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Growing up in Malibu, California with the name “Amira” was an

importantly unique and mystifying experience. As a child, I lived
in dread of the seemingly innocuous and well-meaning comment:
“What a pretty name! What does it mean?” It was the latter part
of the comment, of course, that gave me trouble. As a young girl
who did not conform to the dominant beauty ideals of the Southern
California scene, I never quite figured out how to negotiate that
inevitably fraught moment of lifting my head to the questioner and
replying, quietly, “It means princess.” In a town that was located just
an hour (by car) from Disneyland and just minutes from Hollywood,
it seemed clear to me that “princess” was a category reserved for
communicating the confluence of impossibly magical qualities that
cohered in Disney characters—those animated figures of idealized
white femininity. (This was before Disney’s foray into the wonderful
world of multiculturalism with films like Pocahontas, Aladdin, and
Mulan, which nevertheless, I would argue, also uphold the aesthetics
of white femininity.)
From an early age, then, I knew something about the limits of
translatability for cultural categories. Though I knew then that the
translation of my name into English did not quite work—that it
called up a damaging and, in many ways, toxic caricature rather than
the generous, hopeful, modest, and respectful meanings my parents
intended when they gave me the name, I did not quite know why.
As I grew older, though, I began to link my experience to larger
problems of translation when it came to popular U.S. representations
of the Arab world. I noticed the way in which imprecise and broad
categories took up the space where lives had been and the way in
which cartoonish caricatures eclipsed the possibility of considering or
representing the realities facing Arabs, Arab Americans, and anyone
lumped into the category of Arab or Muslim other in the United
States. This realization was the prick that would eventually lead to the
book you are now reading.
As I became increasingly interested in the problem of representation, it grew clear to me that the trickiest aspect of confronting images
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of Arab womanhood is the fact that they present themselves as accurate and authentic portrayals. They contribute to the prevalence of
misinformation about Arab and Muslim cultures in the United States
while stubbornly obscuring the dearth of contextualized, grounded
knowledge in popular understanding of the Middle East within
mainstream U.S. contexts. It seemed clear, then, that the response
to this particular problem of representation must be twofold—one
must work simultaneously to raise awareness about the complex conditions that impact Arab and Arab American women’s lives and to
reveal the inadequacies and blasphemies of popular representations.
Ultimately, both projects—creating representations that speak to the
multiple realities of Arab and Muslim women’s lives and deconstructing stereotypical images of Arab and Muslim womanhood—must
clear space for one another. I began this project with an interest in
the former. However, while exploring the realm of literary representation among Arab American feminist writers and Arab women writers
who were located outside of the Middle East, I found that it was difficult for Arab and Arab American women to tell their stories without
simultaneously responding to the orientalist caricatures that circumscribed their realities. These writers expressed a consistent need to
dispel dominant perceptions of Arab women as the quintessential
“veiled Woman or exotic whore,” as Joanna Kadi says in her introduction to her 1994 anthology Food for Our Grandmothers: Writings
by Arab-Canadian and Arab-American Women (xvi)1—a need that
consistently detracted from their own creative process as it kept them
focused on other’s stories about them, rather than on their own narratives about themselves.
Given the collective impact of popular misrepresentations of Arab
womanhood on Arab and Arab American writers, I felt compelled to
investigate these caricatures further. Following my initial interest, I
began with the conviction that popular (mis)representations of Arab
womanhood in U.S. popular culture, though not grounded in the
actualities of Arab and Muslim women’s lives, nevertheless have real
and significant negative consequences for the women they are meant
to represent. Pursuing this conviction, however, I eventually became
much more interested in asking why—and how—representations
of veils, harems, and belly dancers had remained so intriguing and
salient to U.S. audiences since at least the turn of the twentieth century. Answering this last question has kept me focused on a close and,
I hope, a complex and rich reading of mainstream U.S. narratives—a
focus that is, I think, more appropriate to a critical reading of veils,
harems, and belly dancers as cultural mythologies. The Arab and
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Arab American women’s lives they potentially eclipse, though, have
remained a critical impetus for my inquiry.
In many ways, academic conventions demand that I refrain from
revealing my very personal engagement with the subject matter I analyze in this book. It could compromise the integrity of my argument,
the logic goes, to acknowledge that I have a personal, vested interest
in deconstructing stereotypical images of Arab womanhood in U.S.
popular culture. While a number of scholars in fields like women’s
and gender studies, ethnic studies, and cultural studies, as well as
feminists working in traditional disciplines like Anthropology have
worked to debunk the presumption of objectivity in scholarly work,
the idea that situating oneself in relation to her work will lead to
biased and political scholarship is still, I think, very prevalent. I take
this very personal risk, then, in order to clarify the ethical considerations that drive my analysis. I believe, as I have been saying, that
orientalist images of Arab womanhood limit the full human potential
of the women they purport to represent. However, I believe also that
they limit the full human potential of all consumers of the images
insofar as they function to obscure many layers of understanding—
about the Arab and Muslim worlds, yes, but also about the vague
American dreams and imaginings that have sought expression in the
shorthand of caricatures rather than in the longhand of thoughtful
reflection and introspection. This book, then, is dedicated to honoring the lives of those obscured, maimed, and even killed in the long
shadow of orientalist representations.

