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Praise for Discipline

Shortlisted for the Miles Franklin Literary Award

‘Discipline is razor sharp, uncompromising and bitingly funny – a brilliant combination.’

Omar Robert Hamilton, author of The City Always Wins

‘As Ramadan unfolds under the shadow of the Gaza genocide, Discipline asks what is the cost of speaking truth to power, and worse, what is the cost of remaining silent? In this blistering, urgent novel, Randa Abdel-Fattah captures the impossible choices faced by those who dare to raise their voices in a world that demands silence. Unflinching in its moral clarity, this book is necessary reading.’

Susan Abulhawa, author of Mornings in Jenin

‘This book is so important.’

Jack Edwards, Inklings Book Club founder

‘For those who seek to sincerely understand the endless obstacles one must face in the body of an Arab, a Palestinian, a Muslim, Discipline is the place to begin.’

Michael Mohammed Ahmad, author of The Other Half of You

‘An unflinching dive into the fractures of our social fabric… With razor-sharp insight, this brilliant and captivating novel is a fierce cry for action.’

Samah Sabawi, author of Cactus Pear for My Beloved

‘Randa Abdel-Fattah is a remarkable writer. With humility and care she asks that we do not turn away from the people of Gaza. Discipline is a novel that reminds us that each story is a shared story, demanding our attention. Discipline is an invitation to be in this world together.’

Tony Birch, author of The White Girl

‘Blistering and brilliant.’

Melissa Lucashenko, author of Edenglassie
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I humbly dedicate this book to all the Palestinian academics and journalists killed in Gaza who would be alive now if academics and journalists in the West had spoken and acted when they had the chance.
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He pressed call, staring at the rose that was her WhatsApp profile picture as he waited for her to respond.

She answered, ‘Assalamu—’ Then it cut out, as often happened with the internet connection in the village on the outskirts of Aden she’d been living in for the last year.

He waited five minutes and then dialled again.

‘Assalamu Alaikom, Ashraf. They’re just coming inside.’

Mya had forgotten to turn off the video. Her curly Egyptian hair was longer now, past her shoulders, still in coils and spirals. He used to twirl them around his fingers. She looked thinner, her collarbones clearly protruding. She was still as lovely as he remembered her.

Out of respect, he considered telling her the video was on. But to do so would be to submit to the absurdity of a situation he refused to legitimise. For God’s sake, they’d been a high school couple, married for nineteen years. He knew every part of her body. And yet, it was for God’s sake now that she covered her hair in front of him.

Because they were divorced.

‘Years you called me Ash,’ he said. ‘Do you score more points with God if you call me Ashraf now?’

Mya shot him a withering look.

‘So, how are you?’ he asked.

‘Alhamdullilah.’

‘And how’s your husband?’

‘Do you really want to know?’

‘I asked, didn’t I?’

‘He’s working long hours. There aren’t enough doctors.’

‘Is he treating Layla and Shaymaa well?’

‘You know very well he is. They adore him.’

‘Really? Don’t teenagers hate everybody? He deserves to be congratulated.’

‘Oh! AstaghfurAllah!’ Mya’s camera turned off suddenly.

He couldn’t help but roll his eyes. Why did religion make such fools of people? ‘I’m a different person now,’ she’d explained the first time she’d worn a hijab in front of him after the divorce two years ago. In a way, she was right. The Mya he’d married knew her wines, loved to party, took pride in getting dressed up and was rising to the top of the corporate banking ladder. He didn’t recognise this woman. Hadn’t recognised her for several years now. This woman who memorised the numbers of food additives that contained gelatine, replaced make-up and short skirts with a black hijab and shapeless abaya, quit her job, insisted they sell their mortgaged house to rent because interest was a sin and threw herself into charity work. This woman who had divorced him, married a doctor with a beard down to his chest and moved with their daughters and her new halal-certified husband, Abdel-Karim, to a village in Yemen.

She was back on the screen now, adjusting a scarf around her head. ‘You should have said something, Ashraf.’

‘Nothing I haven’t seen, or touched, before.’

‘You’re impossible. Are you fasting?’

‘No.’

‘Allah yahdeek. Here, speak to Layla and Shaymaa.’

The girls appeared in the frame. He felt a pang and touched their faces on the screen.

They still had their strong Sydney accents. Layla prattled on about juggling her online studies with coaching a soccer team at the orphanage Mya was managing. Shaymaa sat quietly, occasionally interrupting to enquire about his health and Snowball the cat. (He didn’t have the heart to tell her Snowball had also run away.)

‘Maria says hi,’ Ashraf said. ‘She’s drowning in exam prep. I bumped into her at the shops.’

‘Yeah, I know,’ Layla, his youngest, said. ‘She Snapped me.’

‘Oh, okay. It’s good you’re staying in touch with your friends.’

‘It’s called wi-fi, Dad,’ Layla said. ‘We’re overseas, not on the moon.’

‘She’s killing it with her assessments,’ Shaymaa said. ‘She’ll get the marks to do med, InshAllah. Hey, are you in a hotel room, Dad?’

‘Yes. Melbourne. A boring conference. So, what about your studies?’

‘Few more months,’ Shaymaa said.

‘Then?’

‘Teaching course. We spoke about this.’

Ever since he could remember, Shaymaa had wanted to be an engineer. That goal had now been rejected for ideological reasons. Teaching is a more female-friendly profession, she’d insisted, parroting Mya, when they spoke last. He’d tried to push back – you couldn’t take a step anywhere in the Muslim world without finding a woman engineer – but soon conceded defeat. He couldn’t play parent via video calls. He’d been reduced to being an online spectator of their lives. For all her talk about ‘feminism eroding traditional family structures’ and ‘patriarchy offering families security’, Mya had certainly done a number on him.

‘Don’t stress, Dad,’ Shaymaa said. ‘We’re happy.’

She smiled so genuinely that it hurt his insides. Where was her bitterness about the entire upheaval of her life? Some adolescent rebellion and rage? He was ashamed to admit that he felt disappointed that she seemed so content. That she was reminding him that he seemed to be the only person who was aching about the fact that his daughters had been whisked away to Yemen to live out some religious-inspired utopian fantasy of their mother’s.

‘How’s Ramadan, Dad?’ Layla asked.

‘Ramadan Mubarak, habibti.’

‘Please, Dad. Fast, pray. Please. Praying’s the line between Islam and kufr.’

‘InshAllah,’ Ashraf said robotically.

He didn’t bother protesting or arguing. InshAllah from his lips was nuanced enough to convey his feelings on the subject. And his daughters’ resigned sighs were enough to convey that they understood too.
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Sirens blasted from Holroyd Road at the exact same time as Hannah’s alarm blared. She jolted up and, terrified of rousing Aya, quickly silenced the alarm with one hand and reached out to shake Jamal awake with the other. He didn’t stir.

‘Yala,’ she coaxed, shaking him again.

Waking up for suhoor before sunrise was never easy, but My God, she thought, this morning is an act of jihad. This was Hannah and Jamal’s second Ramadan as a married couple and their first as exhausted parents.

Aya had been unsettled and needed a night feed, although it was more accurately described as a nibble. She’d had to wean Aya as she approached the return to work, so now, after two months back and with Aya on the bottle and solids during the day, her supply had declined significantly.

Last night’s feed had ended with Aya falling asleep on Hannah’s breast and Hannah, wide awake, scrolling on her phone for another half an hour hooked to the headlines, tweets, TikTok videos and posts from Palestine: Israeli mobs in East Jerusalem attacking protesters outside their homes – scroll – Muna al-Kurd’s anguished cry, ‘You are stealing my house!’ – scroll – tear gas and gunfire on worshippers at Al Aqsa.

Hannah knew she shouldn’t look while she was breast-feeding, knew that the stress would pass through her milk. But how could she look away?

She struggled to go back to sleep after suhoor and ended up staying awake, guiltily watching Emily in Paris instead of reading the Quran until it was past time to get ready for work.

She showered, put on a pair of pants that she could finally fit into thanks to three weeks of fasting, slicked back her long, keratin-straightened hair into a high ponytail and attempted to cover her exhausted face in some make-up.

She remade the bed because Jamal, who was now in the shower, never got the edges and pillow angles right, and then tiptoed into Aya’s room to check on her.

Aya was awake and, on locking eyes with Hannah, let out an ear-splitting cry.

Hannah leant over the cot, trying not to take a breath, but there was no defence. The smell of shit was too strong. She ripped off her suit jacket, threw it onto the feeding chair.

‘It’s okay, habibti,’ she said, but Aya was beyond soothing reassurances and only cried harder.

Hannah reached down into the cot. She picked Aya up, not realising that the nappy was only half on. It slipped off into the cot, runny shit sliding down Aya’s legs and then seeping into the mattress. It was typical that the mattress protector, which had been on the mattress for weeks, was now flapping dry on the washing line the one morning it had a job to do.

‘Shit!’

Hannah extended her arms out and tried to hold Aya away from her work clothes. She called out to Jamal, but whether he couldn’t hear her because of the shower or because of Aya’s screaming was moot.

At fourteen months, Aya was a heavy baby. Hannah had no choice but to lower Aya back into the cot, adding confusion to her discomfort and sending her into a fit of even louder wails.

‘Sorry, sorry, sorry! Habibti, you’ll drip over the carpet! Just let me go get a towel.’

She ran down the hall as Siri’s voice reverberated from her Apple watch: ‘Message from John Williams: Al-Bayinnah College. Huge story. Peter’s on it. I’d like you to work with him. Get there ASAP. We need your community’s first-hand perspective.’

‘Are you kidding me?’ Hannah yelled into the linen cupboard as she rummaged for an old towel.

She raced back to Aya, picked her up with the towel, held her away from her clothes while uttering a stream of I’m sorrys, ya habibtis and ya hayatis and raced to the main bedroom, where she kicked open the door to the ensuite, threw the shower door open and shoved the baby – dirty towel and all – into her husband’s arms.

‘Ya omri!’ Jamal cooed, but then his eyes and nose took in the scene. ‘Aww, ya omri, what happened?’

Aya was winding down, taking double breaths.

‘I have to leave,’ Hannah said over the gushing water.

She ran back to Aya’s room to grab her work jacket, then dashed back again to the ensuite.

‘There’s a disaster in the cot. Just throw it all in the bin before you take her to Mum’s. Are you teaching today or working from home?’

Hannah was working at the paper part-time now, three days a week, and given Jamal was doing his PhD at Joseph Banks University full-time they needed her mother to look after Aya on Hannah’s workdays.

‘I’m going in to the office to finish working on a chapter,’ Jamal called back. ‘Is Aya’s bag downstairs?’

‘On the table. Don’t forget to pack her water bottle. It’s in the dishwasher. I’ve really got to go now.’ She was turning to leave when she suddenly remembered. ‘Shit.’

‘Yeah, a lot of it,’ Jamal quipped through the steam.

‘No, Mum’s organised to take Aya out today to visit an old family friend – you know Um Taher.’

Her mother had given her strict instructions: ‘dress up Aya’ so she could ‘show off’ her grandchild.

‘Put her in the navy-and-white Dior dress with the collar,’ Hannah said.

It was a gift from a friend. There was no way Hannah could afford Dior Kids and, even if she could, no way she would be pretentious enough to spend two hundred dollars on a dress that would end up covered in pureed apple and carrot stains.

‘It should be on the right side of the cupboard behind the purple jacket.’

‘And if I can’t find it?’

‘You’re capable of doing a PhD. Find it.’

Jamal, clearly conceding the point, started singing to Aya.

Hannah walked over to the shower, opened the door and kissed Aya on the cheek. ‘I’m so sorry, baby girl. I have to go to work.’

‘Stop with the apologies,’ Jamal said.

‘Yes, yes, I’m living the feminist dream,’ Hannah replied as her phone started ringing.
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Ashraf was bored. It was the final day of the conference in Melbourne on political ideologies in the Arab World, and he was yet to hear anything new or exciting. What was more sobering was the realisation that he was just as bored, if not more so, by his own paper (‘Egypt: The road from Nasser to Tahrir Square’).

He had been around the Middle East and political science traps for a decade now and most faces were familiar to him. Brendan Nickson was over at the buffet, hogging the vegetarian mini quiches as he regaled a wide-eyed young PhD student with stories about his ethnographic fieldwork in Tripoli. Shivansh Murli was at the podium, fiddling with his PowerPoint for the upcoming plenary, looking as flustered as usual. He had the frenetic energy of a post-grad presenting for the first time, even though it was obvious to everybody that he’d been rehashing the same paper for years now and hadn’t formed an original idea since the trade publication of his PhD.

Standing in line for a cup of lukewarm coffee and a gluten-free brownie, Ashraf regretted not bringing a jacket. The convention centre was doing an excellent job of burning the planet in order to run the air-conditioning at uncomfortably cold levels as they all discussed decolonial approaches to climate change. He was depending on that coffee to restore some warmth to his body.

Ashraf scrolled through the latest updates on Al Jazeera. Israeli forces had stormed the Al-Aqsa Mosque compound firing stun grenades, live ammunition and tear gas into the crowds gathered for the last Friday prayer of Ramadan.

He switched to news.com.au and started scrolling.

He paused at a headline.


Terror in Our Schools: Year 12 Al-Bayinnah College student arrested



He opened the link.


NSW Police have today arrested several activists, including 18-year-old Muslim-Palestinian Year 12 student Nabil Mostafa.

Yesterday evening the activists, wearing ‘Free Gaza’ t-shirts and keffiyehs, occupied the Centre of Excellence in Artificial Intelligence at Joseph Banks University demanding the centre cut ties with Elbit Systems.

The activists, who belong to the radical direct-action climate group Weapons of Mass Interruption, barricaded and occupied the entrance and painted the walls and doors of the Centre, resulting in thousands of dollars of damage. Mostafa streamed the occupation on his Instagram account.

Wielding a Hamas flag, Mostafa was also wearing a green headband printed with Arabic numbers translating as: ‘1983, 38, 17’. Comments on the livestream identified this as a reference to the 1983 UN General Assembly resolution on armed struggle.

The paramilitary wing of Hamas, the Izz al-Din al-Qassam Brigades, has been listed as a terrorist organisation since 5 November 2003. There are growing calls for Hamas in its entirety to be listed as a terrorist organisation including from concerned groups such as the Zionist Executive Association of Australia.

While police have not yet charged the protesters, according to ANU Professor of Middle Eastern Studies and deradicalisation expert Jason McCabe advocating support of a terrorist organisation is an offence under Australia’s terror laws.

According to the Social Cohesion Policy Institute, ‘There is a serious threat to vulnerable Muslim teenagers of being recruited to extremist causes.’

Despite this growing threat, parents at Al-Bayinnah College told The Daily Story that the college’s principal, Fayza Sayid, refused to address ‘worrying and disturbing trends of extremism’ in her school.

One parent, who asked to remain anonymous, said that Friday sermons ‘disproportionately focused on overseas conflicts like Palestine’ and that this ‘got the kids worked up about things happening overseas when they should be focused on being Aussies’.

A spokesman for NSW Premier Matthew Dean said: ‘We expect all schools identified as having at-risk populations to cooperate with the government’s countering violent extremism programs.

‘These programs have been created by experts with the input and cooperation of the community.’

Ms Sayid declined to comment.



Ashraf skimmed the article again. He wanted to be sure he’d read correctly. Was this really happening at Fayza’s, his ex-wife’s sister’s, school?

He bookmarked the article, stepped forward in the queue, grabbed his coffee and brownie and went looking for a quiet spot in the convention centre to sit and search for more news.

A colleague intercepted him and suggested they pop into the seminar room next door for the launch of Faye Nickel’s new book, Beneath the Veil in 21st-Century Egypt: Muslim women speak out. For a few moments he toyed with the idea. It was the least he could do, given he and Faye were in the same university department? And yet he couldn’t bring himself to sit through it.

Faye had grown up in Yass, for crying out loud. He’d once asked her: why Middle Eastern politics? She said she’d backpacked through Jordan and Egypt in her gap year and ‘fallen in love with Arabs’. ‘All of them? Or a specific number?’ was his response, to which she replied, without a beat, ‘Bedouins.’ Faye had returned from her gap year with enough Egyptian dialect to order food and remark on the weather. She enrolled in an arts degree, majoring in political science.

While she’d been teaching introductory units and convening reading groups for eager post-docs naive enough to think there was a job market for them, she’d also been building up her academic CV. Now an associate professor, Faye had just won a lucrative three-year grant to research the role of pottery and music in ‘countering violent extremism’ among Muslim children in Sydney and London. As far as Ashraf knew, Faye had no background in art or music, and her PhD had been on female genital mutilation.

To hell with collegiality. No, he wouldn’t be attending her launch.

Ashraf skolled his coffee as he tried to find more reports online. There was nothing.

He could, he supposed, reach out to Fayza. Check in. It wouldn’t have to be awkward, except he hadn’t been in touch with her for at least six months. She, too, had been left confused, hurt, angered by Mya’s decision. The two of them had nothing in common anymore except their respective disappointment – Fayza as a sister, Ashraf as an ex-husband.

Instead, he sent a text message to Mya: Have you heard from Fayza? A student at her school’s been arrested. All over the media. It was in the middle of the night in Aden. Ashraf wasn’t expecting an immediate response.

He tossed his coffee cup into a bin.

Stuff it, he thought. He had two hours before his panel presentation and he couldn’t bear to sit through Shivansh reading out slabs of interview quotes. The man had no idea of the existence of ellipses.

Ashraf would go for a quick swim in the hotel pool and be back in time to present on the role of digital publics in the January uprising. The topic was ironic, given he’d only opened a Twitter account two years ago at the urging of the university’s research department. He had some thirty followers and managed to attract a retweet about once a month.

Academics needed to get out there more, apparently. Contribute to policy and public debates, offer a bridge between the public and the academy – but remember to make your bio catchy.

Just as soon as he’d written ‘Muslim Musings on the Middle East’ in the bio field, he’d deleted it and simply put ‘Academic, Politics’.

It was all so unbearable.
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Roadworks and a lane closed on the M4.

‘Shit!’ Hannah said as she merged into the slow-moving lane.

It was too late to take another route now. She banged her hand on the steering wheel as she considered: Does swearing invalidate my fast? Is my repentance sincere given that I’m never going to make it to Al-Bayinnah in time, John is going to crack it, my day is only going to get progressively worse and the chances of me swearing aga—

‘Fuck!’ Hannah slammed her foot on the brake as a motorbike dived in front of her and then, blocked by traffic, stopped. She leant out of the window and yelled, ‘Dickhead!’

The driver didn’t bother looking back, merely stuck his middle finger up at her.

Hannah didn’t trust herself. She closed her window and shouted at her phone: ‘Hey Siri, tell Jamal no way is my fast going to be accepted today, I hate Sydney traffic, how’s Aya, why should we pay tolls when the M4 is slower than the main roads, I forgot to take out the chicken to defrost, take it out please.’

Hannah glanced down at her phone, which glowed with her dictated message, but it wasn’t Jamal’s name that appeared on the screen. It was Sirin’s. Hannah hadn’t spoken to Sirin in a year, not since she’d subtweeted Hannah, accusing her of being a Labor Party shill and race-traitor because she’d written an article interviewing Muslims about their voting preferences in safe Labor seats.

‘Don’t send!’ she cried. ‘Cancel! Hey Siri! Don’t send!’

Too late. The swishing sound of a sent text.

‘No!’

She just wanted coffee. She didn’t know how she would get through the day. Stupid Emily the kafir in Paris with her baguettes and café au lait. Why had she been such an idiot and stayed up? She wanted caffeine so badly she felt like crying.

Hannah streamed Al Jazeera news through her car’s Bluetooth, struggling to hear over the loud exhaust on the car next to her. She looked over at the driver. He had a mullet and could barely see over the dashboard of his Audi A5. Hannah turned up the volume.

There was a fire of disruption and protests, a ‘unity intifada’ they were calling it, that had spread across Palestine. In Jerusalem, there were Palestinians fighting back against Israeli settlers who were chanting ‘Death to Arabs’ as they paraded through the streets. Other Palestinians were fighting back against Israeli soldiers who were storming the Al-Aqsa holy compound. And in the Jerusalem suburb of Sheikh Jarrah, Palestinian families and protesters were fighting back against Israeli forces who were attacking them for demonstrating against Jewish settler groups evicting and confiscating their homes and properties.

Hannah gripped the steering wheel tighter when she heard the newsreader mention uprisings in Lydd, where her father’s family had been expelled from in 1948, and also in Kafr Qassem and Kafr Kanna – all villages and towns that were looted and stolen in 1948. Even Nablus, Hebron, Jenin and Ramallah in the West Bank were in revolt. Hannah felt her insides twisting into a pretzel.

She switched to talkback radio. She needed to get her head out of Palestine and focus on a different kind of stress, on the shitstorm here, and there was nobody who produced shitstorms better than Jay Hazley. It was incredible how instantly and intensely his shrill voice triggered her. His fury seemed to travel from the radio straight into her body.

‘What’s the Australian Security Intelligence Organisation doing about these schools?’ he screeched. ‘Our tax dollars are paying for these hotbeds of junior jihadis! More Shakespeare and less Shariah is what we need! What’s a kid—Excuse me, he’s not a kid: he’s an adult! Eighteen! What’s he doing out of school proudly holding a Khamas terrorist flag and with those socialist ratbags? Our laws need changing!’

Almost an hour of traffic later, Hannah pulled into a visitor’s parking spot at Al-Bayinnah College in Yagoona. It was a white, red and brown building on a corner block, flanked by a motor repairs shop on one side and an Indian mixed goods store on the other.

It was just after nine and she had missed the media scrum. Any reporters who had been there were long gone, including her senior colleague Peter Henderson, who joined The Chronicle while she was on maternity leave.
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