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Arab American Feminisms
Mobilizing the Politics of Invisibility

AMIRA JARMAKANI

If you want to hear me, you'll listen to my silences as well as my words.

—Joanna Kadi, “Speaking (about) Silence”

This chapter explores Arab American feminisms as mediated by the paradoxical frame-
work of being simultaneously invisible and hypervisible. Calling this idea the “politics
of invisibility” (since hypervisibility also functions to obscure the creative work of Arab
American feminists), Amira Jarmakani looks at the ways Arab American feminists
have worked in coalition with U.S ~based feminists of color, deploying what Chela San-
doval has called “oppositional consciousness.” Ultimately, she argues that one way of
responding to the complexities of the U.S. context is to strategically mobilize the politics
of invisibility, transforming it from a weakness into a useful and powerful tactic.

A few years ago, | walked into a coffeehouse in Atlanta, ordered a drink, and
placed the book I was reading, Opening the Gates: A Century of Arab Feminist
Writing, on the counter while I paid for my drink.' “Arab feminism,” the barista
exclaimed. “That’s just an oxymoron to me!” Her comment, cloaked as it was
in certainty and self-assurance, demonstrates a particularly precarious position-
ing into which Arab and Arab American feminisms are often thrust. Given
the prevalence of popular misinformation about Arab and Muslim womanhood
in the United States, Arab American feminists face a complicated context
that simultaneously seeks to define our realities as well as obscure the issues we
consider to be pressing. The barista’s comment, disarming in its nonchalance,
glosses over the nefarious meaning in both the content and the tone of her
statement, which quietly insinuates a rich field of feminist thought ourt of exis-
tence. Furthermore, far from unique, the idea that Arab (or Arab American)
227
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feminism is oxymoronic gains credibility against the backdrop of U.S. official
discourse about the “war on terror,” which appropriates feminist logic in order to
justify militarism and neoliberal imperialism. The barista’s comment, uttered in
September 2002, is indicative of the intensification of Orientalism and [slamo-
phobia following the events of September 11, 2001; her presumed knowledge
that Arab feminism could not exist was framed and bolstered by the U.S.-led
invasion of Afghanistan, cast by the Bush administration as a project of libera-
tion meant to save Afghan women from the oppression of the Taliban.? Indeed,
this one anecdotal interaction éxemplifies multiple layers through which Arab
American feminism tends to be perceived. At the most obvious surface level is
the narrative of the imperialist-colonialist civilizing mission, which capitalizes
on the image of exotic, oppressed women who must be saved from their indige-
nous (hyper)patriarchy. Adopting the “women’s rights” civilizing mission stance,
in turn, depends on an appropriation of feminist logic, yet it must be a logic that
is amenable to the imperialist position. In the case of the U.S-led invasion of
Afghanistan, for example, the U.S.-based Feminist Majority Foundation had
been advocating on behalf of (but not with) Afghan women since at least the
early 1990s. In what could be called a form of “global feminism,” the Feminist
Majority worked from the position of savior rather than one of solidarity with
feminists in Afghanistan, and therefore developed a position easily appropriated
in the service of militarism. Importantly, the military-imperialist and feminist-
imperialist stances collude to reify stereotypical notions of Arab and Muslim
womanhood as monolithically oppressed. They depend on a set of U.S. culeural
mythologies about the Arab and Muslim worlds, which are often promulgated
through overdetermined signifiers, like the “veil” (the English term collapsing a
range of cultural and religious dress expressing modesty, piety, or identity, or all
three). These powerful symbols, in turn, threaten to eclipse the creative work of
Arab American feminists. Because the mythologies are so pervasive, operating
subtly and insidiously on the register of “common sense,” Arab American femi-
nists are often kept oriented roward correcting these common misconceptions
rather than focusing on our own agendas and concerns.

Perhaps owing to its actual dynamism and flexibility across multiple historical
and cultural contexts (and known by various names and practices), the cultural
mythology of the veil serves as a salient example of the paradoxical framework
Arab American feminists must negotiate. The image of the veil has been appro-
priated and deployed, as [ have been arguing, by colonialist and imperialist pow-

ers to justify domination (for example, Britain in Egypt,’ France in Algeria,* and
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the United States in Afghanistan and Iraq). It has also been utilized as a symbol
of cultural authenticity in anticolonial nationalist movements and as a loaded
marker in debates about “civilization,” modernity, and liberal-democratic citizen-
ship,’ all of which tend to obscure discussion of the ways Muslim women nego-
tiate faith and piery. With the exception of the last, most deployments of the
veil eclipse the complex sociohistorical realities of the women they purport to
represent. Functioning according to what Minoo Moallem has called a “semiotic
war,” the cultural mythology of the veil easily becomes a signifying tool among
competing patriarchies or imperialisms or both, a framing that constructs Arab
and Muslim women.as either hidden or revealed objects rather than thinking
subjects.” The parad(;\x is that, as a marker {(supposedly) of invisibility and cultural
authenticity, it renders Arab and Muslim womanhood as simultaneously invisible
and hypervisible. As | have been noting, Arab and Muslim female subjectivity
is obscured by the mythology of the veil, while the notions of oppression, tradi-
tion, and civilization become animated in the service of imperialist or nationalist
agendas that render the mythology, if not the women, hypervisible. As feminists
of color analyzing the impact of the faulty levees after Hurricane Katrina have
pointed out, both invisibility and hypervisibility can operate as tools of oppres-
sion.’ As demonstrated by my opening anecdote, the cultural mythology of the
veil has largely signified invisibility in the U.S. context in order to corroborate
dominant assumptions about the oppression of Arab and Muslim women. The
powerful presence of these women is therefore subsumed under the louder mes-
sage of their supposedly helpless silence. As hypervisible, the mythology of the
veil is so powerful and prolific in the United States that it is virtually impossible
to talk about the realities of Arab and Arab American women'’s lives without
invoking, and necessarily responding to, the looming image and story that the
mythology of the veil tells. |
Although I have been focusing on the U.S. cultural construction of the “veil”
5o far, it is by no means the only signifier, or sensationalist issue, that impacts the
work of Arab American feminists. Indeed, the point is not that Arab American
feminists are unconcerned with the questions raised by the cultural and religious
customs women negotiate in various contexts and the way these customs—and
women’s subjectivity—are circumscribed within patriarchal, nationalist, imperi-
alist, and local realities. Rather, the problem is that a range of complex, nuanced
concerns are flattened into convenient symbols, which then become fodder for
mainstream debates about the “death” of (U.S.) feminism.” Take, for example, the

opening sentence of a 2007 article by Christina Hoff Sommers:
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The subjection of women in Muslim societies—especially in Arab nations and
in Iran—is today very much in the public eye. Accounts of lashings, stonings,
and honor killings are regularly in the news, and searing memoirs by Aya;m
Hirsi Ali and Azar Nafisi have become major best-sellers. One might expect
that by now American feminist groups would be organizing protests against
such glaring injustices, joining forces with the valiant Muslim women who are

working to change their societies. This is not happening.!”

Sommers's opening statement demonstrates a number of things. First, it reit-
erates the laundry list of issues—“honor killings” and “stonings,” for example—
that have become the primary lenses through which Arab, Irani'an, and Muslim
women’s realities are filtered in popular U.S. discourse. Second, it invokes native
informants—figures like Ayaan Hirsi Ali and Azar Nafisi—who are indeed widely
popular in the United States, no doubt because they corroborate the images their
audiences already hold about the status of women in Arab and Muslim societies.!
Finally, and perhaps most revealingly, its true focus is a critique of “American
ferninist groups,” who are (according to Sommers’s logic) supporting (Islamic)
“terrorism” by failing to denounce the absolute subjugation of women in the
Arab and Muslim worlds. The problem, again, is in the framing of the issue. It
capitalizes on the idea of Arab and Muslim women’s oppression, s-igniﬁed through
overdetermined symbols (like the “veil”) and sensationalized, decontextualizéd
news stories (about “stonings” and “lashings”), in the service of another project
altogether: building a case for the “war on terror” by characterizing the Arab
and I\n/luslim worlds as widely supporting terrorism and oppression. Notably (and
s‘ignihcantly), any critical space for Arab American feminists is either obviated or
filled by native informants who speak to the monolithic logic of absolute oppres-

sion through ready-made symbols and news stories. 7

Building on this idea of the way Arab American feminisms have been cir-
cumscribed within a paradoxical framework, I would also like to suggest that such
a position might be put to strategic use. In her essay “Speaking (about) Silence,”
Joanna (now Joe) Kadi argues that stories of silence (or being silenced) are polit;—
cal, a point that has much salience for the case of Arab American feminisms.
While she largely frames silence as a form of oppression that can be alleviated
through coming into one’s voice, [ want to build on her argument here to suggest
that silence can also be a potential strategy (among many others) in crafting an
oppositional consciousness through which to both define Arab American femi-

nisms and build alliances and solidarities with other women of color feminists in
the United Stares.
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A Historical Context for Arab American Feminisms

The anecdote with which I began also demonstrates a general context of misunder-
standing about and misrepresentation of Arab womanhood and Arab feminisms,
which help to determine the framework for the articulation and reception of Arab
American feminisms. Because Arab American feminism often finds itself neces-
sarily engaged with an incomplete and monolithic understanding of Arab woman-
hood, it equally often speaks from a carrective, and therefore defensive, stance.
This type of oppositional stance is nothing new. In fact, it closely resembles
Leila Ahmed’s experience at the 1980 National Women’s Studies Association
(NWSA) conference as she recounts it in her article “Western Ethnocentrism
and Perceptions of the Harem.” Ahmed’s article, though certainly not the only or
the oldest example of Arab American feminism, provides a point of reference for
tracing the trajectory of Arab American feminism in the United States. Since the
attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon in 2001, Arab American
femninism has been portrayed and perceived, from a mainstream perspective, as
suddenly relevant or newly forming. Yet, using the 1980 and 2001 NWSA confer
ences as a loose framework, [ am interested in exploring the way in which Arab
American feminists have been participating in critical feminist dialogue for the
past few decades. Charting its intersections with women of color feminisms in
the United States, I will be particularly exploring the development of opposi-
tional consciousness as a defining, integral feature of Arab American feminisms.
A preliminary example comes from Leila Ahmed’s experience at the 1980 NWSA
conference. While attending a panel entitled “Women in Islam,” Ahmed was
surprised to hear what she found to be an overly optimistic view of women’s status
in Islam. Although Ahmed agreed that “[slam had, as that panel maintained,
brought about a number of positive gains for women in Arabia at the time, and
had granted women certain rights,” she felt that fact “grill did not warrant playing
down Isiam’s blatant endorsement of male superiority and male control of women,
or glossing over the harshness of, in particular, its marriage, divorce, and child
custody laws” Having attended a conference devored to critical interrogation of
the status of women across multiple contexts, Ahmed was no doubt confused to
find the panelists’ analysis of gender oppression within Islam strikingly underde-
veloped. Nevertheless, as she explains in her later reflection, she had not yet lived
i the United States and, therefore, did not yet understand the defensive posi-
tion from which the panelists had begun. Before discussing the rich complexity
and dynamics of female oppression within the Islamic tradition, the “Women in

Islam” panelists first had to address those certainties and assumptions that existed
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in the audience abour the hyperpatriarchal and overly oppressive nature of Islam.
There was no space for the panelists to offer an honest and productive critique
of the status of women in Islam without first confronting U.S. misperceptions
about Islam. As Ahmed discovered, these misperceptions were (and are) deeply
entrenched in the mainstream psyche: “Just as Americans ‘know’ that Arabs are
backward, they know also with the same flawless certainty that Muslim women
are terribly oppressed and degraded. And they know this not because they know
that women everywhere in the world are oppressed, but hecause they believe thar,
specifically, Islam monstrously oppresses women.”?

This type of “knowledge” about Islam, which is often conflated with an
understanding of the Middle East as the two have become virtually interchange-
able in U.S. discourse, is the same sort of certainty that has reified the cultural
mythology of the veil as an all-encompassing signifier of Arab and Muslim wom.-
anhood in the United States. As Ahmed points out, there is not simply a dearth
of information about Arab and Muslim women,; rather, there is a plethora of mis-
information about the nature of female oppression in Islam. Consequently, Arab
American feminists often find themselves absorbed in the task of addressing and
correcting this misinformation, which ultimately subverts and redirects Arab
American feminist energy and analysis.

A contemporary example of such a double bind can be found in the pub-
lic discourse surrounding “Islamo-Fascism Awareness Week,” which was staged
by the “Terrorism Awareness Project” (an affiliate of the David Horowitz Free-
dom Center). As described by Horowitz in the magazine Front Page, the goal of
the October 2007 event was to “confront two big lies of the political left: that
George Bush created the ‘war on terror’ and that global warming is a greater
danger to Americans than global Jihad and Islamic supremacism.”"? Although
“Islamo-Fascism Awareness Week” mostly drew criticism for its sloppy confla-
tion of “terrorism” and “fascism” with Islam, in part through its rhetorical use
of dubious terms such as “global jihad” and “Islamic supremacism,” it is perhaps
most notable for its tactical deployment of gender oppression and its strategic
targeting of women’s studies departments across the United States. Despite pur-
porting to care about women’s oppression, the argument goes, women's studies
departments in the United States have been inexcusably silent about “Islamic
misogyny,” the brutal oppression of women in the Muslim workd, and “Islamic

gynophobia.”* If equating “the Left” with so-called Islamo-fascists (or, in another
formulation, “feminists and [slamists”) has been a clever, yet disingenuous, strat-
egy of the David Horowitz Freedom Center to discredit widespread critique of the

“war on terror” and to demonize Islam by attributing all intimate violence against
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Muslim women to the religion itself, its appropriation of Muslim womanhood in
the service of its own argument is a well-worn Orientalist and imperialist trope."”
Most important, though, it sets up a familiar dichotomy of actors (the freedom-
loving U.S. liberators on one side, with “feminists and Islamists” on the other, for
example) warring over the presumptive task of saving Muslim women. Though |
am loathe to give the Freedom Center more credit than it is due, the fact is that
it is part of a larger discourse (including voices as diverse as the Freedom Center,
the Bush administration, the National Organization for Women, and mainstream
newspapers) that speaks about Muslim women, invoking them symbolically. as
part of a rhetorical strategy. Indeed, this rhetorical strategy is often so effective
as to reify the false binaries of liberation and oppression forever hovering around
Arab and Muslim women.

Despite her seeming attempt to undercut the types of claims made by David
Horowitz and Christina Hoff Sommers, for example, Katha Pollitt (in her “Open
Letter from American Feminists”) reinforces the same binary that situates Arab
and Muslim women as objects of sensationalist (cultural-religious) violence, such
as “female genital mutilation (FGM), ‘honor’ murder, forced marriage, child mar-
riage, compulsory Islamic dress codes, the criminalization of sex outside marriage,
[and] brutal punishments like lashing and stoning”'® In her rush to defend US
feminist organizations against the accusation that they do not support gender-jus-
tice struggles for Muslim women, she uses the same sensationalist examples that
have inscribed Muslim women as victims of their culture or religion, thereby per-
petuating a rhetorical framework that ultimarely appropriates Arab and Muslim
womanhood for the sake of argumentative strategy. For Arab American feminists
concerned with gender and social justice for Arab and Muslim women worldwide,
this common discursive framework does violence to the very women it purports
to represent. It attempts to provide an analysis isolated from the very conditions
(for example, military occupation and global economic restructuring) that help
give rise to the violences they face, while simultaneously objectifying them as

convenient talking points.
The Politics of Invisibility

Given the way Arab women become objectified in popular discourse, it is no won-
der that Arab and Arab American feminists often find themselves cast into a lim-
inal space, compelled to engage in a debate constructed by a set of false binariels
about whether veiling is oppressive or liberating, for example, or whether femi-
nism is a “Western” concept. These kinds of debates consistently privilege the

notion that gender oppression can be understood in isolation from other actors of
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oppression, and they routinely center an analysis of the individual as abstracted
from larger structural axes of oppression. In short, they enact what I am describ-
ing as a politics of invisibility, where the politics of invisibility describes the sys-
tematic elision of a nuanced analysis regarding gender justice for Arab women
and an overemphasis on sensationalist issues and stereotypical categories associ-
ated with Arab womanhood. The politics of invisibility, then, is the complicated
process by which Arab and Arab American women are doubly silenced by the
very categories that claim to give them voice. Invisibility here is meant ro signify
both the ways that Arab and Muslim women are silenced and the ways they are
made hypervisible, paradoxically, as markers of invisibility, exoticism, or oppres-
sion. Far from being absent from the public domain, Arab and Muslim women
are represented prolifically as veiled women, as harem slaves (particularly in the
1970s in the context of the 1973 oil embargo), and as exotic belly dancers (in con-
texts as varied as the popular sitcom I Dream of Jeannie to a 2002 Camel cigarette
advertising scheme titled “Exotic Pleasures”).” However, these popular represen-
tations of Arab and Muslim womanhood serve to circumscribe them within a
totalizing shroud of silence and oppression (recent images of the veil are only the
most obvious examples). They speak for Arab women’s realities in the shorthand
of stereotypical categories. Furthermore, these categories of representation are
insidious in that they present themselves as accurate and authentic reflections of
Arab women’s realities, and they are deployed by the dominant discourse in the
same way—as proof of the condition of Arab womanhood.

Because these images are so pervasive, Arab American feminist thought is
often overlooked or not heard unless it engages the dominant myths and cat-
egories through which Arab womanhood has been filtered in the United States.
The continuous need to identify and deconstruct stereotypical images of Arab
womanhood functions as a double silencing of Arab American feminists whose
energy could be better spent theorizing new spaces of possibility for Arab Ameri-
can women rather than responding to the misinformation promulgated by the
dominant discourse. To the extent that Arab and Arab American women, and
particularly Arab and Arab American feminists, have been able to carve a space
in which to give voice to their own issues and concerns, they have found much
of that space reluctantly, yet inevitably, filled wich corrective responses to main-
stream misunderstandings.

Even those Arab and Arab American narratives that refuse to engage ste-
reotypical categories are often reinterpreted or translared through them. Amal
Amireh gives a salient example of this phenomenon in the case of Nawal el Saa-

dawi, a famous Egyptian feminist, whose hook Al-wajh al-ari lil mara'a al-arabiyyah
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(The naked face of the Arab woman) was translated into English with the title The
Hidden Face of Eve: Women in the Arab World, literally covering the Arab woman'’s
face in the process of translation.® Though hardly the only example of the way
Arab womanhood gets translated through stereotypical categories,” this one dem-
onstrates both the power of the metaphorical cover that everywhere threatens to
obscure the textured realities of Arab and Muslim women's lives and the politics of
reception that privilege the “cover” to the extent of eliding women's subjectivity.
The complicated ways in which the politics of invisibility impact the artic-
ulation of Arab American feminism was brought home to me during my own
experience at the 2001 NWSA conference. Though | was giving a paper about
Arab American litet*‘ﬁture, I was scheduled on a panel titled “Construction of
Gender and Sexuality in International Literature,” thereby highlighting popular
U.S. perceptions of the Arab as perpetually foreign, even (especially?) in the case
of Arab Americans. The conference organizers did not seem to have a frame-
work for understanding Arabs as Americans. Yet it was the audience response
to my paper that gave the clearest indication of how Arab American feminism
is affected by the politics of invisibility. Remember that I was scheduled on a
panel that was meant to discuss international literature, so the U.S. nationality
of the writers was subsumed under the organizers’ understanding of a dichotomy
between domestic-1.S. and foreign-Arab, eliding the possibility of a transnational
framework, reinscribing Arabs as foreign within a U.S. context, and pointing
to another way in which Arab American women writers did not fit dominant
conceptual categories. Moreover, the women in the audience seemed to have no
frame of reference for understanding Arab or Arab American women as writers,
since the activity of writing requires a subjectivity that is incompatible with the
stereatypical frames of reference that are widely available for understanding Arab
and Muslim womanhood. Indeed, these dominant interpretive categories were
clearly in play for the woman who posed one of the main questions I received,
though it must be said that the overwhelming audience response to my paper
was characterized by silence, despite the fact that there was ample time left in
the session for discussion. It struck me as telling, then, that one of the main
questions I did receive was from a white woman who wanted me to explain why
Arab and Arab American women react negatively when she tells them she is a
belly dancer. Her indignant tone suggested that she was asking for validation and
reassurance about her performance of the belly dance as a white woman. Her
question can be contextualized within a larger phenomenon of the rising popu-
larity of American interpretations of belly dance and the increasing popularity of

belly-dance exercise classes. These are further embedded in a larger history of the
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American belly-dance community, which has seen itself as reclaiming and honor-
ing the belly dance as a celebration of female power since at least the 1970s and
has, in some instances, presented itself as saving the dance from its excessively
patriarchal cultural heritage.?’ I can only assume that my questioner was coming
from the righteous perspective of such good intentions when she inappropriately,
and rather shockingly, expected me to speak for other Arab and Arab American
women’s reactions to her. More to my point, however, her question exemplified
the fact that the only way in which Arab womanhood can be understood is in
terms of the already entrenched stereotypical markers of Arab female sexuality,
particularly because I made no mention of belly dancing in my talk.
Regardless of which stereotypical category was invoked during my presen-
tation, the fact remains that the audience had either no frame of reference for
understanding Arab womanhood (in the case of Arab American women writers,
for example) or could understand Arab women only through the filter of preexist-
ing stercotypical categories (like the harem, the veil, and the belly dancer). The
implications of this sort of politics of invisibility are explored by Japanese Ameri-
can writer Mitsuye Yamada in This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical
Women of Color: “No matter what we say or do, the stereotype still hangs on. I am
weary of starting from scratch each time | speak or write, as if there were no his-
tory behind us, of hearing that among the women of color, Asian women are the
least political, or the least oppressed, or the most polite.” [ reference Yamada here
because of the way in which she writes about the “double invisibility” of Asian
American women.” As I elaborate on what | mean by the politics of invisibility in
relation to Arab American women, Yamada provides a useful model for analyzing
the insidiousness of a stereotype that reinforces the image of Asian American,
or for my purposes Arab American, women as already inscribed in a space of
silence or oppression. Like Yamada, I felt as if T were “starting from scratch” in
that | had to name the stereotypes of Arab women as stereotypes before I could
begin the work of dispelling them. In this regard, then, the politics of invisibility
has impacted Arab American women’s lives and, by extension, the articulation of
Arab American feminism in insidious and complicated ways.

It is not simply that Arab American women are not seen because they are, as
contemporary U.S. popular culture would have us believe, “hidden” behind the
veil. Rather, as the barista's comment indicares, it is a matter of not being credired
with the possibility of existence. Arab feminism appears as an oxymoron not only
because Arab women are perceived to be silent and submissive according to the
mythology of the veil. It is an oxymoron because Arab women are not afforded the

subjectivity of thinking, theorizing individuals. We are not merely silenced; we are
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wholly displaced and, therefore, ontologically elided, by sensationalized news stories
and images of oppressed and exaticized Arab women. Arab and Arab American
women as‘ actively engaged in the process of creating and producing knowledge is
incomprehensible to those individuals who understand Arab and Arab American
women through the filmy lens of stereotypical categories. My own experience at the
2001 NWSA conference speaks to the ways in which Arab American feminism has
gone unrecognized and unacknowledged within the mainstream movement. With
no frame of reference by which to understand it, it has all too often either been

ignored or been displaced by the very stereotypes it seeks to critique.
The Cutting Edge of Invisibility

Three months after the 2001 NWSA conference, following the events of Septem-
ber 11, the politics of invisibility would take on another dimension in relation to
Arab American feminisms in the academy. The explosion of stories and images
of Afghan women’s brutal oppression at the hands of the Taliban (an issue that
had utterly failed to garner public and widespread U.S. interest for years) in many
ways highlighted the hypervisibility of Muslim (often conflated with Arab) WOI‘I'I—
anhood. Again, it was not a matter of not being seen. Indeed, the U.S. public
seemed to believe that it was finally seeing Muslim and Arab women in a way that
it had not seen them previously. However, the seemingly sudden hypervisibility
of Muslim and Arab women’s lives had, predictably, shrouded their realities even
further. The sheer proliferation of the image of the veil, coupled with the way in
which it was reproduced as a monolithic signifier of the oppression of Muslim and
Arab women, effectively displaced any potential for understanding the compli-
cated network of power relations, patriarchal and imperial, that impact women’s
lives in Middle Eastern and Muslim countries.

In September 2001, I was teaching a course at Emory University titled “Ameri-
can Identities,” and as I struggled to acknowledge and voice the disturbing real-
ity of violence and racism enacted against the Arab American COmmuTlity as.a
corrective to my students’ assured assertions that hostility and hate crimes did
not exist, | realized something about the mechanics of invisibility. Despite evi-
dence and news stories to the contrary, my students could not see the violent
and dangerous reality of Arab Americans’ lives after 9/11, in part, because their
understanding of the Arab American community was already determined by the
dominant narrative of terrorism. As with the mythology of the veil, the narrative
of terrorism had prefigured my students’ understanding of Arab Americans. Their
knowledge about Arab Americans was informed by the prolific image of the ter-

rorist, which was incompatible with the realities of hate crimes and victimization
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that I wanted them to acknowledge. The conditions of Arab Americans’ lives
were already displaced by the interpretive categories through which they had
come to be understood.
Regrettably, my colleagues’ responses to me and to my work after September
11 also highlighted the problematic ways in which Arab American women’s reali-
ties continued to be elided. The immediate connection that my peers made to
my work on representations of Arab womanhood in U.S. popular culture after
the horrific events of September 11 was to suggest, with a tinge of jealousy, that
my work was at least now “cutting edge.” I did not, and still do not, know how
to respond to heartbreaking destruction and grief with the consideration of how
I'might capitalize on or benefit from that destruction and grief. Yet the “cutting
edge” comment once again exemplifies the way in which che hypervisibility of
Arab womanhood actually worked to further eclipse Arab and Arab American
women’s realities. The assumption that my work was now suddenly interesting or
useful in a way that it had not previously been participates in the construction
of 9/11 as the origin story for perceptions and representations of Arab women,
and, in so doing, ignores the history of representations of Arab womanhood in
the United States. It also suggests that an understanding of Arab womanhood
is important only in relation to larger political and international conflict and
achieves a moment of recognition in the shadow of such events.

Perhaps most problematic, however, is the suggestion that I can capitalize,
through my research, on the increased attention given to representations of Arab
women since it condones and reinforces an uncritical commodification of such
representations. Even if unwittingly, it advocates for the appropriation of repre-
sentations of Arab womanhood at the expense of examining the complex reali-
ties that characterize Arab women’s lives. In fact, my colleagues’ comments failed
to acknowledge a much more problematic and insidious academic climate for
scholars writing about issues related to the Middle East, particularly since 2001.
As Beshara Doumani argues, “The academy is in the midst of a transformation
driven by the increasing commercialization of knowledge . . . buffeted between
conflicting but intimately related forces of anti-liberal coercion and neoliberal
privatization.” In other words, to the extent that scholarship about Arab and
Muslim womanhood can be commodified and marketed (and the celebrity status
of Orientalist native informants like Azar Nafisi and Ayaan Hirsi Ali are good
examples of this process), such commercialization goes hand in hand with both
overt and covert forms of censorship. In a climate in which the David Horowitz
Freedom Center deploys the language of “academic freedom” to chastise women’s

studies departments for their lack of attention to “the plight of Muslim women”
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and to coerce those departments into promulgating Islamophobic and simplistic
lessons about women and Islam, the conversation about Arab and Muslim wom-
anhood once again gets reduced to an obfuscating binary.” In such a context,
in which surveillance and privatization work in tandem, Arab American femi-
nisms seem to be presented with two options: be appropriated or be censored and

censured.

NWSA Revisited

One of the most troubling features of the politics of invisibility is precisely this
ability to simultaneously silence Arab American feminist analysis and produce
discourse that further obscures that analysis. As [ see it, the primary task for Arab
American feminisms is to find a way to reject both disingenuous appropriation
as well as more insidious forms of censure. My suggestion for responding to the
politics of invisibility actually brings me back to my discussion of the “Women
in Islam” panel at the 1980 NWSA conference and to a recognition of the ways
that Arab American feminist discourse has long been engaged in mobilizing, or
deploying, the politics of invisibility as a strategy. In the context of a hegemonic
white women’s movement, the panelists addressing Arab women’s issues at the
1980 NWSA conference spent much of their time working to dispel mainstream
U.S. feminist narratives that cast Middle Eastern women as unwilling victims of
a seemingly hyperpatriarchal society. In so doing, they were employing a critical
perspective that participated in a mode of analysis that paralleled the experi-
ence of women of color at the 1981 NWSA conference, as documented by Chela
Sandoval in her article “Feminism and Racism: A Report on the 1981 National
Women’s Studies Association Conference.”” Sandoval’s account of the way in
which women of color organized in response to the title of the 1981 NWSA con-
ference, “Women Respond to Racism,” offers a useful framework for understand-
ing the work that has already been done by Arab American feminists. Although
Arab American feminists were not clearly identified with what Sandoval calls
“1J.S. Third World feminists” in the context of the early 1980s feminist move-
ment, both groups of women were clearly utilizing some of the same strategies.
In many ways, the fact that Arab American feminism has had to construct
itself negatively has facilitated the development of its greatest strength: an oppo-
sitional consciousness. Sandoval's comments regarding the experiences of femi-
nists of color at the 1981 conference can apply to Arab American feminists as
well: “U.S. Third World feminists must recognize that our learned sensitivity to
the mobile webs of power is a skill that, once developed, can become a sophis-

ticated form of oppositional consciousness . . . which creates the opportunity
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for flexible, dynamic and tactical responses.” This sort of flexible, dynamic, and
tactical response to power is what Ahmed witnessed at the “Women in Islam”
panel in 1980, and it is the type of critical consciousness and resistance that
Arab American feminists have continued to cultivate in response to multiple
forms of oppression propagated by racism in the white feminist movement,
sexism in Arab and Arab American communities, and the racist, sexist, and
patronizing effects of imperialistic projects of so-called liberation. What Arah
American feminists need most urgently is to continue to use the skills and tools
we have gained from an oppositional consciousness in order to forge more spaces
of possibility for the lives of Arab and Arab American women. The work of
Arab American feminists contributes to the work of those feminists, both in
the United States and transnationally, who “are calling for new subjectivity, a
political revision that denies any one perspective as the only answer, but instead
posits a shifting tactical and strategic subjectivity that has the capacity to re-
center depending upon the forms of oppression to be confronted.”* Indeed,
Arab American feminists demonstrate a “shifting . . . strategic subjectivity” by
creatively mobilizing a politics of invisibility. Mobilizing the politics of invis-
ibility can mean using silence as a strategy; it is a response that understands
contextual clues to determine when speech will simply reinforce the false binary
that frames so much of the public discourse about Arah and Muslim woman-
hood. It employs oppositional consciousness in flexible ways, and therefore does
not solely operate as a counterdiscourse, since counternarratives run the risk of
legitimating the problemaric assumptions of the very discourses they resist. Most
important, mobilizing the politics of invisibility helps to disarm the notion that
silence and invisibility are necessarily oppressive and opens up a wider field of
intervention for Arab American feminists.

The powerful and potent shorthand of cultural mythologies (like the images
of the belly dancer and the terrorist, for example) and of sensationalist stories
about the “plight” of Arab and Muslim women is not going to disappear—these
tropes are unfortunately too useful as interpretive categories. Simply advocating
for a rejection of current stereotypical categories and narratives would inevitably
lead to the establishment of equally limiting categories of representation, and
spending energy to create a counterdiscourse will perhaps unwittingly reify the
false binary that already frames much of public understanding. The work of Arah
American feminists, then, must continue to encourage a fruitful fluidity that con-
stantly forges new possibilities for understanding and contextualizing the com-
plex realities of Arab and Arab American women’s lives. In solidarity with social

justice and liberation projects worldwide, we must mindfully utilize the tools of
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an oppositional consciousness in order to support the urgent work of carving and
crafting new spaces for the expression of Arab American feminisms. Rather than
simply resisting the politics of invisibility that have denied us a full presence, we
must mobilize it, thereby reinventing and transforming that invisibility into a tool

with which we will continue to illustrate the brilliant complexities of Arab and

Arab American women’s lives.
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