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wo women, veiled in black, with the 
one facing the camera peeking through nar
row eye-slits, appeared on the cover. The 
caption read, Women and Islam: the title of 
the story in the July, 1993 issue of the pub
lication of the Catholic Near East 
Welfare Association. The image con
formed to the stereotype of Arab and 
Muslim women as mysterious, marginal, 
faceless entities who have been enslaved 
by a tyrannical religion and abusive cul-
ture. In contrast, the text of the article itself 
deals with Muslim feminists and portrays 
ways in which women activists aU over the 
Middle East are pushing for rights beyond 
those which have already been attained in 
many countries. The story includes a num
ber of photographs showing Arab women 
in modern western dress, presenting a ve
ry different impression from the one con
veyed by the cover picture. 

It seems that the tradi
tional stereotypical image 
on the cover was too pow
erful to resist in spite of 
the fact that it contradict
ed the content of the 
story. 

The October 1987 issue 
of the National Geo
graphic featured a cover 
story. Women oj Arabia. 
by Marianne Alizera. The 
cover photograph shows a 
woman on a beach with a 
long qaJtan. head cover
ing. and facial veil 
standing next to a young 

girl on a swing. The story 
sensitively deals with his
torical and social condi
tions and with the efforts 
of Saudi women to im
prove their lives. The pi
ctures on the inside in
clude that of a Bedouin 
woman driving the tribe's 
water truck, a woman 
clad in western clothes 
who operates a contract
ing business in Jeddah 
that employs 40 men. a 
woman physician examin
ing a baby, and Saudi 
women in leotards at an 
aerobics class. 

The article quotes a 
professional Saudi Singer 
proclaiming, "We women 
have stretched our boun
daries to the limitl" It 
contains an account of 
several Saudi women sp
eaking for themselves a
bout their lives and chan
ging roles and concludes 
\vith a debate in which 
one woman states, "And I 
don't like the condescend
ing attitude of some who 
say 'You poor women 
here, you can't drive; you 
poor women, you can't 
talk to a man; you poor 
this or that.' I wouldn't 
change for millions , and 
who asked them? It's my 
world and I accept it. "(2) 

The cover picture, in
stead of presenting an 
image of Arabian women 
as educated, articulate, a
gents of change, appeal to 
the comfortable steretype 
that readers are familiar 
with. Similarly. a story by 
Thomas Aber-combie, Ibn 
Battuta: Prin-ce oj Tra
velers, in the De-cember, 
1991 of National Geo
graphic, featured on the 
cover the picture of a 
woman's head completely 
covered except for one eye 
peeking out from under a 
white veil. The story dealt 
with the travels of the 
famed 14th century Mu
slim scholar through 
Africa and Asia. The cover 
photograph, which has no 
direct connection to the 
substance of the story, 
represents a gratuitous 
use of a distorted image 



which has been unfairly 
propagated in popular 
culture. 

Another less blatant ex
ample perhaps, but no 
less offensive, appeared 
in Vogue (April, 1992) 
and some other fashion 
magazines. A Bijan per
fume advertisement por
trays, on adjoining pages, 
the picture of a woman, 
presumably Arab or Mus
lim, veiled in a Hijab and 
a casually dressed wom
an the reader can easily 
identifY as being Ame
rican by the American 
Flag in the corner of that 
page. The caption under 
the picture of the veiled 
woman read, "women 
should be quiet, com-

posed , obedient, grateful, 
modest, respectful, sub
missive, and velY, very 
serious." Accompanying 
the American woman's 
picture, who sported a 
Bijan baseball cap, was 
the caption, "women 
should be bright, wild , 
flirty, fun, eccentric, 
tough, bold, and very, 
very Bijan."(3) The adver
tisement created a con
trast between two differ
ent women and. by 
extension, two different 
cultures. Thus, without 
the use of any explicitly 

negative labels, the veil 
was used as a symbol to 
be contrasted with the 
American ideal of fun, 
freedom, and liberation. 

One reason stereotypi
cal images of Arab wo
men seem to be accepted 
at face value has to do 
with the introduction of 
these images in textbooks 
and other educational 
materials when children 
are at an impressionable 
age. Once such images 
are accepted, they become 
difficult to challenge, par
ticularly as they are re
inforced in popular opin
ion in a variety of ways. 

Studies of text books 
used in the United States 

have uncovered the exis
tence of biased. in
accurate and false infor
mation regarding the 
Arab world. One such ex
ample concerns a sixth 
grade social studies text 
book entitled People and 
Culture. The chapter on 
the Middle East, which 
contains pictures of cam
els. tents, and veiled wo
men, includes statements 
such as, "Traditional 
Muslim girls do not go to 
school... \\Tomen cannot 
own property or vote ... A 
man can divorce his wife 

by saying three times 'I 
divorce you ." these state
ments are then followed 
with the rhetorical ques
tion "Would you like to be 
a woman in the Middle 
EastT(4) 

Another example is 
found in The Oxford 
Children's Reference Li
brary, The Arab World 
volume. The author, 
Shirley Kay, asks, "What 
is an ArabT Among the 
answers one finds the fol
lowing: "a peasant... who 
rides a donkey, while his 
wife, in a long black robe, 
walks behind carrying the 
bundles." She adds, 
"Teenagers are not expect
ed to have fun,... In fact 
in some parts of the Arab 
world if a girl thought to 
have behaved badly, her 
brother may kill her, and 
the neighbors will admire 
him for doing his duty." 
(5) 

In cartoons, comic 
strips, movies, television 
programs, and popular 
fiction Arab women, when 
not portrayed as veiled 
nonentities, are depicted 
as seductive, scantily clad 
belly dancers. Such con
tradictions do not seem to 
matter as situations and 
plots are contrived to re
inforce these images. 
Below is an example of an 
episode entitles The 
Surrogate from the popu-
1ar television series, 
Trapper John, M.D., as 
quoted in Jack Shaheen's 
The TV Arab.(6) The sce
nario concerns a patient, 
an Arab sheikh. who of
fers his daughter Aliya as 
a gift to Dr. Gonzo. 
Gonzo returns to his trail
er to find Aliya waiting for 
him in a skimpy "harem" 
costume. The following di
alogue takes place: 

Aliya: My father, the 
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sheikh, has sent me here. .-J am yours. 

Gonzo: My what? 

Aliya: Your wife. maid 

servant, slave. Whatever 

you wish. My father has 

given me to you as a gift. 

Gonzo: That's one hell 

of a gift. Don't you have 

anything to say about it? 

Aliya: Your will is my 

will. (She begins to remove 

Gonzo's clothes.) 

Gonzo: Cmon. I'm tak

ing you bade. 

Aliya: No! My father 

would be highly insulted. 

Gonzo: Aren't you in

sulted by this kind of 

treatment? 

Aliya: You don't Know 

my father. He's capable of 

terrible things. 

In analyzing the Arab 
stereotype in popular fic
tion, Janice Terry ob
serves that 'The plots of 
popular novels often focus 
simultaneously on the al
leged mistreatment of wo
men in the Arab world 
and on the provocative, 
cunning nature of Arab 
women. The juxtaposition 
of contradictory traits, in 
this case submission and 
treachery. has already 
been noted as a technique 
common in racist and 
sexist propaganda." Terry 
goes on to say, "Although 
Arab women, like their 
Western sisters, are victi
mized by male chau
vinism and prejudice, 

[~~~~t2>7nJ' ~~: 

they are by no means as 
subjugated or oppressed 
as most Western popular 
literature would indicate. 
(7) 

It is doubtful that any 
popular work of fiction 
contains a more blatant 
stereotype of Arabs than 
Leon Uris' The Haj. A sig
nificant portion of this 
viciously negative stereo
type is devoted to Arab 
women, who in one sense 
are victims of rape , in
cest, adultery, polygamy, 
prostitution, female cir
cum-cision and a myriad 
other physical and men
tal abuses. Women are 
ignorant. powerless, hu
miliated, sexually frus
trated, oppressed, dirty, 
lazy, and superstitious. 
They are obsessed with 
revenge against their 
husbands, who are not 
capable of love or intima
cy, and continually plot 
to turn their children a
gainst their father. This 
state of affairs, according 
to Uris, is to be blamed 
on the Arab culture and 
the Muslim religion. 
While one hopes that 
readers would see thr
ough this attempt at 
creating a grossly distort
ed picture of a whole cul
ture, the reality is that 
the perpetuation of such 
negative stereotype rein
forces a lready existing 
prejudices. 

The popular Western 
image of the Arab woman 
suffers the double bur
den of belonging to two 
groups which have tradi
tionally been associated 
with negative stereotypes: 
Arabs and women. Arabs 
have been stereotyped as 
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backward, militant. blood
thirsty, greedy, and anti
Western. Women, in spite 
of recent gains on a num
ber of fronts, have been 
stereotyped as sex objects 
who are weak. emotional. 
and irrational. Arab wom
en are doomed to endure 
both of these stereotypes. 
They are never heard 
from, a lthough they are 
constantly being talked a
bout. When they are not 
marginalized as insignifi
cant, faceless, voiceless 
creatures, they are por
trayed as the objects of 
oppression of Arab males 
who veil them, abuse 
them and make them suf
fer the indignity and 
cruelty of sharing a hus
band with at least three 
other wives. 

In spite of the existence 
of good scholarly works 
on Islam and Arab culture 
and history, very little of 
that information has fil
tered into the media and 
popular culture. It is diffi 
cult for the average 
Westener to accept the 
fact that historically Islam 
improved the status of 
women and preached fair
ness and equality. Islam 
limited the pre-Islamic 
practice of polygamy, re
quired the testimony of 
four witnesses to prove a 
woman's adultery, and 
made Adam and Eve e
qually responsible for 
their sins. Early Muslim 
society had many promi
nent women and the Arab 
world today is full of 
women who do not fit the 
stereotype: artists , writ
ers, journalists, scien
tists, physicians, nurses, 
teachers, and politicians. 
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Even though Arab 
women, like all women all 
over the world, have not 
yet attained equality on a 
number of fronts , they 
have certainly carried out 
their struggle in an ad
mirable fashion. There is 
tremendous diversity-
which exists among 
Arabs and Muslims de
pending on the country of 
origin, level of education, 
and family structure. It 
would undoubtedly come 
as a surprise to Western 
readers of Al-Raida that 
women comprise 25% of 
the Syrian Parliament 
and 40% of the professors 
at the Syrian University 
(8) and the highest num
ber of votes in the last 
Lebanese parliamentary 
elections went to two wo
men: Bahia Hariri and 
Naila Mouawad.(9) And 
although most Americans 
recognize Hanan Ash
rawi's name and admire 
her eloquence and diplo
matic skill, I suspect that 
they think of her as an 
aberration, a rare excep
tion to that deeply 
ingrained image of the 
Arab woman. 

The sad reality is that 
racism and sexism exist, 
to varying degrees, in all 
cultures. Fortunately, e
ven the most powerful 
stereotypes are subject to 
change. This required 
time, concerted effort, 
and a great deal of educa
tion. The image of Arab 
women as portrayed in 
the examples above, par
ticularly the photographs 
of the veiled women, is 
disturbing and hurtful. 
But in spite of the stereo
typical pictures, the 
content of some of the 
stories I discussed was 
fair and presented a bal
anced characterization of 
Arab women as agents of 
change who are taking re
sponsibility for shaping 
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their own destiny and that 
of future generation. 
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