An Interview with Leila Aboulela
Leila Aboulela is an acclaimed Sudanese writer who currently resides in Abu Dhabi. Writing is her main career, and she also brings up her two younger children. The daughter of a Sudanese man and an Egyptian woman,
 Aboulela was born in Cairo in 1964, but grew up in Khartoum. Egypt and Sudan were both colonized by Britain, although they had very different experiences of colonial occupation, which is illustrated by the fact that Sudan was governed under joint British and Egyptian rule between 1899 and 1955. 
Aboulela’s work is shaped by these experiences, so I now provide more detail on her socio-historical background. Edward Said famously opens the main body of Orientalism with a depiction of Egypt’s colonization under the leadership of such politicians as Arthur James Balfour and Evelyn Baring, Lord Cromer (known as Over-Baring).
 However, it is important to realize that, notwithstanding its long-standing cultural and physical domination by Britain, Egypt achieved its independence relatively early, in 1922, and had a period of defiant pan-Arabism under Nasser in the 1950s, before succumbing to its position as what is now often regarded as a client state of America under the quasi-dictatorship of President Mubarak.
 In contrast, one of the defining moments of Sudan’s colonial history was the Battle of Omdurman (1898) in which a small Anglo-Egyptian force, led by Lord Kitchener, killed at least ten thousand dervish followers of the religious leader known as the Mahdi in just one day. This rout is described even by imperialist apologists such as Niall Ferguson as ‘the acme of imperial overkill’.
 Recent Sudanese history has been marked by ferocious civil wars between the powerful northern Arab Muslims, the subjugated southern African Christians, the Communists, and sharia-endorsing religious parties.
 Now it is the genocide in the western region of Darfur, the discovery and exploitation of oil resources, and the designation of Sudan as a state assisting international terrorism that receives the most critical attention.
 Recently, the Sudanese president, Omar al-Bashir, has drawn considerable attention for becoming the world’s first sitting head of state to be indicted for war crimes in Darfur. However, Aboulela writes that she wishes to counter these ‘stereotypical images of famine and war’ by depicting Sudan as ‘a valid place’ in her writing.
 Finally, it should be noted that Egypt has had long cultural and migratory interaction with the Muslim Arab people of northern Sudan,
 and Aboulela, with her dual parentage, is more aware than most of this shared heritage. 
Aboulela studied for a Masters degree in Statistics at the London School of Economics before moving to Aberdeen for her husband’s work, in which city much of her writing is set. She has also lived in Indonesia. In an early essay ‘And my Fate was Scotland’ (2000), she writes, in a comment which anticipates many of the themes in her writing, ‘I moved from heat to cold, from the Third World to the First – I adjusted, got used to the change over time. But in coming to Scotland, I also moved from a religious Muslim culture to a secular one and that move was the most disturbing of all, the trauma that no amount of time could cure, an eternal culture shock’.
 Her short story, ‘The Museum’, was awarded the first Caine Prize for African Writing in 2000 and is an economical, yet unobtrusively impassioned narrative, which touches on the clinically exploitative impulses which even today lead African artefacts to be displayed in Scottish museums. The story was later anthologized in her first collection, Coloured Lights (2001), which explores issues surrounding cultural hybridity; the question of whether to assimilate in a new culture or maintain cultural distinction; and the alternative lifestyles encouraged by faith and secularism. ‘Coloured Lights’, the story from which the collection takes its name, prefigures the bereaved Sudanese protagonist of The Translator and the postcolonial London location of Minaret.
 Other stories discuss mixed-race relationships, halal food requirements, abortion among non-Muslims, and the position of white Muslim converts. The final two stories in the collection, ‘Days Rotate’ and ‘Radia’s Carpet’, are allusive, but arguably unsuccessful, incursions into the realm of science fiction. They are set in the twenty-second century, after a Great War, in a world that now has no countries or borders, where nature is respected, and machines are banned. To some extent these stories depict an Islamic utopia, with banks not charging interest, angels consorting with humans, and where ‘all power was spiritual power, all struggles spiritual struggles’.
 
Aboulela’s first novel, The Translator (1999), was long-listed for the IMPAC and Orange Prizes, and concerns a love affair between the eponymous translator, Sammar, and the Scottish lecturer of Postcolonial Politics, Rae Isles, for whom she works. Recently widowed, the Sudanese character, Sammar, lives a modest and lonely existence in her rented room in Aberdeen until she forges a closer friendship with Rae over the telephone one Christmas holiday. However, the stumbling block in their relationship is that Rae is not a Muslim and, after an argument about his lack of faith, Sammar returns to her family in Sudan. Months later, Rae pursues her there, having said the shahadah [declaration of faith] and converted to Islam. The novel ends happily, with Rae and Sammar planning to marry and travel to Egypt then back to Aberdeen. As this summary suggests, and as the title makes clear, this is a novel all about translation: not just the linguistic translation that Sammar does, from Arabic into English, but also cultural translation. Sammar’s view of her translation work is that she is involved in ‘moulding Arabic into English, trying to be transparent like a pane of glass not obscuring the meaning of any word’.
 
Minaret was again long-listed for the Orange and IMPAC, and traces the central character, Najwa’s, downwardly-mobile journey from her privileged position as a Sudanese minister’s daughter, to exile in London when a coup dislodges her father from power, and eventually to the life of a domestic servant to a wealthy Arab family in the former imperial capital. Unlike many diasporic novels, where racism tends to be depicted as stemming from colour prejudice, Aboulela portrays overt Islamophobia in post-9/11 London (although interestingly the events of September 2001 are never explicitly mentioned). Najwa is referred to as ‘Muslim scum’ and has a soft drink thrown over her veiled head on a London bus in 2003.
 Furthermore, when she spends time with the devout son of her employer, Tamer, she notices the unease with which Londoners regard his beard and Arab profile which they stereotypically associate with terrorists.
 Yet ironically, Najwa, Tamer and their South Asian, Arab and white convert friends from the mosque are not interested in politics. Educated as most of them were in English-medium schools, they are equally opposed to anti-American feeling as to the West’s neo-colonial activities in the Middle East. For them, Islam is far less an ideology than a code of ethical behaviour and a central marker of identity in the fragmentary world of migration, asylum and family disintegration. 
In addition to her fiction, Aboulela has also written several radio plays. These include The Lion Of Chechnya, a BBC Radio 3 play about Imam Shamyl (1797-1871), a religious and political leader, or Imam, of the Muslim people of Daghestan and Chechnya
; The Mystic Life, an adaptation of a story from Coloured Lights for BBC Radio 4; and the original drama, The Sea Warrior (also Radio 4).
 She has also written one short stage play, entitled Friends and Neighbours, which was performed in Aberdeen in 1998. Most of these plays are not published in print form, but The Sea Warrior can be found online at www.african-writing.com/aboulela.htm. Aboulela’s fictional work has been translated into twelve languages. 
In Aboulela’s three fictional works to date, she is concerned to probe the ethical dilemmas faced by Muslims all over the world, and provides particularly nuanced descriptions of the British-based members of the transnational faith group, the Islamic Ummah [community]. Her fiction is linguistically composite, incorporating words from Arabic alongside English, Scottish street slang, and colonial discourse. Aboulela is also a highly intertextual writer, and her texts allude to the Qur’an, Sudanese writers such as Tayeb Salih, Western romance fiction, and Arab poets. Finally, Aboulela deftly evokes three very different locations in her prose: the snowy, remote cities of Scotland (particularly Aberdeen), the teeming multiculturalism of London, and the heat and conviviality of Khartoum.

Aboulela’s writing has as yet received relatively little critical attention. Although limited, the response from critics, literary prize boards, and research students has been eclectic, reading her as an Arab, Muslim, African, or diasporic woman writer, an exemplar of the postcolonial practice of ‘writing back’ (Ashcroft et al),
 and through the lenses of gender and religious studies. The first scholarly essay to come out on The Translator by Geoffrey Nash provides a reading of the text alongside Ahdaf Soueif’s short stories, suggesting that both writers contribute to a debate about Arab women’s social position.
 However, he argues that in comparison with Soueif’s apparently unyielding view of Islamism’s ‘inimical’ view of women, Aboulela is more open to a ‘dialogue’ between feminism and Islam.
 In a move to be developed by future critics, Nash also adumbrates Aboulela’s technique of ‘writing back’ to earlier post/colonial texts, such as Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre and Tayeb Salih’s Season of Migration to the North (both discussed in this interview).
 John A. Stotesbury similarly interprets Aboulela as a Muslim woman novelist, positioning The Translator against the backdrop of texts, by the South African Rayda Jacobs and the Somali Safi Abdi, that seek to explore ‘women whose identities are co-defined by Islam and the post-colonial condition’.
 Stotesbury extends Nash’s analysis of Aboulela’s rewriting of Jane Eyre in this text by situating this writing-back within the broader context of Muslim women writers challenging and reshaping the Western genre of romance fiction (also discussed here). 
In contrast, Brendan Smyth evaluates The Translator’s representations of men and ‘manliness’, arguing that Aboulela challenges both Orientalist and Islamist constructions of masculinity. After detailed analysis of Said’s Orientalism and Salih’s Season of Migration to the North, Smyth concludes that Aboulela ‘offers a model of progressive, socially engaged masculinity rooted in Islamic tradition’.
 My own intervention (forthcoming) is one of the first articles to discuss Aboulela’s most recent novel, Minaret, and situates the text with Nadeem Aslam’s Maps for Lost Lovers as part of a recent trend to provide nuanced fictional accounts of ‘British Muslims’.
 While acknowledging the two texts’ evident divergences, I argue that both are concerned to re-map the British landscape from a broadly Muslim perspective. It is also important to acknowledge that Aboulela’s writing is becoming an increasingly popular subject for PhD theses and conference papers in the fields of Muslim and contemporary women’s writing.
A face-to-face interview with Leila Aboulela proved impossible to arrange, so this conversation largely took place over the telephone ion July 2010, when she was in Scotland for her eldest son’s graduation.///doesn’t this mean she doesn’t fulfil the criteria?/// A few topics that we did not have time to address on the telephone were discussed over email in the following months. In addition to the themes outlined above, I was particularly interested in discussing Aboulela’s attitudes towards her readership; her categorization as a postcolonial/Muslim writer; the veiling debate so prevalent in the media at this time; and the relationship between Islam and feminism. 
Claire Chambers:
What are you working on at the moment?

Leila Aboulela:
I’m half-way through a historical novel, Lyrics Alley, which is set in Sudan in the early 1950s. It’s about a tragedy in a particular family, and how the members of the family react to it. The early 1950s was of course the time leading up to independence, so one of the things the novel explores is the relationship between the head of the family, who is an important businessman, and the colonial authorities, the British imperial presence. One of the chapters is set in London, so there’s still a little bit of cross-cultural interaction, even though in this novel I’m moving away from the British multicultural setting I examined in my earlier novels. I was interested in this subject, because my mother is Egyptian, and when Britain invaded Sudan, it was alongside Egypt. The way the Sudan was ruled was an Anglo-Egyptian rule, so I realized that the three things that make up my identity, Sudan, Egypt and Britain, were all coming together. These components made sense historically as well. It wasn’t just me personally, that my mother is Egyptian and my father is Sudanese, and I emigrated to Britain, but in fact this all made sense historically. So this book is inspired by my father’s family and my mother’s life, and it’s got this kind of mix to it.

CC:
What’s it like writing a historical novel? It’s something quite different for you.

LA:
It is very different for me. I had to do a lot of research, although most of the novel is based on things my father has told me, and his friends and generation. It’s easy to get sidetracked with the research – I have to pull myself back and realize I mustn’t put too much research into the novel, and I have to keep the story going, rather than retaining every historical detail. So the work’s been slower, because of the research. It’s also different for me, because I’m writing it from several characters’ points of view, whereas my previous writing has been from only one perspective. The first quarter was difficult, but now I hope it will flow much more easily. There are four main characters, there’s not really one central character. The tragedy happens to a young boy, eighteen years of age, and maybe in a way he is the protagonist. He’s inspired by my father’s cousin, so there’s real life to it as well. That’s also new for me, because I’m writing about somebody who’s real, although I haven’t met him, and although I’m fictionalizing this character.
CC:
The term ‘British Muslim’ is currently a contested term. How would you feel about being referred to as a British Muslim writer?

LA:
Yeah, I mean, I’m OK with it. I feel as though this is the type of question where I should answer, ‘I don’t want to be labelled or tagged as a Muslim writer; I want to be seen just as a writer, ‘ that’s the right answer today, I suppose, and it’s true. But at the same time, when I get appreciated by Muslims themselves, it’s nice, because then it feels that they are saying to me, ‘yes, you are authentic, you are part of the community, you know what you’re talking about, ‘so it’s good to have this recognition, but at the same time it does sort of constrict you. And certainly, in terms of literary circles in the Sudan, they don’t like me having this tag of being a Muslim writer, they think that that’s not an appropriate label to have. So I have mixed feelings about it, but I don’t mind it too much, because I think there’s truth in it, and so I don’t feel very strongly against it.

CC:
Would you prefer greater specificity in descriptions of you as a writer – say, for example, being portrayed as a ‘Scottish Arab writer’?
LA:
I mean, the Scottish description – I moved away from that in a way, with Minaret, and with the novel I’m writing now I’ve departed from it still further. I think the work itself will trigger different adjectives. So yes, I’m happy with The Translator being described as a Scottish novel, because it is set in Scotland, and one of the main characters is Scottish and so on, so that is all fine, but when it comes to Minaret, it’s not really anything to do with Scotland.

CC:
When you were talking before of enjoying being appreciated by Muslim readers, did you hear the description of you as a ‘halal novelist’
? What did you think of that appellation?

LA:
Well, people are appalled by that in Sudan. In Sudan, writers and intellectuals are usually very liberal and left-wing and so on, and people want me to be like that, they want me to be the liberated woman, so they are appalled at this halal writer thing. But when this was written in The Muslim News, it was written meaning that ‘she’s authentic, she’s one of us’; it was meant in a nice way, so I take it as a compliment. 
CC:
In Minaret, Najwa is from a secular family, and she parties and wears short skirts, and is quite Westernized in many ways, and it’s only later when she comes to Britain that she becomes religious. I wondered when I was reading the novel if there’s anything of that in your own background, if you were brought up in a secular way?

LA:
Yeah, but I exaggerated it a lot in Minaret. In Minaret I made it very dramatic: Najwa was highly secular and then she became very religious, whereas in my own life it was more in the middle. But yes, I mean, I started to wear the hijab [headscarf] when I came to Britain; I didn’t wear it in Sudan. In Sudan, all my friends at university were liberal and left-leaning and they would have been just shocked if I had started to wear the hijab; they would have talked me out of it in a couple of hours [laughs]. Like Najwa in the novel, I used to look with a kind of admiration at the girls in university who wore the hijab, but it was only when I came to Britain that I felt free, that I wasn’t surrounded by my friends or my family, and I could do what I wanted. And ironically, when I first came, and when I started to wear the hijab in 1987, nobody even understood what it meant. I mean, in London it just had no connotations whatsoever, so it was really a very good time to begin covering my head, without it having any kind of repercussions.
CC:
I’m really interested in you saying that you felt free to wear the hijab, because now it’s often interpreted as a sign of a lack of freedom; certainly that’s how many Westerners perceive it. In contrast, for you, it seems like a symbol of liberty.

LA:
Yes, because I always had this shyness when I was younger, I grew up feeling a little bit bashful. I didn’t like it if men looked at me or complimented me, I would immediately withdraw. Wearing the hijab sorted this out, because men didn’t pay me the same kind of attention that they paid me before I wore the hijab.

CC:
Yes, you get a sense of that in Minaret: when Najwa walks past building sites she feels that she gets looks, people are always examining her figure as well, and she’s very conscious of her weight going up and down. Then she assumes the hijab and seems to be liberated from all that.
LA:
Actually, there’s a word I use that seems to have been misinterpreted, because there’s a moment in the novel where Najwa says that she becomes ‘invisible’ when she wears the hijab, and men don’t look at her any more. I think people read it as being invisible in a very negative way. However, I meant it in an entirely positive way, that she was no longer having to put up with the way men were looking at her, and all that. I don’t know, afterwards I wondered whether I should have used the word ‘invisible’.
CC:
There are several words in the text that are quite ambivalent, but that provides a richness as well. At another point in the novel, Najwa describes the hijab as a ‘uniform’,
 which is another word that could be read in both a positive and negative light. 
LA:
The hijab does in a way feel very much to me like a uniform. I’m always struck if I meet a Muslim woman for the first time who wears the hijab; usually I’ll first meet her outside, wearing the hijab, then after a while, as I get to know her better, maybe I’ll meet her in her own home without the hijab, and I realize, ‘Oh, this is the real her’. I don’t really know her properly unless I see her without the hijab, that’s how I feel. So it is a kind of uniform, it does put a distance between you and other people, I think. Something is hidden. 
CC:
What did you think of the debate that emerged when a member of the UK parliament, Jack Straw, said that if a female constituent came to see him in his surgery wearing the niqab, or face-covering, he would ask her to remove it?

LA:
Well, I understand how he feels, yes, that talking to someone with the face covered is awkward. I feel the same way, that when I speak to another lady, especially if I don’t know her at all, and her face is not visible, there is a kind of awkwardness to it. There is a precedent in Muslim countries of requiring veiled women to show their faces for identification purposes. On a personal level, I wouldn’t dare request that from another lady if she’s decided to cover her face; I don’t feel that I would have the courage to ask her to do that.

CC:
Or the right to ask it, really?

LA:
Or the right, yes, exactly. Well, Jack Straw has the right, of course, because he’s a powerful person, in an official position, and this is going to give him the right. All these political things, it’s all about power, it’s all about who is stronger than whom, who can tell the other person what to do, that’s what happens when things become politicized like that. But yes, I do feel that it is awkward when someone covers her face. I know very few ladies who do that, but I do have one relation by marriage who does, and I find that I prefer visiting her at home, where I can see her face uncovered, rather than meeting her in public or having her come to my house. I feel more comfortable going to her, where I can see her face. 
CC:
Do you think there’s any Qur’anic justification for covering the face?

LA:
From what I understand, from the Islamic point of view, it is a choice: to cover your face or not to cover your face. It’s like a hat for men, wearing a hat or not wearing a hat. But on our holy journey to Mecca, the Hajj, you have to uncover your face, you can’t cover your face when you go on Hajj. In the same way that men on Hajj aren’t allowed to wear a hat, women when they go on Hajj have to cover their head, but aren’t allowed to cover their face. Generally, I think face covering is an optional thing in Islam. 
CC:
To go back to the British Muslim label, I was wondering whether you read any other British Muslim writers.

LA:
Oh, a lot. I mean, there’s Kamila Shamsie, I read all of her novels; Ahdaf Soueif, I’ve read her books as well. But I think that many of these writers prefer to be considered nationally, as a Pakistani writer or an Egyptian writer. I feel an affinity to them, except that maybe in my books the Muslim ingredient is a bit more prominent. I do feel that I’m like them: I’m a Sudanese writer, they’re Pakistani, Egyptian and so on. But for me, instead of having Islam as part of the culture, I’m consciously presenting it as a faith. There are a lot of Muslim writers and they’re writing different sorts of Muslim novels, but maybe in my case this religious element is heightened. Having said that, there are many distinctively Muslim writers at the international level. I admire the work of the French-Algerian Faiza Guène, Afghan-American Khaled Hosseini, Saudi Rajaa AlSanea, Pakistani-American Mohsin Hamid, and Egyptian Alaa Al Aswany.
 They are a younger generation of writers who include Islam in their work much more than their predecessors did.
CC:
Turning to Coloured Lights: in that collection you have stories about abortion (‘Make Your Own Way Home’) and heavy drinking (‘Majed’), and perhaps a somewhat stereotypical portrayal of the pitfalls of British life, although this is more nuanced in ‘The Museum’. I wondered if you could say a bit more about that collection. 
LA:
Well, the drinking is in a story where a father ends up urinating in his son’s cot when very drunk, and it’s shocking but this sort of thing happens. But the character himself is a Muslim, a Sudanese, so it wasn’t a comment about British life, nor was I trying to say that he’d been corrupted by British life. Heavy drinking is very much part of Sudanese culture. There’s a big clash between the ideals of Islam and the drinking in Sudan. It’s illegal, but people still drink. It’s a major issue, because alcohol is a central part of African culture and it’s been there a long time. Every time they try to bring in Islamic laws and try to Islamicize the country, this tradition is the main thing that they hit against, and the restrictions annoy people very much. In other areas, the culture in Sudan is generally conservative, but when it comes to drinking it’s different. It’s a very male thing in Sudan, though. Women don’t drink, it would be shocking for a woman to drink and yet it’s OK for men; there’s a kind of double standard. As for the representations of abortion in ‘Make Your Own Way Home’, I wanted to present it as an inevitable and coldly practical solution to an unwanted pregnancy resulting from pre-marital sex. Nadia’s parents are strict because they want her to follow Egyptian customs and to stay a virgin until she gets married. When she visits Tracy she sees what her parents were trying to protect her from.
CC:
Why did you choose to make the protagonist of your first novel, Sammar, work as a translator?

LA:
I felt that it was important for the theme itself that Sammar’s translating. She’s not only translating Arabic into English, she’s also translating Islam for Rae. She is the agent for his change. She shows him that Islam is relevant for him too and points out that he needs it. She makes Islam attractive by presenting herself as the prize or reward for his conversion. Her insistence (which is immature and egoistical) that if Rae loves her, he will love Islam, makes a strong impact on him.
CC:
You employ two epigraphs in The Translator, from Abu Nuwas and Tayeb Salih. What was your thinking behind their use? 
LA:
Well, I liked them, and I felt they said what I wanted to say better than I could say it myself. Tayeb Salih is an important influence on my writing, especially his story, ‘The Wedding of Zein’. I really like it, I feel that it’s very Sudanese, and it reminds me strongly of Sudan. But his writing wasn’t consciously in my mind when I was writing The Translator. I was surprised after it was published that people saw all these parallels between my novel and his most famous text, Season of Migration to the North.
 For me, Season of Migration is a highly masculine book, largely because of all the violence in it, and in that way, when I was writing, I just couldn’t see the connection. I found the other epigraph to The Translator, from Abu Nuwas, in Adonis’s An Introduction to Arab Poetics.
 In these lines (‘But I say what comes to me/ From my inner thoughts/ Denying my eyes’), Abu Nuwas was talking about his own writing. He goes on to say ‘I begin to compose something/ In a single phrase/ With many meanings,/ Standing in illusion/ So that when I go toward it/ I go blindly,/ As if I am pursuing the beauty of something/ Before me but unclear’. When I started to write The Translator, writing was still new in my life (I had actually only been writing for two years). The process of writing seemed to me a mystery and when I read these lines by Abu Nuwas I felt that they were expressing my own attempts at writing: ‘I go blindly’. The ‘Denying my eyes’ line I interpreted as denying the reality of life as, for example, it is seen by the media and by social scientists and voicing instead my own subjective, inner thoughts and feelings.
CC:
At one point in the novel, Yasmin calls Rae an Orientalist, which makes Sammar quite distressed. To what extent do you see the character as an Orientalist?

LA:
I think that because Rae doesn’t speak Arabic and never studied the language Arabic, he’s not really an Orientalist. An Orientalist would usually study languages and be very much immersed in Arabic and so on. But yes, he has got this academic interest in the Middle East. Middle Eastern culture is not something that he’s ever thought of, personally, for himself, though: it’s mostly been an academic concern for him. I’ve always been fascinated by that, because there’s no equivalent in the Arab or the Muslim world. In the Middle East, there’s nobody who’s an expert on the West or on Christianity, but in the West plenty of people are. You know, universities have Middle East Studies departments and we don’t have that in the Middle East, we don’t have Occidental Studies, for example, it just doesn’t exist. I’ve always been interested in how there are all these Middle East experts, and how they have this kind of distance and authority. I’ve wanted to challenge them and shake them and say, you know, does this only go as far as being an expert, or can this be something more personal in your life, as in the case of embracing Islam?

CC:
What about in Edward Said’s sense, of an Orientalist being someone who stereotypes the East and someone who’s quite coercive in their knowledge practices?

LA:
No, I don’t see Rae like that, not at all. No, I think then he would be one of the good guys [laughs].
CC:
There are quite a few references in The Translator  to sharia or Islamic law, as when the mourning period for a widow is described as being kinder under the sharia than in secular society. Sharia is of course a concept much misunderstood in the West, so could you explain a bit more about your thinking on sharia?
LA:
Well, one of the misconceptions is the idea that sharia is a law enforced by the government or by an authority. In fact, for a Muslim, sharia is something personal as well, something you would follow yourself. It doesn’t need anyone else to implement it. It also covers personal affairs; I mean, there’s a blurring between personal and public affairs. So I wanted to show that from the point of view of Sammar, a devout and practising Muslim, following the sharia for the period of mourning – which is four months and ten days, a very specific period laid down by the sharia – she would see it as a very positive thing. It’s not something that society’s forcing on her; it’s something that she herself believes in. This point is very important in all of my writing: Islam isn’t just part of the culture in my fiction, it’s not a social norm or something like that, it’s to do with the individual and their faith and their own belief and what they want to do. I think that this has been central to my writing, and maybe this is what makes my writing different from that of other writers, who see the sharia solely as part of society and part of culture, rather than belonging to the individual herself. It’s highlighted in my work, because my characters are largely based in Britain, which is not a Muslim country, and yet they as individuals want to practise Islam.
CC:
Both your novels to date broadly fit into the genre of romance fiction, but there’s a twist at the end of Minaret, at least. What were you trying to do with romance fiction as a form?
LA:
I chose romance fiction because that’s what I like to read and I felt comfortable with that form. Most of the novels that influenced me are from this genre; Jean Rhys’s Voyage in the Dark
 was an influence on Minaret and Jane Eyre had a great impact on The Translator. Romance is the background that I came from. I saw The Translator as being a Muslim Jane Eyre. The problem in Jane Eyre is that Mr Rochester can’t marry both Bertha and Jane at the same time. As a Muslim I was reading it, and from an Islamic point of view there is no problem. I mean, he can be married to both women at the same time. But even though I realized that, I still got caught up in the story and I could still see things from Jane’s perspective. When I wrote The Translator, then, I presented a specifically Muslim dilemma, that she can’t marry Rae unless he converts. I was hoping that the reader, even though the reader is not a Muslim, would still get caught up in Sammar’s dilemma, just as I had been engrossed by Jane’s predicament. I see Jane Eyre as being a very Christian book, a very religious book, in that the conflict is specific to Christianity: he can’t marry two women at the same time. At the end of the novel, he converts after he becomes blind, and there are pages and pages of him talking about God and faith and so on.
CC:
And similarly Rae gets ill at the end of The Translator, so like Mr Rochester he’s emasculated. Are there any other romance fiction influences on your writing?

LA:
Um, Du Maurier’s Rebecca, but that of course doesn’t have the spirituality; it’s quite a secular book.
 I like the voice of the heroine, this girl who’s young and inexperienced. I can relate to that, the pre-feminist woman character. The same with the characters of Jean Rhys, whose writing I love. I can relate to this stage in feminism, where the heroine is quite dependent on men, to some extent helpless and so on. I find it easier to connect with them than with contemporary heroines. I do read some contemporary romance fiction, but I find it hard to engage with. I’ve even read some ‘chick lit’, I tried reading Bridget Jones’s Diary,
 but I found it hard to relate to this attitude to romance. 
CC:
Coming back to a comment you made earlier, when you were talking about Jane Eyre, you stated that the reader of The Translator isn’t a Muslim but nonetheless he or she can relate to this Muslim dilemma. Do you see your readership as mostly Western, then?

LA:
Well, yes, in terms of numbers. My books are published here and they are marketed for the general reader, so if I count most of the people who read me, they are Western and non-Muslim. But the warmest response comes from Muslims, and over the years I’m increasingly getting the best reception from young, second-generation Muslims who grew up in the West. I just spoke to a girl from the University of California at Los Angeles, and she’s part of a Muslim girls’ book group which wanted to talk to me after reading Minaret, and they responded very warmly to my writing. Even though I started out writing for a Western audience, the word ‘Western’ seems to have changed over the years. There are now a lot of young Muslims who have grown up in the West, and many of them are very interested in my writing.
CC:
You said that this reader belonged to a women’s group as well – do you feel you’re writing for a female audience?

LA:
Yes, I think so. I mean, I’m not writing specifically for women. When writing Minaret, I was very conscious that it was a kind of Muslim feminist novel, and girly or womanly as well, I was aware of that. But The Translator, no, I wanted men to read it.

CC:
What’s your attitude towards feminism?

LA:
When I was writing Minaret, I was thinking it would be a Muslim feminist novel. The female protagonist is disappointed in the men in her life: her father disappoints her, then her brother lets her down, she becomes very disillusioned with her boyfriend Anwar, and even Tamer – who is represented sympathetically because he’s religious like her – even he disappoints her because of his immaturity. At the end, she relies on God and on her faith. That’s how my logic went. And I thought that if this were a secular feminist novel, then at the end she would rely on her career and maybe her friends after her disappointment with men. In Minaret, on the other hand, I wanted it to be that at the end she’s relying on her faith rather than a career. 
CC:
When you talk about a Muslim feminist novel, are there any Muslim feminist theorists that have influenced your thinking; anyone that’s articulated an idea of Islamic feminism?

LA:
Well, there’s Fatima Mernissi, she’s written an interesting book called Women and Islam, and of course I also know Leila Ahmed’s work, but I’m not much of a reader of high theory, to be honest.
 Instead, I was influenced greatly in my teens by two biographies I read in Arabic, The Wives of Prophet Muhammad and The Daughters of the Prophet, by the Egyptian academic Aisha Abdelrahman who wrote under the pseudonym Bint Al-Shati (which means ‘Daughter of the River Bank’). These books detailed the lives of the women who shared their life with the Prophet Muhammad. They also focused on the domestic life of the Prophet and his role as a husband and father. I think the book on the Prophet’s wives is available in English translation.

CC:
In Minaret there’s a lot of emphasis on different concepts of freedom in the Western and Muslim worlds. After her brother’s imprisoned and her mother dies, Najwa comments ‘this empty space was called freedom’.
 Could you say a bit more about different concepts of freedom in the West and in the Islamic world?

LA:
I think this is really Najwa’s frustration with herself. Instead of making her do something, she’s not doing anything with this freedom and it just feels like an emptiness. I have this feeling that, especially for young people in the West, freedom of choice just becomes a kind of confusion. They have a lot of choices, but it doesn’t necessarily mean that they are making the right choices. Freedom then can be a negative thing, rather than a galvanizing force.
CC:
Finally, Islamism is notably missing from Minaret. Tamer’s beard and dress mean people look at him suspiciously, but he and Najwa aren’t interested in politics. 9/11 is never mentioned, although Najwa is on the receiving end of Islamophobic behaviour. In Regent’s Park mosque, London’s most prestigious Muslim place of worship, there’s not really any extremism in your depiction. Is it your experience that extremism isn’t terribly prevalent?

LA:
No, I just wanted to highlight the non-political part of the religion. I wasn’t saying that extremism doesn’t exist, but showing other aspects of Islam and demonstrating that many Muslims aren’t interested in politics, and not interested in extremism. That was my concern. There is extremism, but I wanted to explore the lives of Muslims who aren’t passionate about politics. I wanted to write about faith itself and how spiritual development is a need which is as valid and as urgent as love and career. I wanted to write about the average, devout Muslim and the dilemmas and challenges he or she faces.
CC:
Leila Aboulela, thank you.
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