine; to the arrest of a young Muslim high school student for demonstrating in a protest 

event in Sydney about the destruction of Gaza; and to the pressures of their professional lives 

and the ways in which the micro politics of race plays out in them. The novel pays close 

attention to the mundane ways in which the rhetoric of race circulates in both public 

discourse and interior lives. The novel’s labile irony seeks out and destabilises what 

Salusinszky describes as ‘tendentious’ language. 

 

*** 

 

A central character, Hannah, is a young journalist at the Chronicle, a Sydney newspaper. The 

only Arab journalist on the newspaper, her journalism is showcased in order to confer 

legitimacy on the newspaper’s coverage of issues relating to Muslims and Arabs globally and 

nationally. She is constantly struggling against her superiors who set the parameters of her 

reporting and edit her work so that it reflects mainstream values and narratives. She walks a 

fine line between maintaining credibility with her Arab and Muslim sources, retaining her 

integrity, and doing what her bosses want her to do. Her constant and ongoing debates with 
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her senior colleague, Peter, rehearse many of the issues around the racialisation of minority 

groups as Hannah tries to avoid the reproduction of stereotypes in her news stories and give 

space to the voices of Muslim and Arab people.  

There is a great deal of ideological material in these discussions between characters 

but it is engaging, thought-provoking and often ironised. We observe Hannah constantly 

trying to remodel the terms of the discussion. For example, at one point Peter asks her – with 

some frustration – to ‘answer my question,’ to which Hannah replies, ‘not in the way you 

want it to ‘[be answered].’ The ideological debates staged in the novel’s dialogues, I’d argue, 

are dynamic and Socratic rather than dogmatic as Salusinszky suggests. Conversation is a 

means of unpacking the nuances of language and logic in the embodied micro- and 

macropolitics of the discourse of race as it plays out across different constituencies in 

contemporary Australia. An example of this identification of and response to racialised 

rhetoric can be found in a comment Hannah makes in response to her colleague John’s 

remark that she needs to avoid exposing herself to accusations of ‘pro-Palestinian bias.’ She 

replies, ‘I am not pro-Palestinian; I am Palestinian.’ There are many ways of reading this 

intriguing comment, some no doubt coded for Arab readers. I read it as Hannah’s reaction to 

the terms commonly used in the media to represent Palestinians. The comment highlights the 

work that language undertakes in confining and managing identities. Juxtaposing these two 

terms suggests that the first, ‘pro-Palestinian,’ reduces being Palestinian to a binary identity. 

It summons an ‘anti’ – a polarised, antithetical identity. By comparison, describing herself as 

‘Palestinian’ in this context suggests a more capacious, embodied, sovereign identification. 

 

*** 

 

We also observe the stakes of ideological ‘work’ in Hannah’s domestic life where her 

exhaustion and angst in the workplace spill over into the home. Here the backdrop is the 

ongoing destruction of Gaza as her Palestinian husband spends his time on the phone trying 

to locate his family. Hannah’s sometimes inept juggling of motherhood and work is 

moderated with humour and a gritty maternal realism as she mismanages nappies and 

household tasks. The novel explores what Salusinszky refers to as the ‘creative ambiguity’ of 

mothering – its moments of resentment, guilt and revulsion, cross-hatched with a deep bond 

of love and care. All this in turn is permeated with a wry humour. Her faith is characterised in 

a similar way; it is deeply healing but competes with other exigencies in her life, for example 

when she sneaks time to watch Emily in Paris rather than read the Quran.  

This is centrally a novel about war – set in the time of war. The almost febrile 

undertone of anxiety, urgency and despair in Hannah’s life, for example, in both the 

workplace and home, is evidence of the impact of war on diasporic populations. She and her 

friends carry a burden of guilt about their own safety and community in Australia compared 

to the continuing effects of the Nakba in Palestine: ‘they were all constantly encountering 

their lives through a lenticular lens. Viewed from one angle: joy, love, laughter, tensions, 

privilege, routine. Viewed from the slightest tilt: tragedy, injustice, oppression.’ Throughout 

the novel the war remains veiled and in the background (it is happening somewhere else and 

not of much concern to the larger population) with only occasional images of its horror, for 

example when Hannah ponders how body counts of war victims are possible when bodies 

have been torn into ‘unidentifiable parts and limbs.’  

 

*** 

 

A second central character is Ashraf, an academic stalled in mid-career. His ex-wife has 

remarried and moved to Yemen, taking their daughters with her. His sadness over the 
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breakdown of his marriage and the loss of his daughters is pervasive, if understated. Ashraf is 

absorbed in giving his ailing career a makeover. In an effort to secure research funding he 

accepts an invitation to work on a government-funded project seeing to de-radicalise Muslim 

youth. We see him making a number of compromising decisions. At times (especially in the 

first part of the novel) the author adroitly resiles from judging him and so he is hard to read – 

a nuanced, layered person – rendered by the author with some ambiguity.  

A theme linking many of the characters in the novel is the intense surveillance and 

management of Arab and Muslim children in the broader community, and their 

criminalisation. (This is a topic in which Abdel-Fattah is well-researched, as we see in her 

non-fiction book Coming of Age in the War on Terror [2021]). The radicalisation (and 

counter-radicalisation) of Muslim youth are key research interests for some of the academics 

in Discipline, and a personal issue for other characters in the light of the arrest of a school 

student at a protest event. The novel highlights the common sensationalising narrative of 

moral panic about ‘vulnerable youth’ and their purported susceptibility to extremism. The 

novel also produces counter narratives to these arguments. An example is the minor 

character, Youmna, the daughter of the Islamic School principal, Fayza, who delivers feisty 

ripostes to her mother and Ashraf about her supposed vulnerability and naivety as a young 

woman. 

Ashraf engages in ideological debate with other colleagues and with his postgraduate 

student Jamal, a young Palestinian activist (who is married to Hannah and) who refuses to 

compromise. He is effectively a foil to Ashraf who wrestles with internalised Islamophobia. 

We see Ashraf tying himself into knots and parroting orthodoxies as we are walked through 

an array of managerial speak. He is surrounded by white colleagues with their repertoire of 

antiracist truisms which are both comic and damaging. The cutting satire lays bare the 

operations of whiteness – including white magnanimity, white desire for Arabs and things 

Arabic and white-saviour feminism. Ashraf is constantly being exhorted to be a ‘change 

maker’ – the shape and nature of this change being defined by his senior white colleagues 

who are apparently unable to recognise the changes that are already taking place before their 

eyes.  

Ashraf undergoes a transformation in the course of the novel. I will avoid a spoiler 

here and say no more about that. In spite of Anne Freadman’s comment that one of the 

Discipline’s major failings is its putative lack of a plot (which again seems an oddly 

anachronistic claim when one calls to mind the large number of novels that have achieved 

literary success which are not plot-driven), there is nonetheless narrative tension, a narrative 

arc, peak, and dénouement in Ashraf’s story as there is in Hannah’s. Both characters struggle 

to succeed in their workplaces. Will they succeed or will they be crushed/silenced? This is 

what is at stake in the stories of both Hannah and Ashraf and for Jamal too who becomes 

embroiled in Ashraf’s ambitions. 

 

*** 

 

This is an important, prize-winning novel. It provides a forum and a space for the discussion 

of complex and difficult topics in public fora. The ABC Book Show describes the book as 

‘incredibly timely,’ set as it is against the backdrop of Israel’s war on Gaza. In the novel, 

conversations between fictional characters provide a discursive space for thinking and talking 

about sensitive topics and limited and outdated orthodoxies. In exchanges between 

characters, irony mitigates tendentious verities. Humour is used skilfully to test ideologies for 

their tensile qualities and the ways they can both open up and shut down possibilities. For 

example, when Ashraf’s Australian ex-wife asks him: ‘[H]ow do we raise our girls here, in 

this hypersexualised, hyper consumerist society that worships me-culture and materialism?’ 
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he counters: ‘[T]here is a shopping mall in the clock tower in Mecca,’ thus deftly undoing the 

binary of the materialistic West versus the spiritual East.  

Abdel-Fattah’s first adult novel, Discipline makes an important contribution to the 

Australian literary field. It is well-crafted and has an easy reading style that makes it 

accessible to a broader audience, similar to many commercial novels. In recent decades 

literary critics in Australian literature, as well as focusing on the aesthetics of literary writing, 

have turned their attention to the processes by which texts are ‘curated’ – in festivals, 

University courses, journals and anthologies, to name but a few. We know that the accusation 

of the lack of literary merit has historically been invoked in order to disparage minority and 

diasporic writing. There seems to be a lingering suspicion of politics in fiction, especially 

Arab fiction, in spite of the global success of highly awarded novels such as Ahmed 

Saadawi’s Frankenstein in Baghdad, Isabella Hammad’s The Parisian and Omar El Akkad’s 

American War. However, we discern narrative traces of ideology in much diasporic writing 

for the very reason that so many of these writers and their families have fled war and military 

conflict.  
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