
Ruqaya Izzidien’s novel presents the literary critic with many challenges. Is it a story about the 
lost friendships between a Jew, Muslim and Christian in the Ottoman province of Baghdad? Is 
it a novel about Iraq’s formation? Is it narrative about a Welshman’s animosity toward imperial 
England? Is it about Wales’ desire for independence? And what do Wales and Iraq have to 
do with each other anyway? Set between Wales and Baghdad during and after World War I, 
The Watermelon Boys (2018) is, I contend, about all these things; and, as if my work wasn’t 
challenging enough, it is about all these things all at once. Izzidien expertly weaves together 
two seemingly tangentially related plotlines to highlight the embeddedness of Wales to the 
formation of modern Iraq. The novel explores not just the rise of sectarian rivalry within the 
context of nation-state formation, but also what diaspora fiction can offer literary studies’ 
implicit relationship with the idea of nation. The Watermelon Boys highlights that the idea of 
“national literatures” is not sufficient when dealing with what I loosely call diaspora writing. It 
urges us to recognise that nations are narrated from a transnational space, drawing together 
unlikely places like Wales and Iraq in the early 20th century.

Jumana Bayeh is Associate Professor at Macquarie University. She is the author of The 
Literature of the Lebanese Diaspora (2015) and a co-editor of the recent Writing the Global 
Riot (2023). She has published extensively on Arab diaspora fiction, the relationship between 
diaspora and world literature and the impact of diaspora on democracy. She is currently working 
an ARC-funded project that examines the Arab diaspora novel from Australia, North America 
and the UK. In 2022-2023, she was a fellow at the Collégium de Lyon in France.
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CAIS Public Lecture Series  

COEXISTENCE, SECTARIANISM, 
NATION: IRAQ & WALES IN RUQAYA 
IZZIDIEN’S THE WATERMELON BOYS

Details 
1:00-2:00 pm Thursday 25th July 2024 
CAIS Lecture Theatre and Zoom Meeting
Registration: via Humanitix

Associate Professor Jumana Bayeh, Macquarie University

Contact 
Centre for Arab and Islamic Studies 
E—cais@anu.edu.au
P — (02) 6125 8029
W—cais.cass.anu.edu.au/events

https://events.humanitix.com/cais-virtual-public-lecture-series-or-a-comparative-perspective-to-iran-s-security-assistance
https://events.humanitix.com/cais-public-lecture-series-or-coexistence-sectrianism-nation-iraq-and-wales-in-ruqaya-izzidien-s-the-watermelon-boys

