
Short Paper #1 – “Stereotyping Arabs: Creation of ‘The Other’”

“The Arab Muslim continues to surface as the threatening cultural ‘Other.’”

· Jack G. Shaheen

Stereotypes exist in every culture; they are vehicles for simplifying and understanding complex and unfamiliar circumstances (Abu-Absi 55).  They are generalizations based on observations often related to physical appearance, behavioral patterns, or some cultural trait that appears different or unusual (Abu-Absi 55).  Stereotypes serve as a shortcut whose purpose is to communicate an image that has been reinforced to the point where it no longer requires any explanation or justification – over time it is assumed to be the truth.  For several decades, Arabs and the Arab world have been stereotyped in the United States, “Several generations of Americans have come to see the Arab world mainly as a dangerous place, where terrorism and religious fanaticism are spawned and where a gratuitous anti-Americanism is inculcated in the young by evil clerics who are anti-democratic and virulently anti-Semitic” (Said 2).  From events such as 9/11 to representations of Arabs in magazines, numerous sources and operations perpetuate the stereotyping of Arabs and the Arab world.  Despite the prevalence of stereotyping, steps can be taken to combat and reduce stereotyping of Arabs and the Arab world.   

           Stereotyping is inherent within the nature of human perception.  Some of the general characteristics of human perception make stereotyping inevitable:  its reductive, it generalizes from particulars, and is partial to recognition by contrast rather than substance (Bardenstein 1/18/2005).  In other words, with a lack of a complete understanding of a group of people—Arabs and Arab Muslims—it is natural for humans to create an inaccurate, simplified, and often distorted vision of others.  These representations are constructed, purported and shared by different authoritative bodies—government, society, media, etc.  These constructions reinforced and are presumed to be the truth.  The power of these constructions limits and excludes information that falls outside of the discourse (Bardenstein 1/18/2005; Abu-Absi 56).  For example, in the movie “The Arabs: Who they Are and Who they Are Not” there were numerous clips of mainstream news stations, primarily Foxnews, which depicted the Arab Muslim as violent, immoral, and uncontrollable animals.  However, very rarely are Arabs or Arab Muslims portrayed as friendly, kind, moral, or considerate.

           Edward Said argued that Western stereotypes of Arabs are rooted in European imperialism of the Mid-East. Underlying this perspective is a long-standing view—the Orientalist view—that denies Arabs their right to national self-determination because they are considered incapable of logic, truth telling, and are fundamentally murderous (Said 3).  This perspective and representation justified and affirmed potentially dangerous dichotomies: us/them; European (Western) self, Arab-Muslim other; civilized, barbaric; rational, irrational; moderate, excessive; moral, immoral.  These generalizations and the repetitive representations in different forms, such as in pictures, writings, and pop culture, together have, over the years, produced a discourse stereotyping Arabs, Muslims, and the Orient (Bardenstein 1/20/2005).

          Likewise, Western media is one of the biggest sources that creates and reinforces stereotypes of Arabs.  Film and television screen images both provide information that help shape values; they present powerful messages that serve to educate and help to convince viewers of a particular worldview (Shaheen 11).  These images teach people whom to fear, whom to hate, and whom to love.  Unfortunately, Arabs have been, consistently, portrayed negatively, “For more than a century movies have dramatized myth making. Ever since the camera began to crank, the unkempt Arab has appeared as an uncivilized character, the cultural Other, someone who appears and acts differently than the white Western protagonist, someone of a different race, class, gender or national origin” (Shaheen 12). In the motion picture such as Not Without My Daughter (1990) a Muslim male is portrayed as a religious hypocrite, a liar abusing Islam who kidnaps his American wife and daughter.  During the movie, he ends up imprisoning and abusing his wife in Iran; in one scene he slaps her face, boasting, “I’m a Muslim!” (Shaheen 14).  Some Muslims maintained that they are perceived as a “negative influence” because the American press and entertainment industry are ignorant of Islam and as a result tend to focus on a violent and extreme minority (Shaheen 10).  

Moreover, some Muslims maintained that they are perceived as a “negative influence” because the American press and entertainment industry are ignorant of Islam and as a result tend to focus on a violent and extreme minority (Shaheen 10).  Many Americans believe only Arabs are Muslims, however, approximately 12 percent of Muslims are Arabs (Shaheen 4).  The Muslim Arab is repeatedly presented in the media as America’s biggest economic, cultural, and social threat.  If they are presumed to be linked or are actually linked to an act or terror or malice then it is immediately sensationalized, rendering them the different and hated scapegoat—the “Other”.  For example, consider the reports following the bombing of Oklahoma City’s Murrah Federal Building in 1995.  Although no Arab or Muslim was involved, they were instantly suspect; reports by journalists, law enforcement officials, and government officials reported that “Arabic-looking men in jogging suits [were] running from the scene” (Shaheen 33-34).  Furthermore, the Arab Muslim is depicted as a character, by American values, which should be despised.  They are also portrayed in cartoons and movies as oil and money hungry sheikhs, fanatical “fundamentalist” terrorist who prays before killing innocents, and anti-Western (Shaheen 14).   The stereotyping of Arabs also draws along the lines of gender.  Arab men are depicted as wife beaters, uncaring, cheating, and oppressive.  Arab women are also stereotyped as a veiled, faceless entity that is oppressed and marginalized or as an immoral, scantily dressed belly-dancing seductress (Abu-Absi 55).  

These stereotypes pose some serious dangers.  The stereotyping of the Arab Muslim parallels the representation of the Jew in Nazi-inspired German movies.  Arabs, much like onscreen Jews, appear in American made movies as unkempt, greedy, eccentrically dressed, money-grubbing caricatures who seek world domination, worshipping a different God, killing innocents, and uncontrollably lusting after blood virgins (Shaheen 15).  The public, in turn, makes the Arabs scapegoats. As a consequence, Arabs face harassment, discrimination, and violence.  For example, some Arab or “Arab looking” individuals are wrongfully detained and interrogated at airports.  Some encounter racial slurs in public spaces, such as walking through city streets.  One of my Egyptian friends had a bottle thrown at him at a bar because by his appearance alone he was a “dirty Arab”.  The consequences of stereotyping are far-reaching and often times the cause of serious harm in society.


However, the stereotyping of Arabs can be reduced and mitigated.  In order to combat stereotyping it is important to utilize mediums that distinguish between stereotypes and realities.  The media should incorporate a wider spectrum of representations of Arab. For example, a movie that can incorporate a wider spectrum of representations of Arabs, much like how “My Big Fat Greek Wedding” represented Greeks and Greek-Americans as identifiable and “normal” human beings, could be used to positively represent Arabs—not just as a terrorist or the bad guy, but as a family man or hero (Discussion 1/20/2005).   Furthermore, increasing one’s knowledge of Islam is important to decreasing the falsehoods of stereotyping.  Journalists and government officials should promote dialogue with religious leaders and scholars in order to better understand Islam (Shaheen 69-70; Tessler 35).   Moreover, leaders and opinion-makers should publicly counter negative stereotypes.  Combating stereotyping has no quick fixes; it takes time, effort, and desire for people to let in more information so that we can have complex and complete understanding of things, people, and groups.


Despite the people’s natural instinct to stereotype Arabs, steps can be taken to limit the influence and impact of stereotypes.  Some Arabs and Arab Muslims are wrongfully targeted, harassed, assaulted, and discriminated because of distorted media representations and of a long-standing historical discourse – Orientalism.  With a more complete understanding and increased representation of “normal” Arab Muslims we can begin to debunk the belief that the Arab world consists mainly as a “dangerous place, where terrorism and religious fanaticism are spawned and where a gratuitous anti-Americanism is inculcated in the young by evil clerics who are anti-democratic and virulently anti-Semitic.”
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