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Abstract

Representation Otherwise: A Public Pedagogy Contesting Islamophobia through
Popular Culture

Lamiae Aidi, PhD.
Concordia University, 2023

My dissertation argues for popular culture as a public pedagogy by
analyzing internet series, stand-up comedy and music videos created
in the US to subvert stereotypes. Popular culture is a powerful force
in generating stereotypes, including those involved in Islamophobia;
and film and media have long defined Muslims (along with Arabs,
who are often conflated with Muslims) in terms of religion, gender
and race, for instance by portraying Muslim men as “terrorists”,
Muslim women as either helpless maidens or veiled and oppressed,
and Islam altogether as a “problem”. However, stereotyped groups
also use popular culture to speak for themselves. Popular culture is
used to resist, contest, counter and subvert stereotypes. This
potential is being realized by second-generation Muslims familiar
with the platforms provided by Anglo-American popular culture.
Their work has come into its own especially in the aftermath of 9/11,
a time that saw both the intensification of stereotypes and
heightening of Muslim-American consciousness.

I also argue that current efforts at contesting stereotypes by Muslims
in the American cultural sphere have been facilitated by the fact that
the circulation of digital and digitalized culture on the internet
allows diverse voices to be more easily heard by a wide audience. |
discuss how each of these works counters stereotypes and allows the
targeted communities to be understood more positively and
realistically by serving as a public pedagogy through its accessibility
and its offering of knowledge previously omitted in representation.
First, I argue that Muslim-Americans are drawing on a long tradition
of minority groups, such as African-Americans and Jewish-
Americans, utilizing popular culture in similar ways. Understanding
how minorities were historically situated as the “Other” and how
they were not only defined by but also responded through popular
culture sheds light on the current movement by Muslims who are
challenging stereotypes by creating a third space defining modern
Americanness through a popular culture that is the most widespread
and imitated in the world; thus I will be examining activity that has
a wide influence. American popular culture also has great potential
to have a transnational impact, an aspect I address in the conclusion.
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Introduction

It is Summer 2016. A childhood friend, now in Paris, gets in touch
to jokingly ask whether we are going to the burkini beach party in
London. She is referring to the August ‘Wear What You Want Beach
Party’, a burkini ban protest outside of London's French Embassy.
Women are angry at the French ban forbidding women to wear
burkinis, furious at police officers for forcing a modest woman to
remove her tunic in public at a beach in Nice (Said-Moorhouse
2016). I haven’t seen this friend since we were classmates in Junior
High School in Tangier, a coastal city at the tip of Africa, where we
grew up surrounded by the Mediterranean Sea, the Atlantic Ocean
and the Strait of Gibraltar. Although we haven’t seen eachother in
ages, at times like these, when we feel spotlighted, we reach out to
one another and to other female friends with similar backgrounds
who are in the diasporas.

I tell her that, for this very reason, my female English learner
students in Tangier, where I had been teaching, decided to move to
the US instead of to France. For my Moroccan female students
studying for the Test of English as a Foreign Language, having the
law on their side with regard to attire is a major, if not the main factor,
in deciding where to live. In Morocco, there is no law requiring or
forbidding women from wearing a burkini. The reality is that society
1s composed of different levels of religiosity and of being Muslim;
and women have the right to travel back and forth between those
identities and levels of religiosity.

What I mean is that these students are women who are accustomed
to having that legal choice of what to wear and what to do with their
hair. Should migration of women be to gain more freedoms and
opportunities, doesn’t it seem ironic to migrate only to lose that right
to make a choice for oneself? I tell my friend that students decided
to move to the US instead of to France despite the fact that France
is closer to home than the US is, despite the fact that most
Moroccans speak better French than they do English. And yes, hate
crimes against people wearing Muslim dress or who are perceived
to be Arab in the US have increased (Kishi 2016). Examples include
setting a veiled tourist on fire (Serhan 2016) and yanking a hijab off
of a woman’s head (Kirby 2016). However, despite the increase in
Islamophobic hate crimes and overall discomfort in the US, the
actual laws in that country do not tell women what and what not to
wear; and having the law on the side of the woman facilitates the
pedagogical impact of the art created by that woman.
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There are no actual laws with regard to bathing suits where we come
from; but, in much the same way that it is common to see people
instinctively cross to the other side of the street to leave space for
others who happen to be praying on the sidewalk, cultural awareness
and respect for others results in women instinctively knowing what
to wear at what beach. A twenty-minute ferry-ride to Algeciras,
Spain, our hometown is strategically located. Due to its history of
interaction with diverse backgrounds, in Tangier, people have an
almost innate level of cultural awareness that acknowledges the
normalcy of varying levels of religiosity in society. According to
The New York Times in 1970, “Through the ages since, many
civilizations have left their mark on the city. The Romans, Vandals,
Byzantines, Visigoths, Portuguese, Spanish and English all occupied
the place” (Welsh 1970). As a student there in the 1980s and 1990s,
my Math and Science teachers were Indian, my English teachers
American and my French teacher Yugoslavian.

My friend and I compare and contrast what living in the different
European and North American countries is like for women like us.
She confirms that France is suffocating, with on-going bad vibes that
are especially directed at Muslim women. She tells me that a
lifeguard at a public swimming pool in the Alps made a snide remark
about a ‘burkini-type-thing’ in reference to her 1940s-style bathing
suit. She feels that, “yes, just a little more tanned than usual, hair
pulled back, suddenly I look more ‘Arab’, and I get to be pulled into
people’s disgusting fears...I went back to the grassy area to burn.”

I bristen. ““The colonial gaze descends upon women in burkhas or
burkinis or in anything that resembles — as far as the colonizer is
concerned — backwardness...”,” I say (Prashad 2016).

She is seething. “I know I shouldn’t have accepted to go to a public
pool,” from Paris vents. “I came out of the water to ask what he
meant, felt uncomfortable, after all, I’'m unfit, half-naked, and
answering questions about what I’'m wearing. I asked him what else
I’d be wearing if not a bathing suit,” on constant alert, defensive
about stereotypes that she cannot relate to.

An awareness of the historic and powerful existence of framed
thought with regard to Muslims has resulted in individuals from
Muslim backgrounds feeling the need to brace for questioning, not
just with the Department of Homeland Security, but in general. My
friend’s experience at the swimming pool in 2016 is reminiscent of



Moroccan novelist’s Laila Lalaami’s experience in Arizona in 2015

at the Question and Answer period of her book reading for The
Moor's Account. The Moor's Account is a novel about a Moroccan
slave during the European conquest of La Florida in the early
sixteenth century. At the book reading, Lalaami gets asked unrelated
and random questions about the terrorist organization ISIS, created
in 1999, until, eventually, another audience member observes that
the only Muslims that the television portrays are Muslim extremists.

“What I understood this second woman to be saying was that
the media she consumed had not provided her with enough
context with which to interpret current events, so she didn’t
know how to process the fact that the Muslim at the dais
didn’t match the Muslim on television. Having to explain this
mismatch is not a task I chose for myself, but from the
moment I moved to the United States, it was asked of me
with disturbing regularity.” (Lalaami 2020, 28).

Similarly, when it comes to framed images of veiled women, most
women from Muslim backgrounds in the diasporas that I speak to or
read report feeling subjected to a form of Inquisition regarding the
veil, the burqa, the niqab, the abaya, the hijab, and their different
meanings in different countries. Personally, I have only ever met one
veiled woman, on a train ride from Casablanca to Tangier. This is
not to say that there are no other women in nigab but that it is not
very common. She said she had spent a lot of time reading before
deciding to start a wearing veil and that noone had anything to do
with her decision. When I told her that I was planning on teaching
English, she gave me the most eloquent update on the disparities of
the educational system in the country. A mother of two, whom she
considers to be at a 'critical' age, she had analyzed every angle of
their schooling, from the school curriculum to the latest trending
pink candy-looking pill (drug) being sold under the guise of candy
to children who visit candy stands parked outside of schools.
Personally, I have only ever met one veiled woman; I use the
word ’hijab’ for headscarf; ‘niqab’ ' for facial veil; 'Arab' for people
of Arab descent, 'Arabic' for the language, 'Islam' for the religion,
and 'Muslim' for people of
Islamic faith. And now the burkini. Our backgrounds had prepared
us for living abroad in terms of being multilingual, cosmopolitan and
familiar with world cultures; we had not however, been expecting to
deal with stereotypes, with having to talk Shari’a and with justifying
styles of bathing suits and headdress. “Hello? I am not the



Ambassador for Muslim Women’s Attire.” “Tu sais ce qu’il nous
reste a faire, Lamiae?” says my friend. ”Write, write, write. Write all
our memories down, and all our stories up.” The last piece of writing
relevant to representation of women in popular culture that I had
done was my MA thesis on music videos by Egyptian and Lebanese
female artists in the early 2000s, a controversy that didn’t last long;
the genre quickly became normalized and remains all the rage in the
Middle East and North Africa. Before that, for my BA degree, [ was
looking at representations of women in Francophone and Latin
American literature. If I were to get another degree, I would write
about representation and gendered Islamophobia.

My PhD dissertation thus hopes to clarify the mechanisms through
which artists are responding to Islamophobia today by critically
engaging with works by film and media critics Jack Shaheen and
Evelyn Alsultany on depiction of Arabs and Muslims in popular
culture in the US. The problem for Shaheen and other critics is that
Hollywood film, in particular, sheds Arabs and Muslims in a
negative light. My dissertation hopes to add to previous analysis and
documentation of “veiled and oppressed woman”, “Arab=Muslim”,
and “evil Arab” Hollywood representations by offering
examinations of series, music videos, and stand-up comedy that
serve to contest stereotypes through their subversion, their
transnational capabilities, their diasporic popularity, and their online
accessibility. I highlight the works as an alternative feminist
knowledge in the diasporic abroad that can influence existing
hegemonic narratives of the female 'Other' by reflecting diverse
realities, ethnicities, and socio-economic conditions of the women.

My dissertation acknowledges critique by Shaheen and Alsultany of
repeated representations in media and film invoking images of
stereotypes of Muslim women as either veiled and oppressed or as
seductive belly dancers in harems; nevertheless, as a Moroccan
woman in the diaspora, I would have liked to read more from
Shaheen and Alsultany on representations of women in relation to
Islamophobia and on how objectification of Arab and Muslim
women enables gendered discrimination and defines Arab and/or
Muslim women by their object status and as lacking in agency.
Hollywood stereotypes of women reinforce discriminatory binary
oppositions that reproduce ethnocentricity, unequal relations of
power, and other forms of cultural domination, including gendered
Islamophobia in the US. Muslim women have historically been
spotlighted in terms of their bodies, sexuality and attire, and
portrayed in relation to wveils, headscarves and burkinis;
unfortunately, mainstream media and popular culture consisting of
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repetitive stereotypes of women prevents the public from alternate
feminist knowledge.

This objectification can be reversed by ending the language of the
Muslim female ‘Other’ through new representations that include
contextual realities reflecting the diversity of Muslim women. My
dissertation hopes to answer the following questions: How are
cultural objects created by Muslims themselves, and as facilitated
by their on-line availability, creating new space for cultural dialogue
today? How are artists, especially female artists, contending with
Islamophobia? What techniques of creation are being deployed to
subvert, reverse and debunk colonial myths of Muslim women; and
through what forms of popular culture is this taking place?

My overall argument is that representations of Arabs and Muslims
(especially representations of women) in series, stand-up comedy
and music videos by Arabs and Muslims themselves are creating
new space for cultural dialogue. They do this partly by drawing on
prior traditions of use of popular culture by minority groups,
principally or initially in the US. With regard to the personalities and
locations of the figures discussed in the dissertation, these are
second-generation American artists. The second generation is
conscious of their heritage (and likely sometimes targeted because
of it), but is also familiar with the history of racism and
discrimination in countries of emigration and proficient enough in
Anglo-American culture to effectively build on the work of previous
artists who have countered racial and other hierarchies.
Significantly, the second generation of Muslims (and Arabs) has
been profoundly affected by the events and aftermath of 9/11.

I include Arab-American Christians in the discussion because the
“Arab=Muslim” stereotype is very common despite the fact that
converted African-Americans and Indonesian-Americans form the
largest part of the approximate 2.2 percent Muslim population in the
US (Omidvar and Richards 2014). Only twelve percent of Muslims
in the world are Arabs (Shaheen 2012). The fact that Edward Said,
Jack Shaheen and Evelyn Alsultany, initiators of and pioneers in the
discussion on the Othering of Arabs and Muslims in media and film,
are themselves Christians indicates the stake non-Muslim Arabs
have in the refuting of stereotypes.

Popular culture is manifested in many ways, including through film,
literature, theatre, comedy, fiction, poetry, comics, music, and digital
material. This is to say that, further to Said’s argument that the media
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is guilty of Orientalist depiction of Muslims, Shaheen added film to
the forms of popular culture analyzed by postcolonial theorists in
relation to Islamophobia. Other critics such as Evelyn Alsultany
further expanded the discussion to include television shows, stand-
up comedy and music (Alsultany 2012); and in his definition of
popular culture in Muslims and Pop, Peter Morey adds docudrama,
television thrillers, and fiction (Morey and Yaqin 2011). The two-
volume work, Muslims and American Popular Culture, then
examines popular culture communicated through digital media
(Omidvar and Richards 2014). Digital media are widely utilized by
a more recent generation of artists who use them to counter
Orientalism in their own ways.

The series, stand-up comedy and music videos that I focus in my
dissertation serve as exemplars of contemporary cultural objects
subverting stereotypes of Muslims and Arabs. To offer consumers
of popular culture representations of Muslims alternate to common
stereotypes offered by film and media, a growing number of artists
have been responding to Islamophobia through other forms of
popular culture, such as Internet series, music videos and videos of
stand-up comedy shows. I also concentrate on American (or North
American) popular culture, despite the fact that stereotypes and
responses to them are seen elsewhere in the Muslim diaspora. This
is because (North) American popular culture is enormously popular
and widespread, as well as being known for creating space for
minorities to counter racial hierarchies.

Ever since the advent of the Internet, popular culture that was
previously accessible only through print, cinemas, and television
sets has become accessible to everyone with a device. In fact, the
Internet has now become so vital to popular culture that certain films
are available only online, for instance through the streaming services
Netflix and Hulu. The Internet has increased not only the
accessibility of digital popular culture, but also the speed with which
it can be delivered and exchanged. In this way, the digital popular
culture market has been strengthening relationships between
different forms of popular culture, increasing access to film, stand-
up comedy, and music videos and engaging wider audiences by
creating space to reverse stereotypes of Muslims and Muslim
femininities and masculinities. digital production and diasporic
production create space for more translation and cultural
repackaging, hence bringing international popular culture to broader
viewerships For these reasons, my dissertation examines Hulu
series, music videos and videos of stand-up comedy that are also
accessible on-line. Online accessibility, representations of Muslim
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women relevant to the veil, and the potential of those representations
to de-construct stereotype, unite my data set.

In this way, the continued creation, circulation and consumption of
cultural content is a public pedagogy in the form of non-movement.
Non-movements are trends and practices (including sayings) of
millions of individuals with similar problems; and while social
nonmovements are not planned, they represent the people because
solidarities are formed in spaces of flow and movement through
individual yet similar complaints about communities. Non-
movements, including those by migrants in the East and
international immigrants in the West, form part of a larger global
urban poor social non-movement (Bayat 2013). In other words, the
era of popular culture as digital and transnational coincides with the
era of the Arab Spring in the diaspora. Digital production and
diasporic production create space for more translation and cultural
repackaging, hence bringing international popular culture to broader
viewerships (Alsultany and Shohat 2013). Anti-colonial messages
in the Arab world are hence echoed in messages in work by Muslim
Americans drawing on Civil Rights, anti-discrimination laws and
the right to religious freedom laws.

An underlying theme of representation of marginalized
communities binds the television and internet series, stand-up
comedy and music videos discussed in this dissertation together.
This is important to note because in terms of interdisciplinarity and
social pedagogy, utilizing more than one form of popular culture to
address a social issue deepens understandings by allowing for an
interpretability through fragmented representations and contextual
realities. This interpretability then creates possibility for a 'transfer’
to new problem-solving strategies as conceptualized by others
(Mansilla 2012).

My dissertation thus highlights the works discussed as attempts to
extend the learning space for pedagogy through popular culture and
technology. This is to say that works discussed are extensions of
themes where images, sound and rhetoric serve as fragmented
components of a larger collage of works in differing forms
questioning recurring representations of marginalized communities.
A pedagogical technique that gives less direction and more space to
think about in relation to a topic by offering more forms of
communication about that topic, the point of intersection between
the series, stand-up comedy and music videos is marginalization and
representation of Muslims. Interactions between understandings by
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audiences from the different forms of popular culture then create
space for even newer understandings and meanings resisting
predominant depictions that affect social reality. In this way, the
different forms of popular culture serve as fragmented components
of a larger picture that leave space for the audience to interpret
frameworks of power in relation to the 'Other' for themselves.

Less explanation and more forms create space for relationality and
new understandings with potential to resist stereotypes. Fragmented
representation through different forms of communication reaches
more types of people; and relationality between forms enhances
critical thinking and agility. Fragmented representation thus brings
space for new meanings created by public understandings as
processed through relationality between alternate forms and
contexts (Cambre 2013). For these reasons, to allow for
interpretability through representation-read-otherwise, discussion of
Islamophobia and representation in this dissertation allows for
examination of a combination of forms of popular culture.
Challenging gaps between disciplines and forms to communicate
social problems makes knowledge on Islamophobia public to
broader audiences and creates room for forming syntheses within
broader disciplines.

An objective of interdisciplinarity is to collectively expand public
knowledge and counter social issues by communicating with
alternate audiences. As public pedagogy, popular culture can shape
individual and collective thinking that impacts public life. Therefore,
it is necessary that alternate narratives and discourses create space
for new meanings by contextualizing people's experiences and
social realities (Giroux 2008); and representations of women must
include diverse contexts, individual agencies, identities,
backgrounds and knowledge. Offering space for dialogue through
relationality, I hope that the combination of television and Internet
series, stand-up comedy and music videos contributes to media and
reality literacy by serving as a pedagogical praxis that creates
conditions of possibility for the public to compose new
understandings of stereotypes and new problem-solving strategies
that resist conventional ways of thinking of 'Others’.

‘islamophobie’: Stereotypes in Popular Culture

Media and reality literacy is understanding how content creation in
the news and in other forms of popular culture is constructed; media
and reality literacy is being aware of the effects of the fast
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dissemination of false news and ‘alternative’ facts on communities
(Castillo and Egginton 2017). According to the Policy Back-
grounder: Defining Islamophobia for a Canadian Context, Tessellate
Institute, the French term ‘islamophobie’ was first coined in 1910
by Alain Quellien, writer and critic of the French in colonial Africa
(Bullock 2017). Quellien defined ‘islamophobie’ as “a prejudice
against Islam that is widespread among the peoples of Western and
Christian civilizations” (Lequellec 2019). The English translation of
the term at the time was “feelings inimical to Islam” (Bullock 2017,
6). Although mentioned in the 1980s by Christian-Palestinian
scholar Edward Said, Islamophobia only became a field of study in
1997 after the Runnymede Trust, a think tank in the UK, published
its report “Islamophobia: A Challenge for Us All” (Runnymede,
1997). The report defines ‘Islamophobia’ as a “dread or hatred of
Islam and therefore, [the] fear and dislike of all Muslims,” (Bullock
2017, 6).

That said, if I were to venture to define gendered Islamophobia, I
would describe it as fear and dislike of Muslims stemming from
continuous misrepresentation that is manifesting itself through the
colonial gaze directed at women, resulting in hate crimes against
them and in their exclusion from swimming pools and from other
public spaces in the diaspora.

Both the first and second ages of mass media are guilty of represen-
tation editing realities by framing lived experiences of Muslim
women as a narrative or as a set of images revolving around attire
as symbolic of oppression. Sexist and objectifying images of women
dominated the first age of media, when framing in popular culture
played out in print, theatre, painting, the visual arts and literature.
Sexist and objectifying images of women also dominated in this sec-
ond ‘age of electronic media’ (Castillo and Egginton 2017). The
‘guided spectacle’ of ‘islamophobie’ has been exacerbated by new
technologies facilitating the editing of realities and truths in media;
and wide-spread stereotyping has led to even more urgent need for
media and reality literacy amongst audiences. In terms of the people
consuming these objectifying images, before film critic Jack Sha-
heen began his project, Reel Bad Arabs: How Hollywood Vilifies a
People (Shaheen 2009), to document depictions of Arabs and Mus-
lims in Hollywood film, he had already informed us in The TV Arab
that ninety-eight percent of Americans in the 1980s watched TV for
at least six hours every day (Shaheen 1984, 7). “Framed thought as
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sumes a pre-existing reality and hermeneutic thought is a state of
being involving being on the alert of framing mechanisms that facil-
itate the false image of reality presented” (Castillo and Egginton
2017, 187).

Stereotyping in popular culture and its complex relationship with
Islamophobia is a social problem that involves the framing of pre-
existing realities of Muslims and necessitates a need for the other to
speak for him or herself as a means of contesting Orientalist
stereotypes which define Arabs and Muslims in terms of cultural and
religious understandings that narrowly categorize individuals
through attributes such as religiosity and femininity; it is these
understandings as defined, that have resulted in the belief in
irreconcilable differences between the “West” and the “East”,
between “us” and “them”, and between what is “familiar”” and what
is “barbaric” (Abdulhadi 2011). Yet, and at the same time,
marginalization has resulted in the creation of alternative theatres,
newspapers, and other forms of popular culture (Said 1988); and
while in the past, only those with access to Television sets, comedy
clubs, and concerts had access to these alternative media, the digital
era now grants access from “Other” voices to more audiences.

Chapter One of the dissertation, Film as Pedagogy: Movies as ‘rs’, is
meant to give insight into the power of film to fix stereotypes in the
minds of a mass audience. I continue Shaheen's discussion of
movies to ‘lesson plans’ by examining both the repetition of
negative representations and the omission of diverse and contextual
ones. Referring to films as ‘lesson plans’ suggests that film is a
strategic means of transmitting knowledge through a channel that
audiences are already engaging with. I discuss progress made by
Muslim and non-Muslim film-makers to reverse stereotypes; and I
suggest alternate knowledge on women to include in those future
‘lesson plans’. What these new ‘lesson plans’ suggest is presenting
an alternate cinema as a transnational form of feminist resistance
with potential to counter stereotypical images of Arab/Muslim
women through its dissemination to new audiences. The following
chapters subsequently examine artists in the US who are creating
work intended to contest these three common stereotypes
“Arab=Muslim”, “Terrorist and “Veiled and Oppressed Woman”,
as well as others. As I explain throughout the dissertation, Arab and
Muslim artists consciously create work intended to reverse racist
images in the hope that they will alleviate, if not erase, Islamophobia.
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Chapter Two “Everydayness ”in Hulu series Ramy, examines Hulu
Internet series Ramy (2019) as efforts made by Muslim filmmakers
in the diaspora to counter stereotypes. In Ramy, the main character
is an Egyptian living in an Arab/Muslim community in New Jersey.
Ramy is the son of immigrants, and the series is mostly about his
relationships with women. The star of Ramy, Ramy Youssef, is also
one of the creators of the series, many of the episodes of which are
written or directed (or both) by persons of Muslim or Arab
background. Ramy counters stereotypes of Muslims by highlighting
everyday elements of diasporic communities and identities; and
representation of Dena’s lived experiences is an intent to counter
stereotypes of Muslim women that does not necessarily translate
into a story-line centering around terrorism or Islam (Alsultany 2012)
but into one highlighting everydayness that is relateable to non-
Muslim audiences.

Chapter Three, Anglo-American Muslim Stand-Up Comedy:
Incongruity, Everydayness and Performativity, discusses stand-up
comedy in the US and in the UK. Efforts at contesting Othering by
Muslims in America and the wider Anglo-American cultural sphere
are facilitated by an active and creative popular culture in the form
of stand-up comedy, allowing diverse voices to be heard by a wide
audience. As Gilbert writes, “Stand-up comics simultaneously
perform self and culture, offering an often acerbic social critique
sanctioned as entertainment because it is articulated in a comedic
context. Perhaps because of this cultural critique, stand-up comedy
as a unique and powerful autobiographical form has been largely
overlooked.” (Gilbert, 1997, 317). In the last section of Chapter
Three, I focus on Shazia Mirza along with Palestinian-American
Tissa Hami, two of the very few female Anglo-American Muslim
comedians on the scene today, highlighting how they draw on the
tradition of “performativity”, in ways similar to Jewish-American,
African-American and Asian-American female performers to
subvert the stereotype of the “veiled and oppressed” Muslim
woman.

In Chapter Three, 1 also discuss the origins of ethnic stand-up
comedy in the US with Jewish-American comedians, who then
influenced performers of stand-up from other minority groups,
including African-Americans, Latin-Americans and, more recently,
Asian-Americans. The increase in the stereotyping of Arabs and
Muslims post-9/11 forms part of a longer history of marginalization
of minorities in the US, and the turning of the same population to
stand-up also recapitulates the history of other groups. The Chapter
examines the techniques used by Anglo-American Muslim stand-up
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comedians to point out contemporary anxieties and perceptions
about Islam and Muslims. The techniques highlighted are
incongruity, performativity and everydayness. Incongruity is a form
of humor that demonstrates how common presumptions about a
targeted group are “‘inappropriate, absurd or inverted”.
Performativity refers to Judith Butler's proposition that the
repetition of individual and collective acts constitutes the concepts
of femininity and masculinity and grounds identity in social
temporality. Finally, everydayness, or description of daily life that
people can relate to, is particularly vital to subversion of stereotypes
of Arabs and Muslims.

Chapter Four, Muslim Cool Music Video Artists: Re-defining the
hijab, turns to music videos, a type of popular culture that came into
being only in the mid-1980s (History.com Staff 2011). It is therefore
a recent generation of diasporic Muslims that expresses its woes,
hopes and aspirations in the form of videos. They nevertheless
continue, as I demonstrate, an earlier tradition of music, located in
the Civil Rights movements that began in the mid-1960s (Omidvar
and Richards 2014). The chapter locates the Syrian-American artist
Mona Haydar as Muslim Cool hip hop artists within the Muslim
Cool movement.

Three enduring concerns addressed in this Introduction are popular
culture as a pedagogy, for which the artists serve as interlocuters or
‘organic intellectuals’; the concept of the Self and how work by
diasporic Muslim artists both enables Muslim viewers to see
themselves in the material and relays these new understandings to
non-Muslim audiences; and the importance of the digital era in
facilitating the creation and consumption of popular culture by
Anglo-American Muslim artists. I will briefly take up each of these
In turn.

Popular Culture as Pedagogy

In Muslims and American Popular Culture, Iraj Omidvar reminds
us that negative stereotypes of Arabs and Muslims are based on the
argument that there are irreconcilable differences between a
civilized Occident and a backward Orient. He also reminds us that
the issue of Orientalism, ie. Western self-definition as noble,
sensible, civil, and benevolent that is automatically contrasted
against “Otherness”, has been highlighted by academic critics
throughout the course of American cultural production, from its
early days of travelogues, through the creation of still and moving
images, and in media and film today. In other words, Orientalist
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depiction in media and film is a discussion that has been going on in
the academic world for a long time.

Nevertheless, when it comes to advancing knowledge on stereotypes
of Muslims in popular culture, framed thought and hermeneutic
thinking to people outside of academia, as Silke Schmidt puts it,
“Only this heightened presence of Arab Americans in various media
markets will continue to satisfy the steady demand for more
knowledge created and narrated by not about Arabs and Muslims.”
(Schmidt 2014, 481). The inclusion of popular culture in knowledge
production on Islamophobia also provides opportunities to present
“intra-Arab American relationships and differences” in sexuality,
gender, and class in order to offer more realistic perspectives aimed
at non-academic audiences, Arab-Americans themselves and
audiences involved in social movements (Adbulhadi 2011). This is
to say that what Amarnath Amarasingam terms ‘organic
intellectuals’, can play the role of not only spokespersons for their
respective communities, but also what Iraj Omidvar calls ‘amateur
scholars’, providing insights about their communities to others and
the communities themselves.

Muslim-American filmmakers, stand-up comedians and creators of
music videos are examples of artists who play the role of
Amarasingam’s ‘organic intellectuals’ and Iraj Omidvar’s ‘amateur
scholars’ by subverting stereotypes of Muslim-Americans while
also addressing Muslim audiences. Utilizing techniques such as
invention, arrangement, style and delivery to author their
performances, filmmakers, stand-up comedians and creators of
music videos act as persuasive speakers (Belanger 2017, 4). Artists
share the skill of persuasive speech with academics; but they are not
bound by the same rules and expectations. They are allowed to
discuss a wider variety of topics and may offer uncensored opinions
in multiple tones geared at multiple audiences. Representations of
difference in film, stand-up comedy and music videos are written
from a position that is outside academic frames of reference, while
fulfilling some of the same functions. Intellectuals and organic
intellectuals/amateur scholars both try to negotiate notions of
similarity and difference. Organic intellectuals, however, can
discuss difference in a flexible language and style; and their work is
available and accessible to audiences outside the academic world
and directly aimed at social change.

The Self
Understanding of the Self is awareness of being-in-the-world, an
13



awareness that includes individual and collective experiences, pasts
and futures, one's home country and one's host country. The artists
discussed in my dissertation are organic intellectuals in the form of
storytellers contributing to the oral and written histories of their
communities. As el-Sayed el-Aswad writes concerning the
positioning of Arab Americans between Arab tradition and
American culture: “The concept of travel or movement implies the
spreading of cultural elements beyond the confinements of locality
[and] likewise, being positioned on the boundary signifies the
division between home and away.” (El-Aswad 2010, 237). Exiles
and immigrants, or at least someone in their families, has a story
from another geographical location to tell. Second-generation
Muslim artists in the diaspora are similar to exiles and immigrants
in the sense that their identities are shaped by a collective experience
stemming from emigration and familiarity with more than one
culture.

Moreover, ethnographic studies suggest similarity in choice of
topics between oral narratives by people with exilic or migratory
backgrounds and scholars of Orientalism in the sense that they
include discussions on language, culture, social customs and norms,
and so on. The difference between the intellectual and the non-
intellectual (or organic intellectual) is in the chosen form of
discourse, with the former opting for written discourse and the latter
oral.

The fact that Arab Americans, for instance, speak and write about
exilic and migratory experiences has resulted in a new sense of
Arab-American identity that is framed by both American culture and
knowledge of one's non-American background. Narratives and
writings bring the Arab-American audience together through
accounts and analysis of common ground as a result of both the
story-teller's and audience's combination of insider and outsider
status and understandings of both cultures (El-Aswad 2010, 237).
The sense of Self as created by movement between local and global
spheres and its creation of Arab and Muslim transnational identities
of being-in-the-world.

Popular Culture in the Digital Era

The dissertation also highlights the importance of digital technology
in the countering of stereotypes. An example outside the scope of
this study that is nevertheless worth touching on because it is
relevant to the subject of gender stereotypes as well as compelling
1S Muslimah Media Watch, which, in the words of the Muslim

14



feminist founders, is “a forum where we, as Muslim women, can
critique how our images appear in the media and popular culture.
Although we are of different nationalities, sects, races, etc., we have
something important in common: we’re tired of seeing ourselves
portrayed by the media in ways that are one-dimensional and
misleading.”

Another example, aimed at a Muslim audience, is the many websites
featuring hijabs created by Muslim women who choose to wear one
themselves. The number of American-Muslim women who wear a
hijab has increased as a consequence of post 9/11 Islamophobia,
after which some second-generation Muslim women began to veil
as a symbol of resistance. The hijab hence reflects an American
identity that affirms that country's value of freedom of religion
(Yazback 2007), while also expressing a particularly Muslim
identity and practice. Fashion blogs such as HijabChique,
Hijabtrendz, and Hijabi Style advertise the latest fashion trends and
international store websites, along with tutorials on how to wear
different styles. Hijab Chique is a blog that is mostly on hijab-
related fashions around the world, while Hijabtrendz: The Original
Fashion, Beauty, and Entertainment features young American-
Muslim women and uses words like 'hip', 'cool’, and 'glitzy' (Omdvar
and Richards 2014). Thus the Internet has allowed women to present
and consume alternate images of themselves as independent,
dynamic and integrated, in this case in regard to fashion, which is
yet another aspect of popular culture.

Technology and the Internet bring ease of access to many forms of
cultural capital. Hijab Trendz products, for example, are available
on Instagram, Twitter and YouTube, hence allowing for on-line
shopping through multiple digital media outlets. Customers can
quickly and easily browse through the latest fashion arrivals via their
various devices and stay on top of the latest hijab models without
having to make an in-person trip to malls and stores. The creation of
websites, blogs, Instagram, Twitter, YouTube and Facebook
accounts for hijab styles and has increased the speed in which
cultural objects are marketed, in the same way that Netflix's switch
from postal mail to streaming has increased its customer base.
Before becoming a streaming service, Netflix used to send films to
its customers via postal mail and in the form of DVDs.

Prior to the advent of the Internet and digital technologies, viewers

only had access to stand-up comedy and music if they attended the
screenings or shows in person. The Internet has enabled audiences
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worldwide to access work previously unavailable quickly and easily.
Study of English-language work created in the US and that is
accessible on-line reveals that subversion of age-old stereotypes and
rthetoric is taking place simultaneously in different countries.
Diasporic Muslim creators of film, stand-up comedians and music
video artists in the Anglo-American sphere have thus been
collaborating, in effect, in cyberspace to inform social perceptions
world-wide. In sum, digital technologies enable audiences to
consume contemporary popular culture in which creators re-cast
images of marginalized diasporic communities that belie negative
stereotypes. These audiences learn from the self-reflection of the
artists, with some continuing to share and disseminate the material
(another significant capacity of the Internet) or to produce content
themselves.
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Chapter 1
Film as Pedagogy: Movies as ‘Lesson Plans’

Repeat After Me: “Terrorist”, “Arab=Muslim”, “Veiled and
Oppressed Woman”

“Functioning as visual lesson plans, motion pictures, like
composed stories, last forever. They help to shape our
thoughts and beliefs. ‘It is time to recognize that the true
tutors of our children are not schoolteachers or university
professors but filmmakers...,” writes Benjamin R. Barber in
The Nation. ‘Disney does more than Duke; Spielberg
outweighs Stanford.”” (Shaheen 2012, 11)

Shaheen argues that the use of repetition in film is a teaching
mechanism intended to engrain certain information in students'
brains. First, I examine repetition of negative representations;
omission of diverse and contextual representation of women; and
omission of authentic Arabic. Referring to films as ‘lesson plans’
suggests that film is a strategic means of transmitting knowledge
through a channel that audiences are already engaging with. Then, |
discuss progress made by Muslim and non-Muslim film-makers to
reverse stereotypes; and finally, I suggest alternate knowledge on
women to include in those future ‘lesson plans’. What these new
‘lesson plans’ suggest is presenting an alternate cinema as a
transnational form of feminist resistance with potential to counter
stereotypical images of Arab/Muslim women through its
dissemination to new audiences.

Shaheen argues that this repeated use of the same images and
stereotypes in representation of Arabs and Muslims in film has the
same effect on viewer perception that repetition in education has on
students. For example, “They [the Arabs] all look alike to me,” The
Sheik Steps Out (1937); “All Arabs look alike to me,” Commando
(1968); “I can’t tell one [Arab] from another. Wrapped in those bed
sheets they all look the same to me,” Hostage (1986) (Shaheen 2012,
340). Misrepresentation is also a consequence of limiting
representations of Arabs and Muslims that omit their numerous
backgrounds, ethnicities, contextualities, and individualities
(Alsultany 2012). However, cultural domination through cinema
can be resisted through updating ‘lesson plans’, or movies, to
include ‘Other’ voices.

In the context of Islamophobia, repetition of misinformation, or lack
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of diverse information, leads to public perception and collective

memories of Muslims as a social problem. Dearth of media and
reality literacy combined with fast dissemination of
misrepresentation and continued omission of other depiction
determines one's opinion (Castillo and Egginton 2017) and affects
the “window”, or “frame”, through which audiences see. The
creation of viewer “windows” through which students learn consists
of a process of visual and verbal framing that is in conjunction with
repetition and schemata, or recognition based on patterns (Schmidt
2014). Islamophobic stereotypes easily spread because the images
and rhetoric in film remain engrained in people's minds. The focus
on the veil, for instance, as 'the sign of women's inequality' is more
likely to attract negative attention because it evokes negative images
of Islam. This is not to deny that there are girls and women who are
forced to veil or wear a headscarf; but that is not the case with all
females from Muslim backgrounds everywhere. By specifically and
repeatedly stereotyping them as forced to veil, Hollywood, as a far-
reaching and popular mode of communication, hence contributes to
a sexist and imperial propaganda that singles Muslim women out.

Film critic Jack Shaheen began a project to document depictions of
Arabs in Hollywood film, Reel Bad Arabs: How Hollywood Vilifies
a People, where he concludes that stereotypes create tensions
between cultures and acknowledges works that attempt to reverse
those misrepresentations. Reel Bad Arabs documents over a century
of Hollywood film consisting of racist stereotypes of Arabs; and
Shaheen argues that the Western public is fed constructions of Islam
as a “problem”; Muslim men are depicted as “terrorists”; and
Muslim women as ‘“helpless maidens” or “veiled and oppressed”.
The terms “Arab” and “Muslim” are interchangeably used; the
language used to depict Arabic is “gibberish”; and there is repeated
portrayal of certain character types, such as the villain character, the
sheikh character, the Egyptian character, and the Palestinian
character. The villain character is violent, always attacking non-
Arabs and non-Muslims, i.e Americans, Europeans, etc. Examples
of films containing this character type go as far back as 1914.
Reminding the reader that the word “sheikh” means a wise and
respectable person who is older, Shaheen argues that sheikhs are
instead represented as “... stooges-in-sheets, slovenly, hooknosed
potentates intent on capturing pale-faced blondes for their harems”
(Shaheen 2012, 125); and examples of film undermining sheikhs in
its depiction go as far back as 1924. With regard to Egyptians, they
tend to repeatedly feature as mummies, pharaohs, souk swindlers, or
sleazy men drooling over Western women (Shaheen 2012).
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There is also constant association of Arabs with animals such as
camels, cockroaches, flies, goats, cows, pigs, dogs, jackals and
others. Arabs in general, or as a group, are referred to as “sand flies”,

2 ¢

“cockroaches”, “swine of the alleys”, “desert rats”, and “jackals”.
Arab women are called “serpents”, “tiger claws”, and “sharks”. This
association and equating of Arab men and women to animals in film
is implication that they are non-human. Animals are considered to
have no language, culture, or reason; they are, in other words,
“barbaric” and need to be either domesticated and put in line, or
eliminated. Emphasis is placed on camels, and characters are
referred to as “foal of a camel”, “sons of a flea-bitten camel”, “camel
farts”, and “camel-jockey”. Walking alongside cars in cities instead
of in deserts, images of camels serve to emphasize the perceived
lack of modernity and the “barbaric” quality of Arab life. The close
and repetitive association with camels to Arabs serves to alienate the
Arab from the rest of the world by masking the difference between
the human and the animal and by making the latter symbolic of the
former.

The most common stereotypes of Muslims, similar to those of
African-Americans in the US, are related to religion and gender.
Muslims are also racialized, as discussed below. Although converted
African-Americans and Indonesian-Americans form the largest part
of the approximate 2.2 percent Muslim population in the US
(Omidvar and Richards 2014), depictions pay no attention to ethnic
origin, and the terms “Arab” and “Muslim” are used interchangeably
to imply terrorism. Only 12% percent of Muslims in the world are
Arabs. In fact, 15 million Arabs are Christians; and although in the
US most Arabs are not Muslim, in film, Muslim implies Arab. In
other words, equating Middle-Eastern Arabs with Muslims and
failing to distinguish between identity and criminality breeds the
stereotype “Arab = Muslim = Godless Enemy” (Shaheen 2012).
Moreover, confusing terminology used to refer to Arabic-speaking
countries and Muslim countries (which are not always the same)
went from Orientalist terminology in the pre-9/11 context to that of
“new Orientalism” in the post 9/11 context. The wording
metamorphosed from “Orient” to “Islamic Orient,” “Muslim East,”
“Arab Orient,” or “Arab East.” However, although the terminology
changed, the linking of Islam to terrorism didn't, continuing to
reflect a “clash of civilizations” instead of a “dialogue between
civilizations” that would decrease tensions between cultures (El
Aswad 2013).

Visual correlatives relevant to Islam continue to place Muslims as
contrary to what is considered the norm accompany images of
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terrorists who look familiar (Morey 2010). What this means is that
although “terrorism” is considered to be a term that is indefinable,
one thing that everyone agrees on is that it holds negative
connotations. Therefore, everything Muslimized or deemed to be an
Islamic cultural object is deemed threatening; and in the context of
terrorism, viewers have difficulty with interpreting cultural objects
as what they are, linking them instead to terror (Said 1988).

Consequently, the majority of the approximate one thousand
Hollywood movies, or ‘lesson plans’, studied by Shaheen contain
negative depiction of a specific group of people. He believes that
misrepresentation in film has resulted in reinforcing tensions
between cultures and in reiterating the discourse of the “Other”,
argue critics (Shaheen 2012). Tim Jon Semmerling's work, Evi/
Arabs in American Popular Film: Orientalist Fear, then builds upon
Shaheen's analysis by adding that the myth of the “evil” Arab is
attributable to Orientalist fear, consequently arguing that stereotypes
are a means of augmenting “our own stature, our own meaning, and
our own self-esteem in times of our own diffidence”, and that the
myth of the “evil” Arab persists because reversal of myth by the
“colonized” has always bothered the “colonizer” (Semmerling 2006,
55-56). “The past oversights and continued blindness of critics to
the practice of representing Arabs as evil and inimical to our culture
are among the most disturbing aspects surrounding the reputation of
American cinema ...” (Semmerling 2006, 819-820). Semmerling
asserts that “Othering” continues because non-stereotypical
depictions threaten to subvert American ideology.

What Shaheen and other critics demonstrate is that wide-spread
belief of negative stereotypes of Muslims is framed thought, a
consequence of representations spread by media and film or what
Castillo and Egginton in Medialogies: Reading Reality in the Age of
Inflationary Media call ‘pre-existing realities’ (Castillo and
Egginton 2017, 187). This misrepresentation, adds Alsultany, is also
done by offering limiting representations of Arabs and Muslims that
omit their numerous backgrounds, ethnicities, contextualities, and
individualities (Alsultany 2012). Like Shaheen, Evelyn Alsultany
emphasizes the conflation of the term “Arab” with the term
“Muslim” and stresses the fact that the stereotyping of Arabs and
Muslims in film and media has gone on for over a century. In early
silent Hollywood film, for example, Orientalist tropes of Arabs
served to exotify the region and its people through genies, flying
carpets, mummies, rich oil sheiks, belly dancers, and harems. From
the 1940s onwards, however, the rich oil sheikhs transformed into
terrorists, and the women went from being members of harems to
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being “veiled and oppressed”. She highlights the increase of TV
dramas and news reports representing Arabs and Muslims as
terrorists during the War on Terror, claiming that it results in
hegemonic thinking that defines them in a way that does not
distinguish between identity and criminality. This, combined with
the lack of representation of Muslims as human, is racism (Alsultany
2012).

In terms of language, before 9/11, Arabic in film served one purpose
only, to accentuate images of mosques, armed groups, and battles
scenes; the sounds of muezzins and the shouting of mujahideens. In
the 1930s, the Arabic used was literally “gibberish”, and the entire
film would contain very few lines in the actual language. What this
means is that Arabic was portrayed as a non-language and the Arabs
as non-people; and the sentences in pre-9/11 film that do use actual
Arabic tend to repeat one phrase, that of “Allahu Akbar” (“God is
Great”), hence embellishing on the images of mosques and sounds
of mujahideens. Arabs in film are not authentically portrayed as the
individuals that they are, and the language that they speak in
matches neither contexts nor settings. This, along with the
stereotypes, results in the grouping of Arabs and Muslims and with
the conflation of the terms “Arab” and “Muslim”. In other words,
“Muslims”, the people who practice the religion of Islam, and who
exist in every country and continent, are confused with “Arabs”,
people who identify with the ethnicity, speak the Arabic language,
and are nationals of one of the members of the Arab League. As such,
all racialized people may be Muslim, but not all Muslims speak the
“gibberish” language in film (Shaheen 2012).

Misrepresentation of Muslim Women: A Knowledge Omitted

Misrepresentation of Arabs and Muslims is not only a consequence
of repeated portrayal of veiled women but also a consequence of
representations omitting their numerous backgrounds, ethnicities,
contextualities, and individualities (Alsultany 2012). This
intentional exclusion of information is a historic strategy utilized
since the first age of media, when the notion of “desengafio” played
out through a focus on the divine and a dismissal of issues related to
race and class (Castillo and Egginton 2017). Also, when it comes to
the objectification of women, there is a history of sexist myths about
women in US media and film in general. In Backlash: The
Undeclared War Against American Women, author and journalist
Susan Faludi explains that feminism in the Hollywood film industry
began in the 1970s when women began to question the social and
economic inequalities of traditional marriage but that this feminist

progress, in the film as well as in other industries, was quickly
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stunted by dominant media. Media refused to support the women's
movement, and anti-feminist propaganda labeled feminism a 'bra-
burning trend'. In the 1980s, women's decisions to leave the sexist
and discriminatory workplace were labeled as depression and
mental illness. More examples of anti-feminist trends in the form of
myths supporting the backlash against feminist progress are mental
illness for single career women, poverty for women who divorce,
and infertility for those who postpone childbearing (Faludi 1991).

With regard to gendered Islamophobia, it is important to note that
Arab/Muslim men in film are stereotyped into sheikhs, terrorists, etc.
Nonetheless, women are specifically targeted to justify the
collective stereotyping of Arabs/Muslims (Alsultany 2013). Never
is Muslim women's productivity in societies and economies world-
wide portrayed by Hollywood (Shaheen 2012). The depiction of the
Arab/Muslim female terrorist in film became popular after 9/11.
Nevertheless, it is the veil that continues to be a source of debate
justifying discrimination against Muslims as a group in real life
(Alsultany 2013). A product of Western Orientalist imagination that
omits contextual realities and individual backgrounds and identities,
Muslim women and their choice of clothing take center stage in
debates on ‘difference’ in the Muslim diaspora (Abu-Lughod 2002).
But the media does not give women who choose to wear a veil,
headscarf or burkini themselves a voice; and neither does film. The
consumer of mass media and film hardly ever hears from the ‘Other’
woman herself, regardless of her choice of attire.

According to Laila Lalami, if you are to make a Hollywood movie
depicting Arabs, “she should be entirely veiled in black; preferably,
she should be mistreated by other Arabs. Another possible use of a
female character is as a belly dancer” (Lalaami 1997). Shaheen also
argues that, in film, Arab/Muslim women are, mostly either
eroticized, portrayed as “scantily clad harem maidens with bare
midriffs” and “shapeless bundles of black™ (Shaheen 2012, 882).
The Hollywood film industry simply embellishes on old and
already-existing representations of Arabs and Muslims, he observes
(Shaheen 2012). What Shaheen means is that objectification of
Muslim women is not new and has been seen in the past, in other
forms of popular culture, in photography of naked or half-naked
nameless Maghrebi women from the years 1900 to 1930, for
example. This time-frame is also known as the Golden Age of
postcards, where photographers remain fixated on sexualizing
bodies of Algerian women and insist on titles such as “Women's
Quarters”, “Algerian Couples”, “Inside the Harem”, “Moorish
women on their way to the cemetary”, 'Kabyle woman covering
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herself with the haik”, “Group of Moorish women”, and “Moorish
women taking a walk”. Malek Alloula's interpretation of these
photographs and titles is that the veil is a disappointment to
Orientalist photographers and hinders their colonial propaganda by
concealing the Algerian woman's body from their gaze.

“Thrust in the presence of a veiled woman, the photographer feels
photographed; having himself become an object-to-be-seen, he loses
initiative: he is disposessed of his own gaze” (Alloula 1986, 14). In
sum, Orientalist photography has simply been replaced by moving
images in film. The form of art may have developed from still and
taken on another form, that of moving; however, stereotypes that do
not reflect the actual realities of Arabs remain engrained in both
photography and film. As Omidvar argues, camera made for film is
simply a new tool for the Orientalist gaze to continue alienating the
“Other” (Omidvar and Richards 2014).

In terms of the stereotype of “voiceless and shapeless bundles of
black”, Shaheen argues that the combination of veils and muting the
Arab/Muslim woman is a means of isolating her from other women
in the rest of the world. In other words, neglecting to represent the
Arab/Muslim woman as one who dresses in various types of
clothing and who is involved in all types of careers, just like other
women around the world, reinforces the concept of “difference” and
the cultural “Other” (Shaheen 2012). The stereotype of the veiled
woman “antedates not only the attacks of September 11 and the war
on terrorism but also the Algerian War. It is an aspect of the long
history of French colonialism that began at least as early as the
conquest of Algeria in 1830” (Scott 2007, 31), when the French
began to highlight differences in sexuality between Islam and France.
Algerian women were depicted as veiled as well as sexual objects in
harems; nevertheless, it is discourse on the veil that justified
colonialism by defining it as a sign of backwardness.

After Algerian independence, rhetoric continued to reiterate colonial
logic in the sense that arguments against wearers of the veil and
headscarf are, for the most part, related to oppression, coercion and
manipulation. This led to le foulard and la voile to become symbols
of “the problem of Islam” in France and to the 1989, 1994, and 2003
headscarf controversies. However, and in the same way the veil and
headscarf became symbols of identity and resistance in colonial
Algeria, they have also come to symbolize resistance to the
republican model of /aicite and secularism in France. Contrary to
France's legal requirements of sameness, American multiculturalism
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advocates acceptance of religious and ethnic difference. Yet, despite
American multiculturalism, Hollywood film reflects the same
colonial logic that divided Arabs and Muslims into “good” and “bad”
and pigeon-holed women into “veiled and oppressed” (Alsultany
2012).

Reiterating colonial discourses on veiled women who need “saving”
from a “barbaric” culture by portraying them as oppressed
perpetuates the myth of the “voiceless and oppressed” veiled woman
and justifies discrimination toward Muslims as a group. The
singular definition of Muslim women as veiled women is an
Orientalist assumption which undermines the numerous contexts
and attitudes of women to them as items of clothing; and depictions
don't take into account individualisms of wearers who see it as
freedom from fashion. Moreover, the contrast between the “free”
and the “unfree” draws on ideologies that do not take into
consideration national and international politics as responsible for
women's living conditions, hence reiterating binary oppositions and
the rhetoric of cultural difference (Abu-Lughod 2002).

The definition of the Muslim woman as “veiled and oppressed”
provokes outrage at the culture the veiled woman comes from
because the portrayal of Muslim women as oppressed implies male
Muslim oppressors. This confirms the stereotype of the dangerous
and sexually predatory Muslim man. In other words, colonial
discourses on veiled women who need “saving” from a “barbaric”
culture by defining them as “oppressed” contributes to colonial logic
and modern-day racism implying that the veil is imposed on all
women by men in all Muslim communities everywhere; and that is
not the case (Alsultany 2012).

Yet, as Lila Abu-Lughod says, narratives continue to exclude
postcolonial perspectives by leaving out contextual realities,
backgrounds, agencies, and individualities that reflect the diverse
realities of Muslim women world-wide. Excluding ethnicity,
geographical location, and other valuable information, an
ethnocentricity reiterating rhetoric on the West as the
“Subject/Norm” and the Third World as the “Object/Other” is
reproduced. Dominating discourses on “Islam versus the West” and
“religion versus secularism”, combined with the exclusion of veiled
women from the conversation, normalize subjective perceptions of
Islam and perpetuate a historical problem with female “Others”
(Abu-Lughod 2002).
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There is no universal woman’s experience; and by defining Muslim
women as inferior and lacking in agency, a form of colonial
feminism widening the gap between “us” and “them” leads to their
definition as attributes of religion (Alsultany 2012). Representations
of Muslim women have, for a long time now, been reinforcing the
global gender gap and perpetuating the discourse of the 'Other'. The
objectification of women in popular culture legitimizes domination
in society; symbolic agents reflecting the relationship between Arab
culture and other world cultures, the cultural capita are, also creating
an even wider gap between 'West' and 'Other' by perpetuating racism
and sexism and reproducing gendered, racial power relations and
their unconscious acceptance in society. Unconscious acceptance of
age-old discrimination as a consequence of continued transmission
and consumption of Hollywood representation as an artifact of
cultural capital is seen in both the reproduction and unconscious
acceptance of modes of gendered cultural and social domination,
such as hate crimes against veiled women. Offering limited
knowledge to viewers about Arabs and Muslims creates
misinformed viewers. It is therefore important to offer audiences
alternate knowledge on women in the form of popular culture
created by the ‘Other’ themselves.

Arabic: A Knowledge Omitted

Misrepresentation of Arabs and Muslims in Hollywood film
includes portraying the native language of the ‘Other’ as “gibberish”
or using the wrong dialect (Shaheen 2002). Authentic reflection of
the language of the ‘Other’ is representation of perspectives of the
‘Other’. Exactitude in language is necessary to properly reflect the
numerous dialects occupying the different regions of the Arabic-
speaking world and the various social classes of those considered to
be Arabs (Omidar and Richards 2014)’ and in the Arabic-speaking
world, “Because of cinema's 'realistic' capabilities, film makers from
the very beginning preferred to use colloquial dialects for dialogue.
The classical language, or its more recent form, modern standard
Arabic, has been confined to genres such as the news, or educational,
historical, and religious films.” (Shafik, 2017, 81). Egyptians, for
example, have been speaking Arabic since the 7th century. Before
that, they spoke indigenous languages, some of which are still used
today. Demotic Egyptian, which is also known as ancient Egyptian,
is still used in the Nile Delta; Bedouin Arabic, which consists of
Nubian languages, is spoken in the Sina; and Swisi Berber, which is
similar to the Berber spoken in Libya, is used in the Egyptian Siwa
Oasis. Knowledge of English in the country is contributed to British
colonialism, which lasted from 1882 to 1952, and French is the
foreign language studied at school. Nonetheless, Arabic has been the

25



main language since the 1920s.

The most popular and most widely-spoken version of Arabic in
Egypt is referred to as Egyptian Arabic, ammiya or masri; and in
southern Egypt, where it is less urban, Saidi Arabic, which is a
variation of Egyptian Arabic, is the main language. Therefore, in
Egyptian cinema, it is Egyptian Arabic and Saidi Arabic that are
used to distinguish between language in the city and in rural areas.
Also, “Cinema was believed to create a platform for counter-
representations, giving the formerly colonized a chance to challenge
Western dominance” (Shafik, 2007, p. 209); and during the post-
colonial modernization process, popular culture in Egyptian Arabic
as a form of national pedagogy emerged (Al-Kisan, 1982).

Hence, Classical Arabic became reserved for historical and religious
film only (Shafik 2007). Fatima Rushdi for her film Al Zawaj
(Marriage), Bahija Hafid for Al Dahaya (The Victim), Assia Daghir
for Indama Tuhib Al Mar'a (When A Woman Loves), and Aziza Amir
for Kafri An Khati'atik (Repent Your Sin) ... The feminist movement,
national independence, and the transformation of the Egyptian film
industry from 'silent' to 'talking' in 1920s Egypt coincided; and the
award-winning films, which are directed by women, are all in
Egyptian dialect (Al-Kisan 1982). When it comes to writing for the
screen, Egyptian cinema has been using Egyptian Arabic since its
beginnings; and debate on what form of Arabic to use is more
common in discourse on literature than it is in discourse on film.
When it comes to literature, 20" century academics such as Taha
Hussein argued that the use of Classical Arabic creates a barrier to
communication with the masses. He argued that Classical Arabic
should be modified, because the reality is that it is dialect, not
Classical Arabic, that Egyptian people use on a daily basis (Abdel
Baki 2013).

Unlike the Maghreb, where the use of French, Arabic, and Berber
languages in film are still understood in terms of resistance to
colonialism and post-colonial identity, in the Egyptian picture, focus
is more on national independence, post-colonial identity, and
feminism than it is on language. Nevertheless, the transformation of
the Egyptian film industry from 'silent' to 'talking' resulted in an
immediate increase in its pan-Arab distribution, and this led to
knowledge of Egyptian Arabic in other Arabic-speaking countries.

Pan-Arab distribution of Egyptian cinema intensified after World

War I1, the 1952 revolution, the 1967 Six-Day War, and the 1975

Sinai Disengagement Agreements. This, along with the increase in
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post-colonial and nationalist movements, is the main reason for
wide-spread distribution of Egyptian cinema and the knowledge of
Egyptian Arabic in the Arabic-speaking world (Al-Kisan, 1982).
Due to Egyptian cinema's popularity, viewers in Arabic-speaking
countries outside of Egypt understand Egyptian Arabic. Egyptian
film language emphasizes nationhood and Egyptian identity (Abu-
Lughod 2004); 