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Cathy Xu (she/her): The date of the interview is April 20, 2021, and the interviewer is Cathy Xu
(she/her/hers). And the interviewee is Dr. Sarah Waheed (she/her/hers). And do you consent to
audio recording that will eventually be available on a public website?

Sarah Waheed (she/her): I consent.

CX: Okay perfect. I don't know if you want to just continue with the thought that you were
having, or I could start with the question that I usually ask people first.

History, Fantasy, and Speculative Fiction

SW: Well, why don't I tell you what the original—I think I can repeat what I said earlier, about
how I enjoy reading historical fantasy, even as I am a historian by profession. I think that history
offers so much to us, because, as I was saying, history enables me to time travel, and you can
travel across space and time within history when you follow the paths of the past and the
lineages of the present. I've believed, and I continue to believe for a long time, that some of the
most—amongst us, the best historians are those who are able to pull back the curtain of that
famous armoire in C.S. Lewis's novel, The Lion the Witch and the Wardrobe, and show us that
there's much more to what meets the eye.

That’s not to say that as a professional historian, I can just make things up and fantasize.
Because, as a sort of discipline in terms of its disciplinary rigor, history is both, in a sense, sits at
the nexus of both craft and science. As professional historians, we require evidence to prove our
claims. On the other hand, we are also responsible for craft, because history is storytelling, and
storytelling is a quintessentially human inclination. And I felt for some time now, with my
proclivities as a professional historian, that the craft of storytelling has been subdued by the
analytical rigor and excitement around sources and putting those together and making claims. So
there's sort of two sides to me in this sense: one is the very scholarly side that's very extremely
interested in reading these sources and what they might tell us about the past and how they
might enliven our conversations about the present—and I'm talking about both the distant past,
as well as the more recent past. On the other hand, I also feel I have reached my limits to some
extent.

With academic history writing, I really very much enjoy it, and I continue to do academic
historical work, but I also recognize its limits. And here's where I get into the creative side, and
have been thinking a lot for some time now about creativity and the sort of magic and power of
storytelling and how we can tell stories that attract larger audiences beyond just our immediate
small scholarly circles, and for me creativity is an avenue for that. It's an avenue for all kinds of
invitations to have all kinds of discussions and things, so maybe I should tell you that, you
know, perhaps this is where I can say something a little bit about what really made me sort of
get intrigued. For a long time now—for the past few years, not a long time—I mean for a very
long time, I loved reading historical fantasy, science fiction. I loved reading these. I loved doing
worldbuilding. I loved that when I was a kid. I loved disappearing with my friends into these
imaginary realms. And even when I approached my teenage years and even later, I loved reading
about all kinds of imaginary worlds. An avid novel—reading novels I mean, everything from
Asimov to Octavia Butler to more recently, N.K. Jemisin. I'm just very intrigued, and I love
these worlds. What does speculative fiction have to say, but also how do you do that? How do
you write that? What's the craft of that, right?
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Coming across Chand Bibi Sultan: homespaces, dreaming, possibility of stories from
pre-modern and pre-colonial pasts still living within us, carrying generational stories in
our psyche, jinn

SW: So, I'Il tell you a story about that. So, a few years ago, I went to Hyderabad, which is a city
of my family origins. And I’ve been visiting there, and I’ve lived there at various points and was
following through these narrow alleyways in this old city, which is the historical core of the city.
It was established in the 16th century, and there are these beautiful monuments, which are now
quite dilapidated in this part of the city. I went to this old bookstore, and a book sort of almost
came to me by fate. And this is the book [shows book]. It’s in Urdu, and it's about a queen from
the 16th century named Chand Bibi Sultan. Sultan is the masculine way of saying it; Sultana is
the queen, right. But there's a very sort of interesting kind of history there. And so, I took the
book, and I said I’ve heard of her before. Somebody told me stories, either my grandmother
must have told me some stories or something was lying around, maybe a comic book was
where—I know that I learned about this from home. I did not learn about it in school. I learned
about it in what bell hooks calls ‘homespace,’ which is in a sense an epistemic space pregnant
with all kinds of possibility of recovery and renewal. I was very intrigued, but when I brought it
back with me to the U.S., I didn't open it or read it right away. In fact, I put it away in a drawer.
And I just forgot about it, because I got ready to resume my life back in Davidson, as I was
preparing for my classes.

And about nine months later, some interesting—I mean, there's a whole series of interesting
events and uncanny coincidences that I'm writing about in terms of my discovery and encounter
with this 16th century Queen. I bought this. I was thinking to myself at night—I couldn't go to
sleep, and I thought I would just write down some notes, and I was sort of fantasizing,
imagining. Oh, what should I imagine? I fantasized about this Queen on a horse and all of these
things, and it just really took on a life of its own. I started journaling about it. And the next
morning, I decided to write it down as a story for my nephew. So, I had written it all out in my
journal, and it was in very—I had sort of, in a sense, what you could call visions, like your
imagination carries and begins to take on a life of its own. And I began to write everything. I
mean I described in just sheer detail. And so, I decided I want to write this down as a children's
story for my nephew. So, I began to look for my fancy Parker pen, and I was shuffling through
all the drawers and everything, looking for the pen, and what should appear, but this book I had
completely forgotten about, nine months before, which I’d never opened.

I decided I was going to open this book because of the cover itself. I saw the cover, and I had,
you know, nine months later, who knows how the mind works, or maybe she called to me in
some way? I do feel there's some connection between she and I, given all the other coincidences
that have happened in the past several, past two years, but especially the past year and a half. I
started reading about her. And every detail that was mentioned inside of this—it's a play
actually. It’s a play written by a man, who claims that his daughter helped him write it, but he
never gives his daughter the credit. I mean he doesn't tell us her name. And everything in the
play is like everything I wrote in my journal, like the details—the color of the falcon, the
spotted, dappled color of her horse, the way she was holding her reins, who she encountered,
and the lakes around her, and the description of sites, historical monuments and all kinds of
things just—it was uncanny. And I had never opened the book. And I know people might say,
well, it seeps into your unconscious, but I think something else is going on. And I'm going to be
quite provocative here. I think that there are ways in which—particularly, there's a very strong
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tradition in the Islamic tradition of dreaming. And I was remembering, I spoke to a friend of
mine, a very dear friend of mine named Samia Khatun, who writes about Muslim women's
dreaming. And she kind of has—she has very powerful dreams of her own. And you know, I
was thinking: what is this, what is going on, is there something about pre-modern, pre-colonial
pasts that still live within us? Is it possible that we carry certain stories and legends that passed
down through generations? We don't quite remember how they were passed down, but they do
preoccupy our psyche.

So, all of this brought me into two projects, one about this history of this Queen, and she’s from
southern India and the Deccan region, and I’m writing a kind of much more academic and
scholarly-oriented work about her. But another project is much more creative and explores
actually all kinds of fantasy worlds, involving tunnels and connections and maps, and I started
really getting into this, especially for the past two summers. Strange and uncanny things that
began to happen, which I no longer took as strange after a while, because they were so magical,
and they brought for me—they really enlivened me and shaped and have continued to shape
who I am. And so I have always been, of course, someone who has been drawn to stories about
jinn. Which, in the again, Muslim tradition, Islamic tradition, are these creatures who are beings.
They are beings. They can take various kinds of shapes and forms. They live very, very long
lives, much like in the Western culture, you have vampires. They can live over centuries.
Created by God, but exist in their own parallel universes, and they occasionally encounter our
own realities. And, of course, growing up, women in South Asia, particularly in Muslim South
Asia, talk a lot about—there’s a particular kind of way in which jinns are involved. So I'm
writing a separate project, a rather more creatively oriented thing, about jinns and tunnels and
what's going on, and the adventures that someone goes on and the discoveries, and the
interesting and fascinating ways in which she encounters all kinds of things. And it's all routed
through maps. I use the map of the 16th century city of Hyderabad as my storyboard and
support.

CX: Yeah that's all so fascinating. Wow. That's so cool. I don't even know what to—there’s so
much going on. I don’t even know what to ask next. I guess, earlier, you were talking about how
the past informs the present, and so I was wondering if you could talk more about this
connection between the past, present, and future, and how they might be much more fluid than
we think between each other, and how maybe that even is embodied in the work that you're
creating.

Astrology and prediction

SW: Yeah I mean, I’ve long been fascinated also with—when I was younger of course, I was
fascinated by astrology. But I was interested in astrology from a much more sort of simplistic
perspective, perhaps. You know, when you look up, “Oh, I have a crush on someone. What's
their sun sign,” that kind of thing. But in the past year, two years, and especially during COVID,
I began to take an astrology course. And I began to be fascinated because Chand Bibi, this
queen, she marries into the Kingdom of the Adil Shahi. And the Adil Shahi dynasty, one of the
texts they produce is this astrological manuscript. It’s basically a book of astrology and also
possibly even divination, but really a book of astrology. And it's called the Science of the Stars.
It's a Persian text, and there were many other similar kinds of texts circulating around this time
and earlier in the Persianate world, and I've just been increasingly drawn. What is interesting
about astrology—what would it mean to take the framework seriously? So, on the one hand, as a
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historian to see in it a particular moment of its production—who created this, who wrote this,
what were they trying to achieve. So, these are the questions that historians ask about those
kinds of texts. But as I've gotten increasingly interested in the occult, I thought: What would it
mean to actually lay claims to, or stake belief, in the possibilities of what could happen? If you
took it seriously and thought, “Okay, this could happen or maybe this could happen,” the
predictive qualities of it. How do people make sense of this? Or, how is it related to self
exploration and relationships more broadly? I mean, the stars, the stars are really something that
goes back to the earliest sense of human consciousness. We look to the stars. We weren't staring
at our phones, these screens that have taken over in a sense. But for many, many centuries, we
looked to the stars.

How communities can be predictive; learning from the imaginations, stories, and
dreamscapes of the most marginalized/Third World communities

And so, I've become increasingly fascinated by what potential the history of—like I want to
teach a course eventually called, “A History of Telling the Future.” And we could read
everything from 16th century astrological texts to post-enlightenment European scientific texts
to the post colonial period, and thinking about speculative fiction written by feminists of color
and queer feminists of color. I mean so, what would it mean to teach about the history or learn
about the history of telling the future? And what does it mean when we say “Oh, this was so
prescient,” and does it really mean that, actually, the moment has passed, and that's why the
novelist is writing the way she can, and she's just able. You know when I read—re-reading
Octavia Butler’s work, and I’m thinking “Gosh, it’s like she knew what was going to happen.”
It's just so uncanny. And yet, is it just that the moment has already passed, and we think that it's
predictive? Or are some communities much more tapped into certain kinds of realities that
others aren't as a result of perhaps, marginalization, or their positionality, or where they are and
what they can understand and grasp?

Have you heard that expression, “the canary in the coal mine?” It’s sort of a sense that when
there's a warning, if the coal mine—you know, sometimes these mines would collapse, and
workers would be trapped inside. And so, this expression comes from the sense that the canary
is flying out, that it's because it's flying out, or it's somehow trapped, you know something bad's
going to happen. It's predictive. It’s kind of a red flag. Are there spaces in which, in our
communities of marginalization, who have already experienced all kinds of apocalypses? And
so, there's all kinds of ways we can think about this.

And I think that there's all kinds of ways we can tell histories. They don't have to necessarily be
historical. I’ve thought a lot about this, right. They don't have to necessarily be fossilized, dead
ways of reading texts that are not alive in the present and have and are capable of making
meaning in the present. And what does it mean to sort of think about the writing of history past a
very objectivist, linear progression of events, and more dwelling on telling the story? And how
can we be better historians by not just doing the analytical rigor of evidentiary data, but telling
the story in much more, perhaps even imaginative ways? To bring in, to enliven what is assumed
to be constantly dead, even though the legacies of that live on into the present.

CX: Yeah that's such a cool way to think about how communities can—yeah, what you were
saying about how communities can be predictive. I’ve never thought about that before. I’m
wondering if you have more to add specifically about that.
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SW: Well, maybe if I gave an example. I was reading about. I started reading—I don't like all of
Octavia Butler’s novels. I thought Kindred was really amazing, and then there's some others, but
I read N.K. Jemisin more recently as well. But I was thinking of these two writers, in particular.
I mean there's a relationship of them, and Jemisin talks about this. But I was re-reading Parable
of the Sower and Parable of the Talents. And these novels which she wrote in the late 90s, mid
to late 90s, are set in a kind of post-apocalyptic California, Los Angeles. In fact, I think, where
everything has fallen apart. There's extreme climate change. There's fires. There's poverty.
There's mass chaos. There's all kinds of civil war. And so, at the center of her novel is a young
woman, who through these experiences of loss and losing her family and all kinds of things, she
ends up as a refugee, banding together with fellow travelers, escaping the horrors, and then
trying to find a place where they'll eventually kind of have some safety and respite. And at the
center of it, of course, is the religion that she creates, and it's called Earthseed, and it's really the
imaginative at play here, of what it means to kind of conceive of a new world out of the ashes of
the old. And of course, this is a Black woman.

And Octavia Butler is writing at a time when, mid to late 90s, so a lot of things have already
happened. Those who are living in the brutal force of climate change. I mean when people say
“Oh, climate change will do this,” it's already happening to many communities. They are
already living through the hellscapes of climate change and many are also figuring out creative
strategies to survive it, and also not, having to separate the brutalities of the state and empire and
nation, national governments suppressing them and pushing them even further into precarious
lives. And I’m thinking here of everyone from, say, fisherfolk on the coasts of Karachi to
farmers. I mean I'm just thinking of all of those living in the Global South living lives of
poverty. Because, of course, we see aspects of the Third World in the First World too, right. I
mean there's communities here in very precarious and increasingly precarious conditions. So, I
guess, I wonder what it would mean to take their stories seriously, the stories that they tell. What
kinds of imaginations are they putting forward? What can be learned from them? Not in how
can we learn to help them, but what can we actually learn from them? I mean, I think the urge to
help, as in sort of this older concept of humanitarian saviorism, is one that has colonialist
linkages. That doesn't mean we shouldn't help people. It's not at all what I’m trying to suggest
here, but what would it mean to take these lives, worlds, religious beliefs, cultural traditions, and
so on and so forth seriously on their own terms by those producing them at the most extreme
margins of society, rather than thinking that formal education has all the answers, and we are
going to solve all the problems, just because we've been formally educated? Why is it that we
take on the onus of, you know, “They have to be reformed into our enlightened, our way of life,
our bourgeois aspirations.” So, I'm curious. I wonder what it would mean to actually think more
seriously about the imaginations at play that come out of the most marginalized communities.
What are those dreamscapes like, and what would they entail?

I’m also thinking of this incredible science fiction film, a short, that was made a few years ago
called “In the Future, They Ate from the Finest Porcelain,” which is a Palestinian science fiction
meditation on memory, loss, archives, history, and politics. Again, Palestine being very much,
these places that are very much either in the condition of apartheid and colonial settler-state
condition and other places where there's intense precarity. So, what would it mean to look there
and see how those worlds are being imagined or how these imaginations are coming out of
them, the artistic, creative imagination that’s coming out of those worlds?
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Dr. Waheed’s creative work: using maps and images and myths to create stories and
fantasies, weaving the supernatural with the historical

CX: Thank you so much. I'm curious towards what you mentioned, that you've been working on
projects yourself and I know you said that one of them, or both of them stem from the story
about this queen. But I'm also wondering what are the worlds that you're imagining and how
maybe you could even talk about the influences, other influences in the things that you're trying
to address.

SW: Well, I can show you. I can show you a storyboard that I got started on making back in the
summer, when I got excited about some of this more creative work I was doing with regards to a
novel. Or, I don't even know what it is really anymore, but it's taking on a life of its own, and I'm
okay with that. And that doesn't matter, I don't see the end point yet, I'm just playing around
really. And I started using maps, both Google Maps as well as other kinds of maps, to trace
certain kinds of pathways between the old city—the 16th century old ruins of the city ranging
from sufi shrines to the old monuments and linking up to what they look like now, what the built
environment over them looks like now. And kind of wondering, well, what would it mean if
there were some—because these are cities that actually have stories about mosques that are
haunted by jinns and so on and so forth. So I thought, what would it mean to create underground
tunnels? And this is some of the world building I was doing, drawing from actual textual sources
from both the 16th and 17th century, like those astrological texts, I was talking about earlier, as
well as 19th century images. I don't know if you can see this [shows storyboard]. This is of an
image in a mine actually. And it's supposedly in the Golconda mine in the Deccan, which is
where my family is from in this region. And Golconda Fort and Golconda Mine have stories and
legends. In fact, the biggest diamond of the world, the Kohinoor diamonds were supposedly
found in Golconda. This was the site of massive diamond mining. So what would it mean for a
character of supernatural abilities to bend time and space and move through underground
tunnels connecting the city, both through its past and its present? And using images, really
beautiful, phenomenal images. I took some of these images from these texts. I don’t know if you
can see them. I’ll bring them out and show you. There are figures combining Hindu and
Islamic—from the sort of Hindu Pantheon, but also from the Greco-Roman inspired astrological
treatises—and looking at say a figure like Zohra or Zehra who was Venus, but has also meaning
in the Shia tradition, but then gets used and played around with in these Hindu texts which
combine Hindu mythology with that, and what it means to take something like that. Here you
have an image of Venus from the Nujum-ul-Ulum. She's here on this interesting palanquin with
these multiple arms and having these turtles lead her the way forward. Now these, of course,
have meanings within the sites of the production in which they were created. But they also, for
me, elicit all kinds of thoughts and questions about imagery and what we can do with all these
kinds of fascinating imagery. And what would it mean to explore these worlds.

CX: That's so amazing. That's so cool. I’m wondering how you mentioned connecting the past
and present through these tunnels through time and space. I'm wondering if you can give an—I
don't know if maybe you don't want to share publicly your project, but I’m wondering if there
are any examples that you could share of how you connect these two seemingly distinct spaces
together into talking about what futures we could be imagining.

Dr. Waheed’s worldbuilding: doppelgängers, Qareen, shadow-self, fantasy city, feminist
and gender non-conforming utopias
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SW: Yeah. One example, I suppose: I have this book. I'm not sure if it's with me right now. This
is one of the books that I was using also, Scent upon a Southern Breeze, and these images I’ve
been using or looking at a lot are from Deccani paintings from the 15th and 16th centuries. And,
as I was sort of—there's another book which I can't see in front of me right now, but I put it
away. I found it in my parent’s basement. It's an old book from the 1950s by an artist who was
also an archaeologist. He did this beautiful—because he was a good artist, he began to draw the
facades of many old and dilapidated buildings, which all amazing, incredible filigree work for
instance, or the engravings on the side of these old buildings, and so on and so forth. He also has
a map of the city in there.

I'm giving the story, because something interesting happened. As I began to point out places on
that old map with my own personal experiences in the present, I began to encounter several
kinds of coincidences. And I thought: What would it mean if in this storyboarding world,
doppelgängers—like your twin, kind of someone who has a magical twin of some kind, like a
jinn twin, like a shadow self, in a sense—who you encounter existed? And so, in the novel, at
some point, the character enters into this tunnel and ends up in a kind of parallel version of the
city, which in some ways has these utopian, magical possibilities that the city above does not,
drawing from these older medieval kinds of imagery. And so I said, “Oh, I can do all these
things about doppelgängers.” So, I began to write about each of these figures having a historical
doppelgänger, right, someone from history, who had in a sense followed them there, and “Oh,
okay. She's this famous queen’s doppelganger,” right? And I began to get very fascinated by this
as a way, as a means inside an imaginary world.

And then, I started looking it up, and I was like: Is there that sort of sense in the Islamic tradition
of these—Because the occult is something that's very much at the margins, perhaps, or perhaps
even considered heterodox within the Islamic imagination. I'm still exploring this, so I can't say
for sure, but there's all kinds of ways this operates. But I thought, “Oh, what is this”—I found
out that there's a word in the Islamic scriptural texts referred to as Qareen, which is a kind of
jinn who is your double. Now, I don't know if you've heard—you know, you have this idea of an
angel on one side and a devil on one side of your shoulder telling you good and bad things to do.
Well, this Qareen figure is someone you're supposed to control. They’re your shadow self, so
they might lead you astray, but you're supposed to control Qareen. And Qareen comes from
Qarn, which means horns, which is why I think perhaps because of its association—I don't
know for sure—with some evil, devilish horns, became associated with evil in some sense, but
not always.

So I was fascinated by this doppelgänger idea of a double or a shadow self that follows you
through time and to which you have some kind of intimate connection. And it just so happens,
the author of that book through which I found the maps, where I followed them through these
imaginary realms, I looked up his name and his name actually means Qarni, which is from
Qareen, the arabic word for this shadow self. So these kinds of things began to happen, and I
thought I would explore them in a much more creative and open-ended way.

CX: That's so cool, wow. Exactly like what you were saying earlier, that a lot of coincidences
just started happening. So, if my understanding is correct, so you have a shadow doppelgänger
self, who is more rooted in, who is rooted in the past and tradition, but then, the combination of
you and this doppelgänger creates an utopia city. That’s so cool.
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SW: And it’s largely made up of women, and all kinds of, you could say, not heteronormative
figures at the center of this. One might see—there's a figure in the story that's also transgender.
There's a figure in the story who's also—those who would be considered typically at the margins
of our society are actually occupying the center at the nodes of kind of a utopian world together
with this woman, who ends up finding her doppelgänger through space and time and in search of
this queen and all the things that happen along the way in this underground city, which somehow
has a magic of its own.

CX: I can't wait to read this one.

SW: Oh, I think it’ll be quite some time, Cathy [laughs].

CX: [Laughs]. That’s completely fine. I will be waiting.

SW: [Laughs]. It will be quite some time. I only got started. I think this is a lifetime journey, and
I don't know where it leads. It might not lead to an end, as we think of a novel. It might lead
another way, in another direction, and I'm willing to leave it open ended for now.

CX: Amazing. I’m also wondering—I’m curious as to what other aspects there are to this utopia.
What have you imagined is included in this utopia?

SW: Oh well, I suppose doors and portals that lead to shared spaces, in which people are
communicating across wide swaths of difference. I mean, you know, if you encounter someone
with fifteen arms, what happens when that encounter takes place? So part of utopia is: How do
we manage encountering that which is just so different from ourselves? And also, overcoming
grave kinds of traumas into worlds that are full of joy and harmony. And so all these things are
happening while there's an adventure, and there's a problem. There always has to be a problem.
Even when you're making an utopian world, there's some problem that you're trying to solve,
right. So there's that too, but yeah. So, a lot of these spaces are very centered around gender
non-conforming, feminist, women spaces and portals to them that you can only enter through
certain means and through certain kinds of skills of how to encounter wide swathes of difference
without losing on the one hand, your sense of…what does it mean to live in a world that
harbors—I mean, we live in a world that harbor so much hate and resentment and all these kinds
of things. But what would it mean to kind of rise above that, in a certain kind of way, and to
dream new worlds, where you can sort of draw from existing indigenous traditions or traditions
of your past of your ancestors and create utopias out of them?

The zenana as a space of possibilities

CX: And do you have any examples of, for example, some spaces and what would be necessary
for you to be able to access those spaces?

SW: Yeah, I'm thinking specifically of this space, known as the zenana, which is a word in
Persian from the word zen, which means woman. And the zenana, in Persian Islamic cultures in
northern India but elsewhere as well, was the area of the home that was for women in cultures
and societies and particularly moments of where women were secluded, particularly, especially
elite women who experienced seclusion, you could say. What you might hear about is the harem
that takes on a very Orientalist—there's a whole literature that's a very Oriental literature of the
harem. The Europeans saw the harem as this place of sexual promiscuity, hidden pleasures, and
delights, that all these women were there to please the Sultan. But, of course, the zenana was a
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very complicated space, with its own matriarchal and all kinds of layers of women occupying
different roles, as well as breaking different kinds of taboos with one another. And what does
that inside space look like? The andar, the inside, what you say in Hindu, Urudu, andar. So, the
zenana is the space of what you might call homosociality, a women’s space. The zenanas of the
Mughal Courts, for example—again, going back to medieval and early modern India, were
constituted of several kinds of different women—everyone from noble ladies who are educated,
patrons of the arts to women who were midwives—and all kinds of knowledge that were
existing, but nobody calls them—nobody says, “Oh, that was a physician,” you know what I
mean? We read these now in a very different way, but what was this world really made up of?
And it's very hard to know. I mean, in some ways it's difficult to know. In some ways, we have
to become more creative about our approach to our sources.

So, the zenana for me can be a space of all kinds of possibility, rather than the space that it is
always oftentimes seen as, which is a space of restriction. And I mean, even if you go to the
16th century, the period I'm looking at, this queen and the zenana she was a part of, it was not
just some secluded world where they all live together, hidden away, and just completely in a
prison. This is a space where they were outside a lot. It was what you called a “peripatetic
harem”; this is Ruby Lal’s phrase. She’s a historian of gender relations of this period. There
were women. There were armies and encampments, and they were on the move. Their capitals
were shifting. People were moving around, and the women went with them, and they were
living in these tents. So, what does it mean to be secluded supposedly, as the Orientalist fantasy
would have, but actually these women were outside. I mean, who are they exactly secluded
from? Surely, men of a certain kind of class and position, but not all men and not all the time,
and certainly not from each other and definitely not from the natural world. We are much more
in some ways secluded from the natural world than these women were from their natural, from
the actual natural landscapes—hills and mountains and so on and so forth, right. I mean this is
something I started thinking more about during COVID and during the pandemic really, and I
was at home, feeling the burdens of seclusion. Now, luckily I had, of course, the option to go
hiking in the woods and be outside. And I thought: What about peoples who lived in periods of
time where our world was not determined as the split between nature and us? I mean, there are
still communities and societies all over the world that are still in some way, shape, or
form—there's still some kind of indigenous linkages if you look at certain—very
few—communities, because modernity has very much ravaged—if you look at something like
climate change has really ravaged a lot of these societies and communities. But, we become so
separated from the natural world. But I think that there was a time when we didn't see ourselves,
as humans, so separate from the landscapes that we inhabited. I’m speaking very much in
generalities here, of course, and this is not a formal historical presentation, but an interview
about my creative proclivities and my imagination. So, I’m putting forward all these ideas, but
the zenana in particular—this women's space is a key component to this imagination.

Imagining an “ultimate self”—Sila, rescuing others through magic powers, shapeshifting,
the figure of the phoenix

CX: Yeah, of course. I mean the whole point of the interviews is to talk about anything that you
imagine, which doesn't have to be rooted in anything, really.

So, I was wondering, one of the questions I've been asking everyone is: If given no real world
restrictions, what would be the “ultimate self” or elements of it that you would imagine for
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yourself? And I’m wondering what would you be individually. I’m not sure if you would want
to exist—I know that you’re doing this world building, but that doesn’t necessitate that you
necessarily want to live in this world. So, would you be living in this world, and if so or if not,
what would you be like as your ultimate self?

SW: That is such a difficult question to answer, Cathy, and this can change from moment to
moment, I feel at times. So, I’m not really sure what would be the ultimate—I mean, I definitely
have all kinds of, numerous realms from which one can draw from fantastical selves. I think I
mentioned one of them in the Q&A you sent out: this creature, the Sila, who is both hidden and
apparent in the ways that she can shapeshift, but also quite helpful, generous, and can create
spaces for others from which to rescue, be there in their time of need. These kinds of creatures,
who have this ability to do these magical things. So yeah, that's what I’ve been thinking about
more recently; if I had anything, the power to just create these magical spaces. In a sense, I have
in some ways, through friendships and through close friends of mine and encounters. In a sense,
we kind of have, right. It's not that our fantasies and our realities are as disjointed as one would
imagine them to be, or one is forced into thinking that they are. But yeah, I guess I imagine
myself as some figure like this, who can come and bring people in and elicit from them their
joys and their pleasures in a space that is productive and meaningful—someone who could make
that happen, who can build bridges. I’m thinking of the fantasy bridge, really literally, you throw
a bridge down across the steep mountain that someone can cross over, but what does it mean to
actually do that in life also? That’s I suppose, something I've been thinking about recently.

Or the figure of the phoenix, too, is one that I gravitate towards as well—that figure that rises
out of the ashes and is a really fascinating figure. Of course, the psychoanalyst, Carl Jung, really
gravitated towards thinking about archetypes and what they mean for our consciousness and our
psyche. And I was listening more recently to a few Jungian psychoanalysts talk about
specifically, the figure of the phoenix. Now, of course, the figure of the phoenix is also
almost—not universal, but exists in many different cultures and societies, this bird. It exists in
Japan, it exists in, even, where else does it—several cultures and societies it exists in. I’m also
thinking about a figure like that, and how it's also a figure of transition and can rise out of great
death and is reborn. I mean, that's the magic of the phoenix, that it can be reborn.

CX: I'm curious as to how you imagine yourself, appearance wise—if you would still look like
yourself and then have these elements of either this jinn or the phoenix, or I’m curious about
what would you imagine yourself to look like.

SW: Oh, I would definitely be some kind of winged creature that could fly—that I have thought
about. I think that is something that has occurred to me many times. So yeah, I guess that's all I
could say about that, but definitely someone who has the ability to fly, to take off, and to move
long distances through flight, through these wings. And to hide and take on different kinds of
appearances and appear in many different colors and guises.

CX: I love that, yeah. Do you think that you would still be…I've always been curious, every
time people talk about their appearances. I’m always curious as to whether they would maintain
a similar version to their human form currently, or if they would just, if you would completely
want to be a winged creature. Would you have human consciousness? Would you have a human
body?
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SW: Yeah, I don't know, maybe a winged creature. I don't know. I'd have to think about that. It’d
have to be something useful though, like there's even some level of practicality in my
imagination. But yeah, I mean, I like to think—I don't know how much I can describe.
Definitely lots of different vibrant colors, that I associate, lots of vibrant colors, lots of plumes,
very dramatic in some way.

CX: Yeah, I'm just thinking in terms of if I were to try to visually represent you and paint you,
what would Dr. Waheed in her ultimate form look like?

SW: Oh, my goodness, well, I'll leave it to you to imagine that winged creature. If you ever want
to do something like this—this is something I was thinking about: if you did collages and got
together in a group of friends and began to paint each other and the ways we imagine each other,
and then that would be so much fun. I think that would be a great route to—it's still therapeutic
too, to do these kinds of activities as well with each other and to meditate upon, or rather to
imagine what that self would look like, but yeah.

Loving and being loved

CX: The third section of the interview is talking about love. And so, the main question is: How
do you enjoy loving and being loved? So, we can start off with “How do you like to be loved by
others?” What are forms of love that you especially appreciate receiving?

SW: Oh, my goodness, well. I don't know. I guess, I don't know. This reminds me of those
questions you get on those five love languages somebody gave to us at some point. Expressions
of love can, I suppose, range from verbal statements of praise to affection too. But these days, I
suppose, because of the pandemic, I’ve really been missing physical touch. Like hugging
people, I have missed that so so much. And I suppose it's changed how I think about—I never
really thought of myself as constantly hugging people before the pandemic. Although I do, I
don’t tend to distance myself from that, but I wasn't someone who was particularly excited about
that all the time. During the pandemic, I feel like that's something that I really missed is
expressing love through embrace.

CX: Yeah, and definitely how you enjoy being loved and how you enjoy loving people is very
interconnected, but if there are any ways that you want to talk about in terms of how you express
love and care for others.

SW: Yeah, I suppose, well from time to time, I think it's mostly that I do things for them. It's
usually not something like some sort of extreme romantic expression, but rather actually doing
work, a certain set of things to help them solve problems. I think that's perhaps where I come
from. It’s like, “Okay here's how to fix this,” I will fix this, or something. Or I’ll show you what
you can do with your paper, or a graduate student came to me and said, “Oh, how should I do
this?” Or another friend of mine, she said, “How should I do this?” I’ll read, and I’ll edit their
work. Rather than perhaps, I don't know, necessarily going and buying, making like a birthday
cake, or something, I would probably do things like that if that makes sense. But yeah, there's all
those kinds of means through which I express is through I suppose a lot of scholarly generosity.
If I care about this person, I do love them, and maybe that says something about like, I do tend
to be quite generous in that sense.
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CX: Yeah, that makes complete sense to me. Kind of like taking a bit of the burden off their
back in any way, yeah. And the third question, in terms of love, is: How do you love yourself?
What are ways that you like to love yourself?

SW: Oh well, yesterday, I took a nice long bath. Yeah, I guess all kinds of things. I suppose,
when I'm at my best in loving myself, I'm exercising quite frequently. And I love to eat really
good food, and these kinds of things. I suppose, this is part of loving oneself. Taking care of
oneself, and enjoying, also like enjoying, taking small pleasures and noticing sort of anything.
Watching like that one leaf—sometimes there's like that one leaf, or like that one flower that
looks different from the others, or just noticing those things, and then you notice it’s not
surviving, plucking it, and just holding it and feeling like, “Okay, you had your life out there in
the world. Come be with me.” I don't know if that makes sense, but that's what I'm thinking right
now, especially as spring is here.

CX: No, that makes complete sense to me. Yeah for sure, like finding the little, small wonders
and magic.

SW: Small wonders, yeah. Small wonders and finding joy and excitement and happiness in
that. I really think that's really the key, in a sense, to loving oneself is not really necessarily
always about just like self indulgence, but it's also about feeling blessed in a sense, and to take
notice of the wonders of the encounters and the enchantments that we sometimes—we
oftentimes—are pushed by our very hyper-capitalist work cultures to ignore and denigrate and
not really spend very much time thinking about or feeling.

CX: Yeah, and the other question I had was thinking in terms of if I were to visually represent
you loving and being loved in the ways that you've mentioned, are there any ways that you can
imagine these forms of love being materialized? Whether it's actions or objects. And the first
thing that's coming to mind now is Dr. Waheed is winged, and you have giant wings, but you’re
cupping this tiny, tiny, little leaf.

SW: Yes, that's it, that's it right there. Yes, both expansive and very localized and heartfelt and
caring at the same time, I suppose. Yeah, thank you for this. This was fun.

CX: Okay yeah, are there any other forms of love that you especially want to materialize and
actions or objects in relation to people?

SW: Objects…I don't know right now. There are so many things coming to mind. I'm
thinking…very much…objects, I mean so many things. Yeah I'm very attached to—we used to
keep flowers inside notebooks and crush them, not crush them, but press them, and I don't know
why this is coming to mind right now. I suppose I was looking through some old journals of
mine, and I came across something similar like this. And I saw—I opened another old box. I've
been looking through some old boxes, and I saw one of the roses from my wedding day that I
had preserved and had totally forgotten, and I put it in this other box. I'm kind of shifting and
figuring out how I’m moving, and so I opened it, and I thought, “Oh my god, it's still there.”
That object made me very happy. It was all dried, but it was still intact.

CX: Yeah, I love that, that's such a good way to like—I love when people preserve a small
object from an important moment to commemorate. And is there anything else that you would
like to add that you haven't been able to talk about in terms of imagination, love, fantasy,
anything?
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SW: Oh well, Cathy I would love to, but I think it would take me another hour or something,
and we can have more conversations. And this has been amazing and wonderful. So no, for now,
but I think these are ongoing conversations that I hope that more if you will participate in, and
we can do more of this really fun world building and imagining together.

Gratitude as an intentional experience and habitus

CX: Yeah, I would love that. Okay, well then, the last question is just if you have any final
message that you would like to leave anyone who may be watching.

SW: Oh, if somebody’s watching. I don't know, I suppose. I think that gratitude is really the one
thing I would leave as a message is just gratitude. In even the most difficult and the most trying
of times, to be grateful for what you're… even those trying times actually give us strength, and
we don't know what they actually really mean in those moments. So to always be grateful, I
think, to aspire to that. You can't always be grateful, would be a saint, but to aspire to gratitude
as an intentional, as well as internal experience and habitus.

CX: I love that. Thank you so much for this.

SW: This is such a great project, and I'm excited to see what else comes out of it.

CX: Thank you, I’ll stop recording here.
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