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 Conflict between the United States and the Middle East has been ongoing since 

the end of World War II. There are legitimate political grievances between the two 

regions, but a great deal of animosity can be attributed to cultural misunderstanding. As 

this is broad in scope, the thesis seeks to find a narrow entryway and does so through the 

perception of women. The thesis specifically looks at women’s attire and what cultural 

assumptions are often drawn from it. It then expands to discuss the nature of feminism in 

both areas and find commonalities in the female experience in both regions. Ultimately, 

this thesis tries to create a more comprehensive understanding of both regions’ cultures to 

provide for a more tolerant populace and an opportunity for more constructive foreign 

relations. 
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PREFACE 

 Clothing is a common way people represent themselves. Clothing reflects cultural 

values as well as personal taste and allows us to engage cultural traditions and the myriad 

of differences within society.  My aim in this thesis is to illustrate the effect of women’s 

fashion on the relations between the United States and Middle East, personally and 

politically. First, I will examine the complex composition of the United States and 

Middle East. While there are a set fifty states in the United States, they may not 

holistically define foreign perception of the United States. It is also not clear which 

countries make up the area defined as the Middle East. Furthermore, these two regions 

are not simply defined geographically; the terms America and Middle East evoke notions 

of ideology and political systems. Second, I will explore the tenuous history between the 

United States and Middle East, including: military intervention, terrorist activity, and 

diplomatic maneuvers. Third, I will examine women’s role in both societies and the 

motivating factors behind clothing choices. I will demonstrate the vast array of fashion 

and lifestyle choices that are made despite often being lumped into one homogenous 

group by the other side of the conversation. Fourth, I will explore the negative effects 

arising from cultural misconceptions and presumptions that are tangibly addressed 

through fashion. Fifth, I will address the larger political ramifications that come from 

unfounded personal antagonism. Finally, I will suggest possible methods for remedying 

the challenge and look at education and social media outreach.  Throughout the text, 
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attention will be given to individual voices, particularly through memoirs, to avoid an 

overwhelming and dominant Western perspective, as an American author.  

The clothing women wear tends to evoke largely negative cultural assumptions. 

Since clothing is a contributor to Islamophobia1 in the United States and clothing is a 

factor in why the Middle East views the United States as immoral, some tension can be 

lessened between the two regions if attitudes toward dress are altered. If Americans were 

no longer afraid of adherents to Islam and Middle Easterners were no longer convinced 

that the United States has questionable moral standards, the effectiveness of anti-Muslim 

and anti-American rhetoric would decline in political campaigns. As Ruth Benedict states 

in 1934, “God gave to every people a cup, a cup of clay, and from this cup they drank 

their life […] They all dipped in the water, but their cups were different.”2 Despite the 

cultural differences between the United States and Middle East, there are underlying 

human elements that unite people globally. An understanding of this human-

interconnectedness needs to be established. If politicians stop disparaging the culture of 

the other society, tensions would ease between the United State and the Middle East. 

Education about dress, its roots, history, and cultural meanings is a step towards progress. 

In and of themselves, clothing items are not signs of oppression, they are markers of 

personal identity. But when they become an imposition by the government, they lose 

personal significance and become oppressive. Greater understanding of culture and 

fashion choices can help better relations between the United States and Middle East. 

                                                 
1 The term "Islamophobia" was first defined by a 1991 Runnymede Trust Report as "unfounded 

hostility towards Muslims, and therefore fear or dislike of all or most Muslims."    

2 Ruth Benedict, Patterns of Culture (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 1934). 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 Defining the Middle East and the United States 

Middle East 

Before I turn to fashion and its political ramifications, I must develop a 

framework in which I can situate and address cultural representation. Geography is 

important when considering the Middle East, but politics and cultural practices are also 

important considerations when examining the region. The Middle East is not a finite 

region filled with similar people. In fact, the Middle East is a dynamic region filled with a 

myriad of beliefs and governmental systems. There is also no global definition of which 

countries comprise the Middle East. The term “Middle East” emerged in 1891when it 

was coined by Admiral Mahan in The Influence of Sea Power upon History.1 Previously, 

the area was referred to as the Levant or the Near East (this only referred to the Ottoman 

Empire). Today, the Encyclopedia Britannica includes the following countries as areas of 

the Middle East: Turkey, Cyprus, Syria, Lebanon, Iraq, Iran, Israel, Jordan, Egypt, Sudan, 

Libya, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Yemen, Oman, Bahrain, Qatar, and the United Arab 

Emirates (UAE).2 There are differing opinions between sectors of the United States 

government about what the Middle East comprises. The State Department still uses the 

term Near East and its definition encompasses the countries ranging from Morocco to 

                                                 
1 A. T. Mahan, The Influence of Sea Power Upon History, 1660-1783, Revised ed. edition (New 

York: Dover Publications, 1987). 

2 “Middle East | Region, Asia, Africa, and Europe,” Encyclopedia Britannica, accessed April 4, 
2016, http://www.britannica.com/place/Middle-East. 
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Iran.3 CENTCOM refers to the Middle East as an Area of Responsibility (granted, this is 

a rather paternalistic and unhelpful term) and it designates all the countries from North 

Africa to Kazakhstan.4 The Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), uses the term Middle East 

to describe the countries between Egypt and Iran.5 The Middle East itself does not have a 

fixed concept of what countries belong and which do not. There is more of a tone of Pan-

Arabism, which allows the region to expand greatly. The Arab League contains Comoros, 

Djibouti, Mauritania, and Somalia, which are often not considered part of the Middle 

East.6 This is just a step into how complicated the Middle East can be. With all these 

varying understandings of the Middle East, news outlets create public opinion and shape 

our view of the Middle East.  

Many Americans consider Afghanistan and Pakistan part of the Middle East even 

though they are not, but they will be considered as so for the purpose of this text. It is 

important to note, however, neither Afghanistan nor Pakistan is Arab, but they are 

predominately Muslim nations. Afghanistan is a Central Asian nation whose residents 

predominantly speak Pashto and Dari and Pakistan is a South Asian country where 

people are predominantly Punjab or Pashtun. With the exception of Afghanistan, 

Pakistan, and Turkey, the State Department’s definition of the Middle East is what will 

                                                 
3 Bureau of Public Affairs Department Of State. The Office of Website Management, “Bureau of 

Near Eastern Affairs,” January 20, 2009, http://www.state.gov/p/nea/. 

4 “U.S. Central Command | Area of Responsibility Countries,” accessed April 4, 2016, 
http://www.centcom.mil/en/about-centcom-en/area-of-responsibility-countries-en. 

5 “The World Factbook,” accessed April 4, 2016, https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-
world-factbook/wfbExt/region_mde.html. 

6 “Arab League - The League of Arab States,” Nations Online, accessed April 4, 2016, 
http://www.nationsonline.org/oneworld/arab_league.htm. 
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be used (Turkey is considered by many other definitions that do not include North Africa 

or Iran).   

People in these twenty-two countries have different heritages, native languages, 

and religions. There are distinct traditions between the Phoenicians (Lebanon), 

Egyptians, Syrians, Libyans, Moroccans, and Palestinians.7 The current border divides 

are not natural. They are a result of the 1916 Sykes-Picot agreement between the United 

Kingdom and France. This split the Middle East into spheres of influence and left the 

Kurds without a homeland.8 There is constant conflict between Persians and Arabs as 

well as between Jews and Muslims, and Sunnis and Shi’ites. There is controversy over 

whether democracies or dictatorships are better. There are no overlying characteristics 

that can define the Middle East as a whole. However, according to a Public Broadcasting 

Service (PBS) study, many Americans tend to stereotype all Middle Eastern peoples as 

Muslim and Arab.9 This stereotype will be examined throughout and addressed.  

 

Arab Values 

Arabs have distinctive value systems, which carry over into non-Arab Middle 

Eastern countries. The most important Arab value is loyalty to the kinship group.10 This 

proceeds from immediate family, to the extended family, to the clan, to the tribe, and 

                                                 
7 William Baker, The Cultural Heritage of Arabs, Islam, and the Middle East (Brown Books, 

2003). 

8 Mark Sykes and Francois Georges-Picot, “Sykes-Picot Agreement,” May 1916, 
http://wwi.lib.byu.edu/index.php/Sykes-Picot_Agreement. 

9 “Global Connections . Stereotypes | PBS,” accessed October 25, 2015, 
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/globalconnections/mideast/questions/types/. 

10 Office of the Deputy Chief of Staff for Intelligence, “Arab Cultural Awareness: 58 Factsheets,” 
January 2006, https://fas.org/irp/agency/army/arabculture.pdf. 
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finally to the nation. This means there is not always the same sense of patriotism in 

Middle Eastern countries as there is in other parts of the world. Following that, the other 

three most important Arab values are the use of the Arabic language, hospitality, and 

shame.11  

The Middle East is a shame-based society, a concept arising from desert culture. 

The Middle East’s emphasis on the community over the individual reinforces the focus 

on shame. This group priority is evidenced in the need for consensus building. In the 

Middle East, modesty is a deeply held value and the actions of an individual reflects on 

the society as a whole. For conservative Muslim women to be seen dressed immodestly 

would be incredibly shameful. Her family, and possibly her whole village, would be 

discredited for her actions. For Arabs, a family’s honor lies on the youngest daughter’s 

chastity and this becomes questioned if a woman is unmarried past the age of twenty-

six.12 There is a strong underlying loyalty to the family and tribe in the Middle East that 

would compel women to want to uphold societal values such as modest dress, which is an 

idea the pre-dates Islam, and applies to men as well.  

There are also other accepted norms and common values that originate from 

desert culture. In the Middle East, there is a natural skepticism of people. Names are 

indicators of identity; the common structure of a name is the first name followed by the 

father’s name, followed by the grandfather’s name, and the followed by the last name. It 

is not uncommon for this to also be followed by the region of origin. There is limited 

interaction between social classes in the Middle East and Arabs are the ultimate 

                                                 
11 Baker, The Cultural Heritage of Arabs, Islam, and the Middle East. 

12 Ibid. 
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fatalists.13 One of the most common Arabic sayings is اء هللا  which ,(in sha’ allah‘) إن ش

means God willing. This is said after setting any form of appointment. For non-Arabs, 

this can often be seen as a sign of not accepting responsibility for one’s actions and can 

also be a point of confusion when trying to establish plans. Arabs avoid direct responses; 

it is considered offensive to directly say no to someone, and important discussions are not 

engaged until the need for social niceties has been met.  

Islamic teachings also provide an important set of values in the Middle East. 

Consensus is not only an Arab value, but an Islamic one as well; there is a Quranic 

doctrine of consensus among qualified members of the community.14 The five pillars of 

Islam are testimony, prayer, zakah (the alms tax), fasting, and pilgrimage. The one that 

most easily translates into a societal value is the alms tax. Giving to the poor is an 

essential value in the Middle East; everyone is to contribute to the betterment of society. 

Generally, Muslims do not support socialism, but they believe every individual is 

obligated to aid those in need. Some Arab and Islamic values are present in the United 

States on a wide scale and others are not. When there is a gap in value systems, it is easy 

to make judgments.  

 

United States 

When Middle Easterners look at the United States, most do not think of tribal 

groups in Hawaii or farmers in the rural Midwest. Middle Easterners generally see the 

United States through what is portrayed in the media and that is a more city-like 

                                                 
13 Ibid. 

14 John Sabini, Islam: A Primer (AMIDEAST Publications, 2001). 
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environment.15 Americans are also commonly portrayed as white and rich. In reality, 

thirty-eight percent of the population in the United States is not white and fifteen percent 

of the population lives below the poverty level.16 When referencing stereotypes, that will 

be about urban and suburban areas, but rural areas in addition to Alaska and Hawaii will 

serve as important counter points. There are conservative religious groups such as the 

Mennonites and the Amish who value modesty just as much as conservative Muslims. 

There are also approximately six million Muslims living in the United States and 

seventy-two percent of them are citizens as well.17 The people and regions of the United 

States are a kaleidoscope of color; all Americans are not the same just as all Middle 

Easterners are not the same.  

Additionally, the United States is often referred to as the West and this includes a 

variety of other countries, especially English-speaking ones. Canadian and British 

sentiments and actions influence the opinions of Middle Easterners on the United States 

as the United States is constantly associated with its allies. One area where this is most 

clear is in jihadist literature. Although the mujahideen are in no way representative of the 

Middle East as a whole, they often call for attacks against the United States and its 

friends.  

 

American Values 

                                                 
15 “Global Connections . Stereotypes | PBS.” 

16 United States Census Bureau, “USA QuickFacts from the US Census Bureau,” 2015, 
http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/states/00000.html. 

17 “Muslims in America – A Statistical Portrait | Baghdad, Iraq - Embassy of the United States,” 
accessed October 26, 2015, 
http://iraq.usembassy.gov/resources/information/current/american/statistical.html. 
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For the most part, Americans do not have an established hierarchy of values as 

Arabs do, but there are core values that permeate society in the United States. The 

American mindset places a high value on individuality.18 In the United States, it is 

important that every individual have a voice, even though this is not always seen in 

practice. In contrast to the Middle East, the United States is a guilt-based society. 

Morality is seen as a personal matter and the actions of an adult are a reflection of the 

individual rather than the collective society of which he or she is a part. While the actions 

of a businesswoman may certainly reflect on a company, her entire neighborhood will not 

be judged by her choices.  

According to the Washington International Center, there are thirteen deeply 

ingrained values in American society, which are: personal control over the environment, 

change, time and its control, equality, individual privacy, self-help, competition, future 

orientation, work orientation, informality, directness, practicality, and materialism.19 

Typically, Americans are not fatalistic; they believe the individual should have control 

over his or her environment and believe failure is a result of poor effort rather than bad 

luck or God’s will. Interestingly though, many of American values reach back to the 

Puritans, a religious group that wanted no distinction between church and state.20  

While it may not seem so at first, the use of the English language, for some, is a 

deeply held American value. This is evidenced in the strong, negative reaction of many 

                                                 
18 L. Robert Kohls.,L. Robert Kohls, “Values Americans Live By,” Claremont McKenna College, 

accessed October 25, 2015, http://www1.cmc.edu/pages/faculty/alee/extra/American_values.html. 

19 Ibid 

20 Ning Kang, Ning Kang, “Puritanism and Its Impact upon American Values,” Review of 
European Studies 1, no. 2 (December 2009), 
http://www.ccsenet.org/journal/index.php/res/article/viewFile/4585/3924. 
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towards the multi-lingual Coca Cola’s “America the Beautiful” commercial that aired 

during the 2015 Super Bowl. Critics thought it was disrespectful to sing a patriotic song 

in a language other than English.21 However, the United States does not have an official 

language and twenty-one percent of the American population speaks a language other 

than English at home.22 Middle Eastern and American values seem vastly different, and 

in many ways they are, but there are underlying similarities. Value systems in both 

regions originate, in part, from religious beliefs. In fact, mosque attendance rates in the 

Middle East and church attendance rates in the United States are roughly the same.23 The 

regions have different approaches to faith, but both have a belief in aiding the 

disenfranchised. Language is important in both the Middle East and the United States. 

The distinct differences in the value systems provide for misunderstanding and strained 

relations, but this can be remedied through cross-cultural education. 

 

Cross-Cultural Exposure 

In 2014, there were 1,225,000 Middle Eastern visitors (excluding North Africa) to 

the United States and nineteen percent were visiting for business purposes. The majority 

of visitors were in the United States for leisure, either seeing family or traveling to tourist 

                                                 
21 Neha Sahgal, “Coke, ‘America the Beautiful,’ and the Language of Diversity,” Pew Research 

Center, accessed October 26, 2015, http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2014/02/03/coke-america-the-
beautiful-and-the-language-of-diversity/. 

22 Camille Ryan, “Language Use in the United States: 2011” (US Census, August 2013), 
http://www.census.gov/prod/2013pubs/acs-22.pdf. 

23 James Zogby, “Arab Voices: Listening and Moving Beyond Myths,” The Huffington Post, 
October 23, 2010, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/james-zogby/arab-voices-listening-and_b_772817.html. 
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destinations.24 These types of activities allow for cultural exchange; however, they do not 

typically force one to engage the “other”.25 The most popular activity that Middle Eastern 

visitors engage in is shopping (ninety-two percent) and the second most common is 

sightseeing (seventy percent). Only forty percent of Middle Easterners traveled to the 

American countryside in 2014 and this was typically to visit national parks. Middle 

Easterners made up over half the market share of visitors to the mid-Atlantic region and 

approximately forty-four percent of the visitors to New York City. Furthermore, only 

thirteen percent visited ethnic heritage sites and three percent visited Native American 

communities.26 There is a large portion of the United States that is rarely engaged by 

visitors. On the opposite side, Middle Eastern visitors to the United States are hardly 

representative of the population. The mean average household income of Middle Eastern 

visitors to the United States is $79,942. 331,359 of the Middle Eastern visitors to the 

United States in 2014 originated from Israel and 221,230 originated from Saudi Arabia. 

Visitors from all other Middle Eastern countries as defined by the United States 

Department of Commerce International Trade Administration numbered under 89,000.27 

                                                 
24 U.S. Department of Commerce International Trade Administration. 

“2014_Middle_East_Market_Profile.pdf,” accessed October 25, 2015, 
http://travel.trade.gov/outreachpages/download_data_table/2014_Middle_East_Market_Profile.pdf. 

25 Peter B. Smith et al., Understanding Social Psychology Across Cultures: Engaging with Others 
in a Changing World (SAGE, 2013). 

26 Ibid 

27 U.S. Department of Commerce International Trade Administration. National Travel and 
Tourism Office, “International Visitation to the United States: A Statistical Summary of US Visitation 
(2014)” (US Department of Commerce International Trade Administration, 2014), 
http://travel.trade.gov/outreachpages/download_data_table/2014_Visitation_Report.pdf. 
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The average income in Israel is $30,480 and $25,700 in Saudi Arabia.28 This is much 

different from countries such as Yemen where average annual income is approximately 

$1,000.29 

Similarly, most United States visitors to the Middle East go to Israel (554,000). 

However, Turkey (400,000) and the UAE (369,000) are more common destinations than 

Saudi Arabia (this is likely due to the travel restrictions); travel to Turkey increased by 

fifteen percent and to the UAE by twenty-seven percent between 2013 and 2014.30 Most 

American travelers engage in sightseeing and shopping when they travel abroad. Less 

than thirty percent of business travelers visit the countryside when traveling abroad. The 

mean average household income of business travelers is $157,268, which is triple that of 

the average American, and it is $119,354 for leisure travelers.31 The largest percentage of 

visitors comes from the Eastern United States and is white. 313,800 Americans traveled 

to the Middle East for business in 2014 and 1,272,750 traveled to the Middle East for 

leisure. Most travelers have employment in business, management, or science. Only a 

                                                 
28 “The Central Bureau of Statistics (Israel),” accessed October 25, 2015, 

http://www1.cbs.gov.il/reader/cw_usr_view_Folder?ID=141; Sharif Taha, “Saudi per Capita Income 
Estimated to Reach SR 96,375,” Arab News, September 6, 2013, http://www.arabnews.com/node/463668. 

29 “UNdata | Country Profile | Yemen,” accessed October 25, 2015, 
http://data.un.org/CountryProfile.aspx?crName=Yemen. 

30 U.S. Department of Commerce International Trade Administration. National Travel and 
Tourism Office, “2014 United States Resident Travel Abroad” (US Department of Commerce International 
Trade Administration, 2014), 
http://travel.trade.gov/outreachpages/download_data_table/2014_US_Travel_Abroad.pdf. 

31U.S. Department of Commerce International Trade Administration. National Travel and Tourism 
Office, “2014 US Resident Travel: Leisure/Visiting Friends and Relatives” (US Department of Commerce 
International Trade Administration, 2014), 
http://travel.trade.gov/outreachpages/download_data_table/2014-US-Leisure-VFR.pdf; National Travel and 
Tourism Office, “2014 US Resident Travel: Business and Convention Travel” (US Department of 
Commerce International Trade Administration, 2014), 
http://travel.trade.gov/outreachpages/download_data_table/2014-US-Business.pdf. 



11 
 

minimal percentage of foreign travelers work in the service industry, sales, or 

maintenance.32 The average American is not necessarily represented abroad, and they are 

not typically engaging with the average Middle Easterner. 

Most direct engagement that occurs between Middle Easterners and Americans is 

through business. This provides for a limited amount of cross-cultural exposure. Social 

media has opened up new avenues for engaging with people globally and the number of 

students going abroad is increasing, but there has still been limited interaction between 

the majority of the United States’ population and the Middle East’s population. From 

this, it is easy to grasp onto stereotypes and judge societies based on media portrayal. It is 

easy to witness foreign travelers and never actually engage them, especially when they 

have visual cues that distinguish them. Some Americans fear Islam and would never 

approach a woman wearing a hijab or niqab. Middle Eastern values dictate hospitality, 

but travelers do not often seek out to engage with the local population. People need to 

take advantage of opportunities that arise to engage with those different from themselves. 

Fear of the unknown is negated when the shroud of mystery is taken away. 

                                                 
32 U.S. Department of Commerce International Trade Administration. National Travel and 

Tourism Office, “Profile of US Resident Travelers Visiting Overseas Destinations: 2014 Outbound” (US 
Department of Commerce International Trade Administration, 2014), 
http://travel.trade.gov/outreachpages/download_data_table/2014_Outbound_Profile.pdf. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Historical Background 

With an understanding of the complex nature and configuration of the two 

regions, the history between the two can now be assessed.  There was not much 

interaction between the United States and the Middle East prior to the 1940s despite 

Europe’s long history with it. President Woodrow Wilson declined to share in the 

ransacking of the Ottoman Empire following World War I. However, the United States 

began to develop a presence in the Middle East under the Truman administration. The 

United States was stationed in Iran during World War II and it was involved in the 1948 

establishment of an Israeli State in Palestine.  The United States brought Turkey into the 

North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in 1952. In 1953, under the Eisenhower 

administration, the CIA deposed the elected prime minister of Iran, Mohammad 

Mossadegh and Mohammad-Reza Shah Pahlavi was then able to rule as a monarch. This 

caused Iranians to lose trust in the United States and its claims to promote democracy.1 

The United States supported the shah for twenty-five years. In 1956, President 

Eisenhower ended the war between Egypt and a Britain-France-Israel alliance over the 

Suez Canal. In 1958, the Eisenhower administration sent troops to Beirut, Lebanon, to 

protect the Christian dominated government from nationalist forces.  

The United States did not become heavily involved in the Middle East again until 

the Six Day War in 1967 between Israeli and Arab forces. The Johnson administration 

                                                 
1 Seyed Hossein Mousavian and Shahir Shahidsaless, Iran and the United States: An Insider’s 

View on the Failed Past and the Road to Peace (Bloomsbury Publishing USA, 2014). 
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compelled the Israeli government to agree to a ceasefire.2 President Nixon also compelled 

the Israeli government to accept a ceasefire agreement following the 1973 Yom 

Kippur/Ramadan War.3 In 1974, Secretary of State Henry Kissinger negotiated a 

disengagement agreement between Israel and Syria and then negotiated a second one in 

1975 between Israel and Egypt. However, these agreements did not bring peace to the 

Israeli-Palestinian conflict. In 1978, President Carter negotiated the Camp David Accord, 

the agreement that led to the 1979 peace treaty between Egypt and Israel. This involved 

an increase in United States aid to both Egypt and Israel.4 Once again, the United States 

intervened to demand an Israeli ceasefire under the Reagan administration in 1982, 

despite originally supporting Israel’s invasion into Lebanon.5 During the 1986 Iran-

Contra affair, the Reagan administration supplied Iran with weapons as part of an arms-

for-hostages deal with Hezbollah despite stating that he would not negotiate with 

terrorists.6 The Reagan administration also supported the expansion of Jewish 

settlements.7 Furthermore, President Reagan aided Iraq during the Iraq-Iran War in the 

1980s by providing the Hussein regime with intelligence and arms sales beginning in 

                                                 
2 Dr Yakub Halabi, US Foreign Policy in the Middle East: From Crises to Change (Ashgate 

Publishing, Ltd., 2013). 

3 Office of the Historian, “Milestones: 1969 - 1976,” US Department of State, accessed October 
26, 2015, https://history.state.gov/milestones/1969-1976/shuttle-diplomacy. 

4 Office of the Historian, “Milestones: 1977 - 1980,” US Department of State, accessed October 
26, 2015, https://history.state.gov/milestones/1977-1980/camp-david. 

5 Office of the Historian, “Milestones: 1981 - 1988,” US Department of State, accessed October 
26, 2015, https://history.state.gov/milestones/1981-1988/lebanon. 

6 Mousavian and Shahidsaless, Iran and the United States. 

7 Baylis Thomas, How Israel Was Won: A Concise History of the Arab-Israeli Conflict (Lexington 
Books, 1999). 
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1982. It also provided Iran with arms beginning in 1981. The United States had an 

invested interest in prolonging the war so that neither nation could dominate the region.8  

In 1990, the first President Bush launched Operation Desert Shield to deploy 

troops to Saudi Arabia, at its request, during the Gulf War. He then enacted Operation 

Desert Storm to repel Iraqi troops from Kuwait. President George H.W. Bush chose not 

to invade Iraq. In 1991, in his speech at the Annual Convention of the National Religious 

Broadcasters, he stated that he did not want to leave Iraq destabilized.9 Defense Secretary 

Dick Cheney supported this policy and stated, “Well, just as it’s important, I think, for a 

president to know when to commit U.S. forces to combat, it’s also important to know 

when not to commit U.S. forces to combat. I think for us to get American military 

personnel involved in a civil war inside Iraq would literally be a quagmire.”10 The Bush 

administration did, however, encourage a Shi’ite revolt in southern Iraq, but without 

military support, Shi’ites were massacred.11 In 1992, President George H.W. Bush also 

began Operation Restore Hope in Somalia, in which 25,000 troops aided the United 

Nations (UN) in stopping the spread of famine caused by the Somali civil war. Troops 

remained in Somalia once President Clinton took office, but were reduced to 12,000 six 

months into his presidency. However, following the attack on Pakistani soldiers aiding 

the UN mission by Somali General Mohamed Farrah Hassan Aidid, Delta Forces were 

                                                 
8 Seymour M. Hersh, “U.S. Secretly Gave Aid to Iraq Early in Its War Against Iran,” The New 

York Times, January 26, 1992, sec. World, http://www.nytimes.com/1992/01/26/world/us-secretly-gave-
aid-to-iraq-early-in-its-war-against-iran.html. 

9 George H.W. Bush, “George Bush: Remarks at the Annual Convention of the National Religious 
Broadcasters,” January 28, 1991, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=19250. 

10 Dick Cheney, This Week, April 7, 1991, http://www.theglobalist.com/on-iraq-dick-cheney-
used-to-be-a-truth-teller/. 

11 Richard N. Dralonge, Economics and Geopolitics of the Middle East (Nova Publishers, 2008). 
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deployed and the United States engaged in its bloodiest battle since the Vietnam War. 

Aidid was not caught and 1,500 Somalians died.12 Despite this tragedy, President Clinton 

successfully mediated a peace treaty between Israel and Jordan in 1994. He also worked 

on the 1993 Oslo Accords and the 2000 Camp David Summit in attempt to bring peace to 

Israel/Palestine, but they were ultimately unsuccessful in producing a long-lasting 

solution.  

Following the attacks of September 11, 2001, President George W. Bush led an 

attack in Afghanistan to topple the Taliban. This was the beginning of the War on Terror 

and it was later expanded in 2003 to include Iraq. The common rhetoric of this war was 

to promote the spread of democracy and human rights, but the Bush administration 

simultaneously supported repressive regimes in Egypt, Saudi Arabia, and Jordan.13  

Saddam Hussein was captured in December 2003, but troops did not “fully” withdraw 

from Iraq until 2011 under the Obama administration. This withdrawal left Iraq 

destabilized and without a competent military, allowing extremist groups to take control 

of territory. Osama bin Laden was killed by Navy SEALS in November 2011 in Pakistan. 

This has easily been lauded as a great victory, but the lack of cooperation with the 

Pakistani government has increased tension.14 In 2013, President Obama announced that 

the United States was no longer pursuing the War on Terror and stated, "We must define 

our effort not as a boundless 'Global War on Terror', but rather as a series of persistent, 

                                                 
12 R Snyder, “Operation Restore Hope/Battle of Mogadishu,” August 2001, 

http://novaonline.nvcc.edu/eli/evans/his135/Events/Somalia93/somalia93.html. 

13 Mike Bowker, Russia America and the Islamic World (Ashgate Publishing, Ltd., 2008). 

14 “Bin Laden’s Death: How It Happened,” BBC News, accessed October 26, 2015, 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-south-asia-13257330. 



16 
 

targeted efforts to dismantle specific networks of violent extremists that threaten 

America."15 Beginning in 2014, the United States has launched attacks against the 

Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) in a joint coalition. As of early 2016, United 

States troops remain in Afghanistan and President Obama announced that they will stay 

there through 2017. 16 

In addition to American intervention in the Middle East, there has been a great 

deal of action taken against the United States by Middle Eastern actors. The United States 

was affected by the 1973 Arab oil embargo, which caused oil prices to skyrocket and gas 

shortages. It also strained the United States’ economy.17 The United States’ mistrust of 

Iran began in 1979 when radical students in Tehran held fifty-two Americans hostage in 

the American embassy for 444 days.18 In April 1983, a truck bomb destroyed the United 

States embassy in Beirut, killing sixty-three Americans. Later that year, 241 American 

soldiers were killed in a bombing of Beirut barracks, which caused American troops to 

withdraw.19 There have been concrete actions taken by Americans and Middle Easterners 

that provide grounds for legitimate grievances, but the propagation of animosity between 

the regions and the people associated with them also comes from fear of the unknown 

and a lack of cultural awareness.  

                                                 
15 Paul D. Shinkman, "Obama: 'Global War on Terror' Is Over," U.S. News & World Report, 

accessed 25 October 2015. 

16 “For U.S. Troops in Afghanistan, a Dangerous Mission Continues,” ABC News, October 25, 
2015, http://abcnews.go.com/ThisWeek/us-troops-afghanistan-dangerous-mission-
continues/story?id=34702860. 

17 Office of the Historian, “Milestones: 1969 - 1976,” US Department of State, accessed October 
26, 2015, https://history.state.gov/milestones/1969-1976/oil-embargo. 

18 Mousavian and Shahidsaless, Iran and the United States. 

19 Micah Zenko, “When Reagan Cut and Run,” Foreign Policy, February 7, 2014, 
http://foreignpolicy.com/2014/02/07/when-reagan-cut-and-run/. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Female Identity 

Women in the Middle East 

Due to the tenuous history between the United States and Middle East and the 

differing value systems, people have the need to succinctly define the other region as 

“wrong”. Americans and Middle Easterners want to develop a hierarchy of values with 

their own as superior. This reinforces overly simplified portrayals in the media of the 

other culture.  

People often automatically think of the oppression of women when they think of 

the Middle East. It seems that there is something inherent in the culture that makes 

women a lower class, but that is not the case. Firstly, as previously mentioned, there is no 

single, uniform culture in the Middle East; rather, there are many varying cultures in such 

a large region. Queen Rania of Jordan states: 

Not all Arab women are the same. The Arab World is not a monolithic 
bloc. There are differences between our countries and variations within 
those countries as well, and, by no means, do I represent all of them; no 
one women does. I do not claim that when it comes to women the Arab 
World is perfect. […] Women across the Arab World do not have equal 
rights to men yet, but some countries in this region have made excellent 
progress. Women activists, NGOs, and reform programs are challenging 
discrimination against women and they are making strides. […] We’re all 
moving in the right direction.1 
 

 Stories of girls being married off at the age eight in Saudi Arabia (eight is the age of 

majority for females in Saudi Arabia) and thoughts of places such as Yemen being 

                                                 
1 Queen Rania, YOUTUBE EXCLUSIVE: Send Me Your Stereotypes ( ا ة راني (الملك , 

accessed April 10, 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TFf897bUW2Y. 
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considered the worst place in the world for women to live pervade the Western 

consciousness. This oppression generally originates from tribal customs rather than a 

Middle Eastern culture or even Islam. Governments are also working to enact positive 

change so that women are better protected from abuse. Pakistan was ranked the third 

most dangerous place for girls and women by the Thomson Reuters Foundation in 2011. 

Women earn eighty-two percent less than men, ninety percent of women face domestic 

violence, and more than a thousand females are victims of honor killings every year.2  

However, the Punjab assembly passed the Protection of Women against Violence Bill at 

the end of February 2016 to protect females against violence. It will “criminalize all 

forms of violence against women including domestic, emotional, psychological, 

economic, or sexual.”3  It will also create a hotline for women to report cases of abuse. 

Shelters for women and children subject to violence will be built as well.4  

Secondly, the roots of Arab culture are often evidenced in the language and from 

this lens, women are considered greater than men. Words are always made feminine to 

give them a more powerful meaning. In Arabic, ب  simply means office, but (mktb) مكت

by adding the feminine ending of ة (ta marbuta),  ة  .it becomes library ,(mktba) مكتب

Water is a feminine word in Arabic and it is given importance as the source of life. In 

Arabic, the helper اعد  the one giving the assistance, is the active participle ,(ms3da) مس

and is thus considered greater than the one being helped. Now, taking a turn to religion, 

                                                 
2 Thomson Reuters Foundation, “FACTSHEET-The World’s Most Dangerous Countries for 

Women,” accessed March 12, 2016, http://news.news.trust.org/item/20110615000000-hurik/. 

3 “Pakistan’s New Law Protecting Women against Violence May Be a Game Changer,” Global 
Citizen, accessed April 6, 2016, https://www.globalcitizen.org/en/content/pakistan-law-women-violence-
honourkilling/. 

4 Ibid. 
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in Christianity, Eve was created as Adam’s helper, which in the Arab culture gives her 

the superior position. Also, in Islam, the story of Creation and the Fall has far less 

gendered implications. In regards to creation, Surah Al-Nisa 4:1 states, “One soul and 

created from it its mate and dispersed from both of them many men and women.” Eve is 

not created as a product of Adam or after him. They are created simultaneously and given 

equal importance. Additionally, in the Quran, Eve is not blamed for tempting Adam to 

eat the fruit as she is in the Bible. Women are considered more moral than men in Islam. 

In some respects, this gives women a superior position, but it has negative ramifications 

as well, such as women solely bearing the honor of family and society. Women are 

blamed for men’s misconduct. Women suffer from oppression in the Middle East, but it 

is not the only narrative. 

Leila Ahmed, an Egyptian woman who has lived in the United Kingdom and the 

United States wrote A Border Passage in 1999. She states: 

“Mother was the supreme authority regarding us […] It was Mother who 
dealt with grave infractions. Not even Father superseded Mother in our 
house as moral authority. On the contrary, he would always say that it she 
whose judgment and discernment had to be differed to, that he himself 
deferred to her. And she was […] a very august and even a frightening 
presence.”5 
 

 Originally, women were not kept in the home to keep them as secondary citizens; 

women drew power from their place in the home. This is a notion that has sometimes 

been distorted over time to oppress women. Women were responsible for everything 

important, while men were only responsible for going out and hunting. The focus of 

society has changed to where the home is not considered the most important thing and 

                                                 
5 Leila Ahmed, A Border Passage: From Cairo to America--A Woman’s Journey, Reprint edition 

(New York: Penguin Books, 2012). 
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this has contributed to the degradation of women in some societies. However, many 

places in the Middle East still view the home as the center of society and women staying 

in the home serve an important role. 

This is not to say that all women are confined to the home in the Middle East 

though either. Within the past few years, Algeria has established a quota that provides for 

a requisite percentage of women in the parliament; it currently sits at thirty-two percent.6 

Tunisia is also in the process of enacting similar legislation and it already has a fifty 

percent quota for the minimum number of women on a party list.7 Other Middle Eastern 

countries such as Egypt, Sudan, Jordan, and Pakistan have quotas set for women in 

government. Israeli women are required to serve in the military. Arab states made the 

fastest progress compared to any other region in advancing women’s education. The 

female literacy rate tripled between 1970 and 1997 and female primary and secondary 

school enrollment rates rose from thirty-two percent in 1970 to seventy-four percent in 

1997.8 Female labor force participation in the Middle East is lower than any other region 

in the world, but an upward trend is beginning to emerge.9 

Women’s clothing in the Middle East is typically viewed uniformly; many 

Americans do not account for regional and personal differences in attire. The stereotype 

                                                 
6 “Proportion of Seats Held by Women in National Parliaments (%) | Data | Table,” accessed 

October 26, 2015, http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SG.GEN.PARL.ZS. 

7 World Bank, Women, Business and the Law 2016: Getting to Equal (World Bank Publications, 
2015). 

8 Heba Ahmad Handoussa and Zafiris Tzannatos, Employment Creation and Social Protection in 
the Middle East and North Africa (American Univ in Cairo Press, 2002). 

9 Julia Robinson, “Female Labor Force Participation in the Middle East and North Africa,” 
Wharton Research Scholars Journal, April 1, 2005, 
http://repository.upenn.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1027&context=wharton_research_scholars. 
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is that women’s clothing completely covers the arms and legs. It is also believed that all 

women wear hijabs (head scarf) or niqabs (headdress that covers all but the eyes), if not 

burqas (the headdress that covers the face as well). In fact, the wearing of a burqa is 

rather rare in the Middle East. Saudi Arabia is the only Middle Eastern country to require 

the wearing of it since the Taliban is no longer in power in Afghanistan.  

In Egypt, there are no formal laws enforced by the government regarding female 

apparel, but in more conservative regions of the country, there is a community imposed 

dress code. However, even in these areas where women wear the niqab, there is a vibrant 

fashion industry. Chinese migrants sell racy lingerie to locals in Asyut, Egypt. Asyut is in 

Upper Egypt, which is the most conservative region of the country. Essentially all 

Muslim women in this area wear at least the hijab and many chose to wear the niqab. In 

Upper Egypt, along a 360-mile stretch, there are twenty-six lingerie shops, twelve of 

which are in Asyut. One lingerie shop in Asyut, China Star, is located next to the Ibn al-

Khattab Mosque. One reason the market is so profitable is that Egyptian women in 

conservative areas need two separate wardrobes, the one they wear in public and the one 

they wear at home. Women in Egypt, just like many other places, also invest in what 

would be considered a “sexy” wardrobe. At China Star, a journalist witnessed a sheikh (a 

Muslim leader) helping two women dressed in niqabs pick out thong underwear and 

transparent nightgowns. Women in conservative areas have a tendency to invest in 

private wear since there is little opportunity to personalize a niqab.10    

                                                 
10 Peter Hessler, “Learning to Speak Lingerie,” The New Yorker, August 10, 2015, 

http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/08/10/learning-to-speak-lingerie. 
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 Many other countries besides Egypt do not require a hijab to be worn, it is a 

personal choice. Turkish women are even banned from wearing a hijab if they are 

working in a public service position; however, this is not given much thought in the 

West, but is important to take in account when considering regional differences. Some 

women in Turkey are upset they are not allowed the freedom to wear the hijab as they 

believe it is an important part of their identity and religious observance. Muslim women 

constantly refute the simplistic idea that the hijab is a sign of oppression.11 For many 

women, a headdress and modest clothing provide a level of freedom; however, this is 

when the choice is made freely, government imposition makes it a symbol of oppression 

even if they would have chosen to dress that way anyway. In Iran, the niqab and a robe 

were required attire for women under Ayatollah Khomeini. In Reading Lolita in Tehran, 

Azar Nafisi’s memoir of teaching a literature class to females in Iran in the privacy of her 

home, the author speaks of one her students’ choice to wear the required attire before the 

Islamic revival and the changes afterward. Nafisi states: 

She wore the scarf even before the revolution, and in her class diary, she 
wrote about the lonely morning when she went to a fashionable girls’ 
college, where she felt neglected and ignored […] because of her then-
conspicuous attire […] At that time, she had worn the scarf as a testament 
to her faith. Her decision was a voluntary act. When the revolution forced 
the scarf on others, her action became meaningless.12 
 

The rules in Iran have since relaxed to only require the wearing of a hijab and loose 

fitting clothing that covers the neck, arms, and legs. Women in Egypt feel that they are 

able to better advance in the workplace when they wear a hijab, so they relish the 

                                                 
11 Mark Long, “New Year’s on a Fast-Changing Persian Gulf,” WacoTrib.com, January 30, 2015, 

http://www.wacotrib.com/opinion/columns/guest_columns/mark-long-guest-columnist-new-year-s-on-a-
fast/article_9c2549e3-354d-56d1-aaad-2365d32ea4d5.html. 

12 Azar Nafisi, Reading Lolita in Tehran: A Memoir in Books (Random House, 2003). 13.  
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opportunity. Other women wear a headdress and modest clothing as a testament to their 

faith. In and of themselves, clothing items are not signs of oppression, they are markers 

of personal identity. But when they become an imposition by the government, they lose 

personal significance and become oppressive. Some women in Turkey are offended that 

they are unable to protect their modesty in public positions and some women in Iran 

would love the opportunity to wear nothing but jeans and a blouse in public. There are 

many different personal preferences of women in the Middle East; sometimes they can be 

expressed and sometimes they cannot be. Clothing can be a cultural identifier or a 

personal identifier. Judgments of a woman or a society should not be cast simply based 

on appearance. 

 

Women in the United States 

Women in the United States have their basic human rights met and have many 

opportunities, but women in the United States still struggle to attain full equality. 

According to the World Economic Forum, the United States ranks twenty-eighth in the 

Global Gender Gap Index for 2015; this is down from twentieth in 2014. The United 

States falls behind not only European countries, but Africa, Asian, and other American 

countries as well.13 In response to an article written in 2014 about a woman stoned to 

death in Pakistan, Judy Haiven, a professor at St. Mary’s University stated: 

Your article says that, since 2013, 869 women suffered ‘honour killings’ 
in Pakistan. Compare this to the United States where three women a day 
are killed by their male partners. By my count, since 2013 that’s about 
1,095 women killed. Maybe the women wanted to leave the marriage, or 

                                                 
13 World Economic Forum, “Global Gender Gap Report 2015,” 2015, 

http://reports.weforum.org/global-gender-gap-report-2015/rankings/. 
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had found a new partner, but clearly the men felt betrayed and 
dishonoured by their partners and killed them.14 
 

Professor Phyllis Chesler argues that there is a strong distinction between honor killings 

and domestic violence, but even domestic violence is demonstrative of a disregard for a 

woman’s humanity.15  

There is a cultural duality in the United States where it is expected that a woman’s 

top priority should be the home and a demand that women use their education to attain 

success outside the home; fifty-six percent of women feel stress in regards to balancing 

career and family responsibilities.16 A woman’s obligation to the home is greater than a 

man’s. According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics in 2014, “On an average day, 83 

percent of women and 65 percent of men spent some time doing household activities such 

as housework, cooking, lawn care, or financial and other household management,” and 

women spend longer engaged in these activities.17 Furthermore, women generally spend 

more time working overall, looking at both paid work and house work, than men do.18 

Striking a balance is hard to achieve and whichever option a woman chooses is looked 

down upon by a segment of society. According to the Pew Research Center, “the public 

remains conflicted about what is best for children. Among all adults, only 16% say the 

                                                 
14 Judy Haiven, “‘Honour Killings’ in the West,” The Toronto Star, June 2, 2014, 

http://www.thestar.com/opinion/letters_to_the_editors/2014/06/02/honour_killings_in_the_west.html. 

15 Phyllis Chesler, “Are Honor Killings Simply Domestic Violence?,” Middle East Quarterly, 
March 1, 2009, http://www.meforum.org/2067/are-honor-killings-simply-domestic-violence. 

16 Kim Parker and Wendy Wang, “Modern Parenthood,” Pew Research Center’s Social & 
Demographic Trends Project, March 14, 2013, http://www.pewsocialtrends.org/2013/03/14/modern-
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17 “American Time Use Survey Summary,” accessed April 4, 2016, 
http://www.bls.gov/news.release/atus.nr0.htm. 
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ideal situation for a young child is to have a mother who works full time. A plurality of 

adults (42%) say mothers working part time is ideal, and one-third say it’s best for young 

children if their mothers do not work at all outside of the home.”19 Yet, many women 

need to work full time for financial reasons and it can be seen as detrimental to achieving 

female equality in the work place when they opt to stay at home. 

 It has become increasingly common in the United States for a woman to be in the 

workforce instead of a stay at home wife or mother, “Among mothers with children under 

age 18, the share saying they would prefer to work full time has increased from 20% in 

2007 to 32% in 2012.”20 Also, in situations where it is financially possible, a traditional 

role reversal has been visible, with the man staying at home as a father or a husband 

following his wife as she travels for work. As of 2013, in couples where only one spouse 

works, twenty-three percent of families had the female as the sole breadwinner.21 In 

1976, the statistic stood at only six percent.22 As a girl growing up in the United States, I 

thought this role reversal was natural. My mother worked and my father was a stay at 

home dad. I did not fully realize how uncommon this was until I started attending 

college. I also did not recognize all the struggles American women face in the workplace. 

On the surface, it seems women have the opportunity to be overwhelmingly successful in 

the United States. Wives earn more than their husbands in twelve million American 

families because they tend to be better educated. Fifty-seven percent of bachelor’s 

                                                 
19 Ibid. 

20 Ibid. 

21 Dennis Cauchon, “An American Role-Reversal: Women the New Breadwinners,” USA TODAY, 
March 25, 2013, http://www.usatoday.com/story/news/nation/2013/03/24/female-breadwinners/2015559/. 

22 Ibid. 
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degrees, sixty percent of master’s degrees, and fifty-two percent of doctorate’s degree are 

earned by women.23 Advanced degrees do not necessarily affect salaries, but the types of 

jobs people are able to receive. Men are more likely to work in blue-collar jobs, which do 

not provide the same level of health insurance as office jobs do, which women are more 

likely to hold. This is a significant consideration when couples are deciding to have 

children and is often a deciding factor in which parent should remain at work. Yet, even 

if a woman decides to stay at work after giving birth to her child for this very reason, she 

is seen by some as abandoning her family. Furthermore, despite this trend of more 

women working, when men and women are put on an even playing field, it is the man 

who is the better earner. As of 2014, women only earn seventy-nine percent of what 

equally qualified men do in the same positions.24 Additionally, women are often seen as 

forsaking their families when they choose to pursue a career, whereas men do not face 

this same stigma. Women also suffer judgment from other women when they do choose 

to stay at home with their families. Anne-Marie Slaughter wrote an article in the summer 

of 2012 after leaving her high-powered government job to teach at Princeton so that she 

could spend more time with her two teenaged sons. Her article “Why Women Still Can’t 

Have It All” was published a few weeks before I started college and it has stuck with me 

through my career. She speaks to the impossibility of women having both a dream career 

and sufficient time to spend with their families in American society as it currently stands. 

She states: 

The best hope for improving the lot of all women, and for closing what 
Wolfers and Stevenson call a “new gender gap” – measured by well-being 

                                                 
23 Ibid. 

24 US Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Highlights of Women’s Earnings in 2014,” November 2015, 
http://www.bls.gov/opub/reports/cps/highlights-of-womens-earnings-in-2014.pdf. 
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rather than wages – is to close the leadership gap: to elect a woman 
president and 50 women senators; to ensure that women are equally 
represented in the ranks of corporate executives and judicial leaders. Only 
when women wield power in sufficient numbers will we create a society 
that genuinely works for all women. That will be a society that works for 
everyone.25 
 

Americans are often quick to criticize the lack of rights women seem to have in the 

Middle East, but American women fight for equal recognition and opportunity in the 

United States everyday as well. According to the World Economic Forum, the United 

States ranks sixty-fifth in world gender pay gap. Qatar ranks second, the UAE ranks 

seventh, Egypt ranks twelfth, and Algeria ranks thirteenth. Oman, Tunisia, and Bahrain 

also rank above the United States.26  For real change to be seen, more women in the 

United States need to be empowered politically.  

 Women in the United States have not even been politically enfranchised for one 

hundred years. The Constitution was not amended until 1920 giving women the right to 

vote and this did not ensure equality. The second wave of the feminist movement rose in 

the 1960s alongside the civil rights movement and it pushed for workplace equality, legal 

rights, and more personal freedom. 27 In 1995, under the Clinton Administration, the 

                                                 
25 Anne-Marie Slaughter, “Why Women Still Can’t Have It All,” The Atlantic, August 2012, 
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26 World Economic Forum, “The Global Gender Gap Report 2014,” 2014, 
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Interagency Council on Women was formed. “This intragovernmental body is charged 

with coordinating the implementation of,” the United States’ initiatives regarding 

education, domestic violence, employment, health care, and political participation.28 In 

1996, a twenty-four hour violence hotline was established and the Presidential Awards 

program was created to support female microenterprise. These programs are indicative of 

the fairly recent societal switch to the empowerment of women. Many Americans find it 

easy to criticize the way women are treated in Middle Eastern countries, but many of 

these nations are working to implement the same sort of change that occurred not too 

long ago in the United States’ history. Even with the actions taken to support women in 

the United States, women only held twelve percent of the seats in Congress in 1997.29 In 

2016, women still only hold nineteen percent of seats in Congress.30 This falls behind 

Afghanistan, Algeria, Iraq, Israel, Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, and Tunisia.31   

In the United States, feminism becomes a public issue through the portrayal of 

women in the media. Female political candidates are covered far differently from their 

male counterparts. In a study conducted by Johanna Dunaway, it was found that news 

coverage of male candidates between 2006 and 2008 focused on personality traits six 

percent of the time and on politics fifty-six percent of the time. For women, the focus was 
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on personality eleven percent of the time and politics fifty-three percent of the time. This 

may not seem like a significant difference at first, but there were 486 more articles 

covering a woman’s personality and 292 less articles covering her politics.32 This is also 

after a lesser overall coverage of female candidates.33 The clothing choices of female 

politicians are also covered extensively. Sexism was clearly present in the 2008 

presidential campaign coverage of Hillary Clinton and Sarah Palin. Sarah Palin’s 

attractiveness was often referred to and Hillary Clinton was also criticized for not 

dressing femininely enough. The common rhetoric was that Palin’s appearance and 

feminine speech made her unfit to be in a high level government position and Clinton’s 

political prowess and her husband’s affair made her unfit to be a woman.34 This is 

exemplified in Kathleen Hall Jamieson’s book, Beyond the Double Bind, published in 

1995, in which she stated, “Women who are considered feminine will be judged 

incompetent, and women who are competent, unfeminine … who succeed in politics and 

public life will be scrutinized under a different lens from that applied to successful 

men.”35 This still stands in politics today.  

 

  

                                                 
32 Nina Bahadur, “Women in Politics: Coverage Focuses More on Personality Traits, Less on 

Issues, Study Finds,” The Huffington Post, July 8, 2013, 
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2013/07/08/women-in-politics-media-coverage_n_3561723.html. 

33 Diana B. Carlin and Kelly L. Winfrey, “Have You Come a Long Way, Baby? Hillary Clinton. 
Sarah Palin, and Sexism in 2008 Campaign Coverage,” Communication Studies 60, no. 4 (October 2009): 
326–43. 

34 Ibid. 

35 Kathleen Hall Jamieson, Beyond the Double Bind: Women and Leadership (Oxford University 
Press, 1995). 
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Fashion in the United States 

Women’s dress is by no means uniform in the United States; women can wear 

almost anything they please, but it still often faces scrutiny. Girls are often sent home 

from school for wearing clothing that is deemed inappropriate and too distracting for 

their male classmates. Carey Burgess, a seventeen-year-old student in Beaufort, South 

Carolina, received an in-school suspension and was sent home for the day because her 

skirt fell three inches above her knee.36 A twelve-year-old girl was also internally 

suspended from school because her jeans were too tight.37 These are only a couple 

examples of this common occurrence. Superficially, American females are empowered to 

dress how they desire, but in practice, there are social pressure forcing girls and women 

to adhere to a certain standard.  

 When Middle Easterners think of women’s clothing in the United States, they see 

the average attire for business, relaxation, and formal events as well the more risqué 

choices in those categories. Some women certainly wear highly conservative clothing in 

the United States, but this does not pertain to the majority of American women, 

especially those Middle Easterners would typically have contact with. Moreover, the 

Middle East sees the provocative clothing that American celebrities wear and the mildly 

conservative, by American standards, clothing of politicians and their wives more 

commonly. Looking at Al-Jazeera, Qatar’s media network, images of Michelle Obama, 

Hillary Clinton, and Beyonce can easily be found.  

                                                 
36 Rossalyn Warren, “All The Items Of Clothing Women Have Been Told Not To Wear In 2015,” 

BuzzFeed, December 1, 2015, http://www.buzzfeed.com/rossalynwarren/all-the-items-of-clothing-women-
have-been-told-not-to-wear. 
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Images found in al-Jazerra: 

 

Figure 1: Michelle Obama, Fort Hood 

 

Figure 2: Hillary Clinton, New York 
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Figure 3: Beyonce, Super Bowl 

 

Middle Easterners are also presented with American fashion through television programs, 

such as “Sex and the City” and “The Bachelor”.38 According to Bill Baker, “Arabs who 

have not had the opportunity to travel in the West get the information from which to 

formulate their negative perceptions that Arabs hold regarding Western women through 

the media.”39 He also says, “They perceive Western women to be loose, morally 

bankrupt, and generally fair and free game for all men.”40 However, this primarily comes 

from looking at extreme portrayals.  

The clothing of female politicians and the wives of male politicians will be 

defined as average American dress in terms of modesty for the purposes of providing a 

baseline for this text. This typically consists of arms and legs below the knee bare and all 

cleavage hidden. Risqué clothing will be defined by what scantily clad American 

                                                 
38 Baker, The Cultural Heritage of Arabs, Islam, and the Middle East. 

39 Ibid. 

40 Ibid. 
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celebrities wear. Some women feel empowered when they are able to dress in “sexy” 

clothing while others feel that this is objectification by men. Some women feel most 

liberated when they dress conservatively while some see this a societal restraint on 

female embodiment. The women pictured above are all considered American feminists 

even though they choose to portray it differently. There are differing manifestations of 

feminism in the United States and there are even more when the idea of feminism is 

expanded globally.  

 

Fashion in the Middle East 

When watching the news and seeing Muslim women dressed in “typical 

American” garb, things such as, “That’s not the kind of Muslim we’re afraid of,” or 

“She’s not a real Muslim,” can be overheard. This is reflective of the one-sided portrayal 

of Muslim women in the media, which does not properly represent women as they are.41 

Women, Muslim and non-Muslim, choose to dress in a variety of different ways in the 

Middle East. The fashion industry in the Middle East has a long history. The earliest 

textiles were created in Egypt in 2800 BCE and many innovations within textile 

development originated there as well.42 Now, Dubai is considered the fashion center of 

the region. The Ibn Battuta Mall opened in Dubai in 2003 and it was herald as the mecca 

of Middle Eastern fashion. It now pales in comparison to surrounding shopping centers 

                                                 
41 6 Women Talk About What Wearing A Hijab Means To Them, accessed April 10, 2016, 

http://www.buzzfeed.com/taniasafi/this-is-what-hijabi-women-want-you-to-know. 

42 Kax Wilson, A History of Textiles, 5th edition (Boulder, Colo.: Westview Press, 1981). 
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such as the Mall of the Emirates and the Dubai Mall.43 Shoppers can browse Western 

stores such as American Eagle and Burberry. They can also shop at Arab stores such as 

Geelato Abaya and Abdulla Hussain Khunji. The Mall of the Emirates features 630 shops 

and a ski slope and the Dubai Mall houses 1,200 retail venues. These, too, will appear 

small next to the Mall of the World, which is on track for the first stage to be finished by 

2020. The mall will span 48,000,000 square feet; for comparison, the Mall of America is 

5,600,000 square feet. The Mall of the World will include public transportation, gondola 

rides, and the world’s largest indoor theme park; it is envisioned as a domed city.44 Other 

countries in the Middle East, such as Saudi Arabia, are home to numerous shopping malls 

as well. Even in places like the Gaza Strip, there is a fashion industry. Aida Abu Sitta has 

been collecting dresses from Palestinian refugee camps for the past thirty years. She 

redesigns them to blend modern and traditional elements. The purpose of her work is to 

preserve the Palestinian heritage and she also works to make her designs “represent the 

identity of the person wearing them.”45 Abu Sitta displayed her collection in a fashion 

show in April 2016 at a hotel in Gaza City. Attendees paid forty dollars and funds were 

donated to a local charity caring for female cancer patients.46 There is a demand for a 

vibrant and innovative fashion industry in the Middle East, just as there is in the West. 

                                                 
43 “Momentum in Dubai, Middle East’s Fashion Mecca,” The Business of Fashion, February 23, 

2016, http://www.businessoffashion.com/articles/global-currents/middle-east-dubai-emerging-markets-uae. 
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45 Belal Khaled, “Gaza Fashion Show Blends Past and Present,” April 23, 2016, 
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Similarly to the United States though, women and girls alike are reprimanded 

when their clothing does not adhere to societal standards. Female students in the Middle 

East have faced repercussions at school for dressing immodestly just as American 

students have. In Algeria, a female university student was banned from taking an exam 

because she wore a short skirt. In response, a social media campaign was created by 

Sophia Jama. More than a hundred men and women shared selfies of their bare legs on 

the Facebook page “My Dignity is not in the Length of my Skirt” in response to the 

student being banned from the exam. Sophia Jama states, “A woman’s body has become 

a battle field in Algeria. If we keep silent, we women will lose a lot from out gains, 

regarding our freedom in public places.”47 Oppositely, girls face restriction in school 

when they wish to cover themselves as well. While Egypt’s Ministry of Education denies 

that there was a ban on young girls wearing hijabs in schools, there are conflicting reports 

that indicate girls that have not reached puberty cannot wear the hijab to school in some 

villages.48 This is clearly not an official government stance, but it should not happen at 

all. Neither a woman’s dignity nor faith should be questioned because of a differing view 

of modesty; for some women a short-sleeved shirt is modest and for others, it is not. This 

should not be an indictment.  

 

                                                 
47 “People Flash Legs after Girl Banned from Law Exam due to ‘Short’ Skirt,” Mail Online, May 

20, 2015, http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3089817/Show-leg-Angry-women-flash-pins-solidarity-
girl-banned-sitting-law-exam-Algeria-skirt-short.html. 

48 Siobhan Fenton, “Egypt Bans Girls from Wearing Hijabs to School - until They Reach 
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Figure 4: Malala Yousafzai, United Kingdom 

 

Figure 5: Queen Rania, Jordan 
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Figure 6: Nawal el-Saadawi, Egypt 

The women pictured above are all Middle Eastern feminists. Malala Yousafzai, 

one of the most recognizable figures of the Middle Eastern feminist movement in the 

United States, dresses incredibly conservatively by American standards, but her clothing 

would be considered immodest by some militant Islamic groups because she wears bright 

colors. This does not make her any less of an advocate for women’s education nor less of 

a Muslim. Queen Rania of Jordan does not fit the stereotypical standard of a Middle 

Eastern, Muslim woman at all. In this photo, she is dressed in Armani and looks like she 

could be in a corporate office anywhere. She is a women’s rights activist and seeks to 

better educational opportunities for all in Jordan. Nawal el-Saadawi is a doctor and the 

leading feminist in Egypt. She rejects the patriarchy present in Islam and other religions, 

which she also regards as the root causes of many societal injustices.49 She is a professor 

in Cairo and is now in her eighties. These three women are just as representative of the 

Middle East as are veiled women in Yemen who have limited opportunities outside the 

home.  

                                                 
49 Susan Muaddi Darraj, “‘We All Want the Same Things Basically’: Feminism in Arab Women’s 

Literature,” Women and Language 26, no. 1 (Spring 2003): 79. 
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Western and Middle Eastern Feminism 

 Feminism is sometimes thought of as a Western idea, but this is not the case. 

There are fertile feminist movements in the Middle East with women striving to improve 

their rights as human beings just as women do in the United States. The needs and desires 

of women may vary, but the yearning for independence and recognition is the same. In 

2010, Carmen Awad, a Middle Eastern woman studying business administration at the 

University of Toledo, questions: 

Since when does chemically ruining ones hair with artificial dyes, 
undergoing cosmetic surgery, and changing ones skin color for mere 
acceptance mean having a voice? Why should liberty mean a less-clothed 
woman and not mean a veiled woman? It offends me when media depicts 
women who wear a hijab (Islamic head scarf) as having no voice when I 
am living proof of a hijab-wearing woman with a voice. So instead of 
media unnecessarily speaking on our behalf, why don’t they let women 
like us speak for ourselves when given the chance?50 
 

Feminism in the United States is often inaccurately associated with sexual freedom. Yes, 

women should be free to act like men, but they should also have the ability not to do so if 

they choose. Awad continues: 

True feminism is full representation of women across the world. It is the 
celebration of womanhood. Feminism should have its own distinct 
definition. A definition that is free from being the opposite of a man. This 
ironic definition elicits the dependence on man. It bothers me when I see 
some feminists think less of a housewife. It is as if all women have to be 
corporate drones. If liberty is what feminists seek, then they should uphold 
women from all walks of life. Feminists need to understand that most 
Middle Eastern women choose to wear a hijab. It is our religious and 
cultural pride, not our oppression. Voices can be heard just as clearly 
without bodies being exposed. Liberty should embrace each culture and 
not strip us of our identity.51 

                                                 
50 Carmen Awad, “False View of Feminism,” University Wire, June 14, 2010, sec. Forum, 

http://search.proquest.com.ezproxy.baylor.edu/docview/1447227359/abstract/D3B2F7FC60A947A5PQ/9. 
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Feminism is a universal movement in favor of equality, but it takes different forms in 

various regions around the world. It also means different things to people in the same 

area. Malala Yousafzai states:  

In Pakistan when women say they want independence, people think this 
means we don’t want to obey our fathers, brothers or husbands. But it does 
not mean that. It means we want to make decisions for ourselves. We want 
to be free to go to school or to go to work. Nowhere is it written in the 
Quran that a woman should be dependent on a man. The word has not 
come down from the heavens to tell us that every woman should listen to a 
man.52  
 

Women, across cultures, want the freedom to make their own life choices. Varying 

manifestations of feminism are not wrong, our individual female liberty must be 

appreciated for what it is.  

 Women in both the United States and the Middle East sometimes have a tendency 

to shy away from the term “feminist”. American women can be overheard saying that 

they want equal rights, but they would not consider themselves a feminist. Sherna Berger 

Gluck published her travel memoir, An American Feminist in Palestine: The Intifada 

Years, in 1994 and she speaks of her encounter with one of the leaders of the Palestinian 

Women’s Social Network Committee. This female leader says to Gluck, “No, no, we are 

not feminist. We are for women, and we are for helping them to be independent – 

independent from men – but, no, we are not a feminist group.”53 There is a pervasive 

negative reaction to the term feminist because of the societal connotations surrounding it. 

Everyone pushing for female liberty is a feminist, but people often see bra burning or 

                                                 
52 Malala Yousafzai and Christina Lamb, I Am Malala: The Girl Who Stood Up for Education and 
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climbing the corporate ladder as what feminism is rather than liberation in whatever 

manifestation a woman chooses.  

 The modern notion of feminism in the United States has been shaped primarily by 

Betty Friedan, Gloria Steinem, and bell hooks. They speak to the oppression of women 

and need for self-reliance and female agency. However, the modern American feminist 

movement has placed limits on the full realization of feminism. In The Feminine 

Mystique, Friedan argues that a woman can find fulfillment outside of being a mother. 

However, this notion has been warped to strip legitimacy away from being a stay at home 

mother. This idea has forced women into the dilemma of having to choose whether to 

parent or participate in the workforce.54 This is exactly what Slaughter speaks of in “Why 

Women Still Can’t Have It All” and this is particularly true in a capitalist society. Taking 

a step back to look at socialist country in the Western Hemisphere, Venezuela does place 

a monetary value on household work and provides social security benefits to stay at home 

mothers.55  

 Middle Eastern feminism takes on a wide range of forms typically divided along 

the lines of women who want personal liberty within their religion and women who want 

less emphasis on religion because it reinforces patriarchal ideals. Susan Muaddi Darraj, 

an Arab-American author, states: 

Arab women writers handle the issue of feminism in their work in a 
plethora of ways. The majority reject the idea that feminism is exclusive to 
the West and they illustrate how a feminist conscience and sense of justice 
can arise from and concretize within the sole of any Arab woman; a 
Palestinian refugee fleeing from the war, an Egyptian girl who wonders 
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why her brother receives preferential treatment from the family, or a 
Lebanese-Palestinian married off at a young age against her will.56 
 

Feminism is just as important to Middle Eastern women as it is to American women; 

exact wants may differ, but the heart of the movement, liberation, transcends culture and 

speaks to the desire of all people to led a meaningful, fulfilling life. El-Saadawi’s work is 

often criticized by other Arab writers for her exaggeration of women’s plight in the 

Middle East. Her writing is popular amongst American feminists and has increased 

misgivings about Islam and the Arab world.57 However, she exposes an organic 

recognition of the societal problems Middle Eastern women face and demonstrates that 

Arab women are capable of fighting for their own rights. Among many Arab females, 

there is a strong “belief that women’s strength derives from her Arab heritage and 

Muslim faith represents the ideas of many Muslim women in the Middle East.”58 

Feminism, as is suggested, does not only apply to white American women.  Women 

across the world have the ability and the desire to create an environment that allows 

females to realize their full potential. Feminism is empowerment and women having 

equal rights to men. There are inestimable manifestations of what this looks like; 

American women staying at home to raise their children by choice and hijabi women 

serving in parliament in the Middle East can equally be defined as feminist.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Cultural Misconceptions 

Middle East 

Many Americans have misconceptions and false ideas about Middle Eastern 

female fashion. According to a study done by PBS, Americans tend to believe that 

Muslim women are forced to wear conservative clothing against their will.1 With this 

belief, Americans presume that men in the Middle East are domineering and that the 

Middle East is a backwards region because women are not treated equally and freely 

allowed to express themselves. However, these assumptions are not entirely true, as 

previously argued by Awad. According to a New York Times article by Ayesha Nusrat, a 

Middle Eastern woman with a degree in women’s studies, Middle Eastern women 

actually feel liberated by the clothing they wear; it helps prevent objectification and 

vanity.2 Some women even choose to where the hijab to assert themselves as Muslim in a 

time when their religion is under so much attack.3 Additionally, women are able to have a 

unique style of dress while dressing within the conservative standard; many different 

patterns and colors of headscarves are available and according to Safa, a female, 

Pakistani student at Southern Methodist University, Muslim women love to shop for 

                                                 
1 PBS. "What Are Some Typical Misperceptions and Stereotypes Westerners Hold about Islam 

and the Middle East, and Vice Versa?" PBS. N.p., 2001. Web. 08 May 2013. 
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3 Williams, Rhys H., and Gira Vashi. ""Hijab" and American Muslim Women: Creating the Space 
for Autonomous Selves." Sociology of Religion 68.3 (2007): 269-87. JSTOR. Web. 15 Apr. 2013. 
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them.4 Finally, in a study done by PBS, it was noted that the wearing of the hijab has also 

come to signify class status more than religion in the Middle East; middle class and upper 

class women wear the hijab to show their status in society and consider it an honor to 

wear the hijab.5  

The hijab should not be used as a political symbol. In Reading Lolita in Tehran, 

Nafisi discusses her and her grandmother’s experience during the Islamic revolution. In 

regards to a conversation with one of her radical students, she says: 

It was exactly Islam as a political entity that I rejected. I told him about 
my grandmother, who was the most devout Muslims I had ever known 
[…] and still she shunned politics. She resented the fact that her veil, 
which to her was a symbol of her sacred relationship to God, had now 
become an instrument of power, turning the women who wore them into 
political signs and symbols.6 
 

 A hijab or a niqab is a personal statement, not a political one. It is reflective of a 

women’s cultural tradition and religion; it is not an instrument to be used for political 

gain. 

 

United States 

Americans are not the only ones guilty of negative presumptions; Middle 

Easterners make many negative assumptions about the United States because of the way 

American women dress. American women tend to wear form-fitting clothing and expose 

their arms and legs. This is not to suggest that most American women dress scandalously, 

                                                 
4 Peera, Safa. "Muslim Women." Dallas. 08 Feb. 2013. Address. 
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just that they do not feel a need to hide their entire bodies from public viewing, which is 

considered immodest in Middle Eastern cultures. Middle Easterners tend to believe that 

American women dress the way they do just in order to please men. Because of this, 

some Middle Easterners view the United States as an immoral society. Sayyid Qutb, an 

original member of the Muslim Brotherhood, after attending college in the United States 

in the late 1940s, said, “The American girl is well acquainted with her body's seductive 

capacity. She knows it lies in the face, and in expressive eyes, and thirsty lips. She knows 

seductiveness lies in the round breasts, the full buttocks, and in the shapely thighs, sleek 

legs — and she shows all this and does not hide it."7 In the Middle East, it is a woman’s 

responsibility to safeguard morality. Additionally, because of the way American women 

dress, Middle Easterners think that women in the United States are objectified and 

regarded as inferior to men.8 Most American women would disagree with this statement. 

It is not that American women do not sometimes feel objectified, but it is clear from 

personal experience that they often dress to please themselves, not men. American 

women believe that their fashion allows for the utmost individuality. It also provides 

freedom and equality; women are not forced to wear a certain standard of clothing, they 

have a right to wear whatever they please, but they primarily default to what is lauded by 

the fashion industry. The assumptions each culture makes about the other may hold some 

legitimacy, but the presumptions made are not at all representative of the societies as 

wholes and are not fair assessments to make. The clothing of another culture cannot be 

judged by one’s own societal values. 

                                                 
7 Sayyid Qutb, Milestones (United States: CreateSpace Independent Publishing Platform, 2005). 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Ramifications of Cultural Misconceptions 

Islamophobia in the United States 

Cultural misunderstandings do not often end in humility, recognition of different 

human experiences, and mutual respect. Since September 11, 2001, there has been a 

strong anti-Muslim sentiment in the United States and Muslims have undoubtedly been 

discriminated against. Religious discrimination towards Muslims was exemplified at the 

Little Czech Bakery in 2010 in West, Texas. ABC ran a social experiment at this bakery 

to demonstrate the bystander effect and the results were disturbing. In the experiment, the 

person working the counter (an actor) refused to serve an American Muslim woman (an 

actress) wearing a hijab and made hateful comments such as, “Get back on the camel and 

go back to wherever you came from.”1 He also wanted to know how he could be certain 

she was not carrying a bomb and told her she was not dressed like an American should be 

since she had a “towel” on her head. Most people did not try to defend her against this 

blatant discrimination, and several customers adamantly supported it. One customer, in 

support of the sales clerk, stated, “She wasn't dressed right. If I was running the place I'd 

do the same thing.”2 In creating this experiment, ABC consulted Nohayia Javed, a 

Chicago born Muslim-American attending college in Texas. She says she often 

experiences verbal abuse and is called names such as “terrorist, Osama-lover, towel-head, 
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[and] camel jockey.”3 She says, “If I tell them I'm American, they're like, 'No you're not. 

Just because you were born here doesn't make you American.’”4 Jack Dovidio, a social 

psychologist at Yale University, attributed this sort of response to fear. He says, “When 

we as Americans feel threatened from the outside, we're going to define ourselves in very 

rigid fashions. Either you're with me, and if you're not really one of me, then you must be 

somebody else who's against me.”5 This is not to say however that all, or even most, 

Americans are Islamophobic. Many customers in this experiment refused to dine at the 

bakery after witnessing the hateful remarks thrown at the woman and some adamantly 

defended her rights and spoke out against bigotry.6 However, these voices are heard less 

often. Islamophobia is not ubiquitous, but it is a real concern that affects both domestic 

and foreign relations.  

With the rise of the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) and the Syrian 

refugee crisis, Islamophobia has continued to grow in the United States. There is an all 

too common belief that all Muslims are terrorists and that Syrian refugees are members of 

ISIL. One instance of this came on November 19, 2015. A twelve-year-old girl in the 

Bronx was attacked by three of her male classmates. They tried to remove her hijab, 

punched her, and called her ISIS.7 Another example of this comes from Hosai Mojaddidi, 
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a Muslim woman in Irvine, California. In an interview on National Public Radio (NPR) 

in December 2015, she says:  

Just recently, this man drove up behind me. He sped up really quickly 
behind me in a big pickup truck, and I - it came out of nowhere. I was with 
my kids, they were in the back seat, and I didn't know what had happened. 
He started honking, and then he got into the lane next to me, rolled down 
his window, cussed at me, called me a terrorist and a bunch of other 
things. Then he turned right and just drove off.8  
 

Assumptions are being made about an entire group of people based on a microscopic 

subset of it. Hijabi women are frequent victims of this verbal abuse against Muslims 

because their clothing is both an intrinsic aspect and an apparent demonstration of their 

religious beliefs. However, even worse than these disturbing instances, is the violent 

crime seen against Muslims.  

Islamophobia also contributes to hate crimes in the United States. Following the 

terrorist attacks in Paris on November 13, 2015, and San Bernardino, California, on 

December 2, 2015, crimes against Muslims have tripled. As a research group at 

California State University has found, the increased attacks include “assaults on hijab-

wearing students; arsons and vandalism at mosques; and shootings and death threats at 

Islamic-owned businesses.”9 Brian Levin, director of the Center for the Study of Hate and 

Extremism at California State University San Bernardino, goes on to say, “The terrorist 

attacks, coupled with the ubiquity of these anti-Muslim stereotypes seeping into the 
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mainstream, have emboldened people to act upon this fear and anger.”10 Data from the 

Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) has yet to be released for 2015, but in 2014, of 

1,140 victims of religious hate crimes in the United States, 16.1 percent were killed for 

anti-Islam reasons.11 Over the past few years, there has been an average of 12.6 hate 

crimes against Muslims in the United States, per month. In the month following the Paris 

attacks, there is believed to have been thirty-eight anti-Islam attacks.12 Scanning the 

news, numerous reports can be seen of crime against Muslims. Several examples 

following the Paris attacks are of a Michigan store clerk being shot in the face after being 

called a terrorist and of a Muslim taxi driver shot in Pittsburg on Thanksgiving Day.13 

Perhaps the most memorable attack against Muslims in the United States in 2015 came 

before the Paris attacks though. On February 10, 2015, a gunman in Chapel Hill, North 

Carolina, killed three of his Muslim neighbors; two of them were hijabi women. The 

murders were charged as a parking dispute, but many view them as a hate crime. Whether 

this incident was a hate crime or not, it certainly brought attention to the real fear many 

Muslim’s living in the United States possess. Anti-Islam hate crimes are occurring at five 

times the rate they were prior to September 11, 2001.14 Islamophobia is pernicious; 

Americans need to strive to better understand the customs and beliefs of Islam. One of 
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the foundational beliefs of the United States, as established by the Constitution, is that all 

people are equal.15 American citizens need to better strive towards the ideals set out by 

the nation’s forefathers. It is important to note, however, that it is a minority of 

Americans taking discriminatory action against Muslims, but anti-Islamic sentiments are 

more widely spread.  

 

Anti-Americanism in the Middle East 

Anti-Americanism is “a psychological tendency to hold negative views of the 

United States and of American society in general.”16 According to the Spring 2015 global 

attitudes study, only twenty-nine percent of Turks (increase from nineteen percent in 

2014), fourteen percent of Jordanians, thirty-nine percent of Lebanese, and twenty-six 

percent of Palestinians held a favorable view of the United States. Unsurprisingly, eighty-

one percent of Israelis held a favorable opinion of the United States.17 The global median 

of United States approval sits at sixty-nine percent.18 In terms of action against ISIL, 

however, there is a great deal of support from Middle Eastern countries. Forty-eight 

percent of Turks, seventy-seven percent of Jordanians, seventy-eight percent of 

Lebanese, fifty-three percent of Palestinians, and eighty-four percent of Israelis are 
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supportive of the United States’ actions. On this matter, the national median sits at sixty-

two percent.19 

Anti-western sentiment in the Middle East is most clearly visible through 

terrorism. However, most terrorism is not undertaken against the West nor is it a means 

most Middle Easterners are willing to engage in. Terrorism is most highly concentrated in 

Iraq, Nigeria, Syria, Afghanistan, and Pakistan and is targeted against citizens in those 

countries.20 In 2014, these five states accounted for seventy-eight percent of terrorism.21 

This refers to attacks carried out within the country, not transnational attacks emanating 

from it. This section will concentrate on civilian Westerners in the Middle East, not 

attacks carried out by extremist groups in the West. Between July 2014 and June 2015, 

due to terrorism: five Americans were killed in Afghanistan, four were killed in 

Jerusalem, and two were killed in Syria. Additionally, one American was killed in a 

hostage situation in Afghanistan, two were murdered in Pakistan, one was murdered in 

Saudi Arabia, one was murdered in Syria, one was murdered in the UAE, and two were 

murdered in Yemen.22 There is little indication as to why Americans were murdered in 

the Middle East; it could have just as easily been armed robbery as a hate crime. To put 

this in perspective, there were 9,929 people killed in Iraq alone as a result of terrorism in 

2014.23 Minimal violence is carried out against Americans in the Middle East, just as 
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22 Travel.State.Gov, “U.S. Citizen Deaths Overseas” (U.S. Department of State, June 2015). 

23 “Global Terrorism Index 2015.” 



51 
 

there is limited violent crime against Muslims in the United States. Yet, some Americans 

feel fear in the Middle East just as Middle Easterners, particularly Muslims, feel fear in 

the United States.    

Middle Eastern peoples generally embrace Americans and the values the United 

States claims to stand for. The main problem Middle Easterners have with the United 

States is its foreign policy. As Ussama Makdisi, the Arab-American Educational 

Foundation Chair of Arab Studies at Rice University states, “Anti-Americanism is a 

recent phenomenon fueled by American foreign policy, not an epochal confrontation of 

civilizations. While there are certainly those in both the United States and the Arab world 

who believe in a clash of civilizations and who invest politically in such beliefs, history 

belies them.”24 Arabs largely respect American values, but believe they are applied 

inconsistently. As an example, freedom of religion is a fundamental value in the United 

States as is evidenced by its protection in the Constitution, but it is applied unequally.25 

However, it serves more to limit the bounds of religious expression rather than allow free 

practice for everyone. Freedom of religion, as is currently practiced in the United States, 

functions as a negative right rather than a positive right, for the most part. Furthermore, 

when it does act as a positive right, it primarily serves Christianity rather than all 

religions. Graham Fuller, former vice-chair of the National Intelligence Council and 

former Station Chief in Kabul for the CIA, believes, “Most pious Muslims do not dislike 
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the United States because of its freedoms. What they find repellent is the perceived 

inconsistent application of our values.”26  

Hospitality is a deeply held value within Middle Eastern culture; therefore, 

Americans are typically welcomed in the Middle East despite people not agreeing with 

the country’s politics. In all the research conducted, I found no clear discriminatory 

action specifically taken against Americans in the Middle East. Most discrimination in 

the Middle East is for religious reasons or against Afro-descendants. This clearly 

translates over to a significant portion of the American population, but little 

discrimination can be found on the sole basis that one is American.   

Middle Easterners are just as likely to draw assumptions from clothing because of 

political problems as Americans are. Middle Easterners generally are upset by the 

excessive Western presence in the Middle East. Since American women’s fashion is so 

different from that of traditional Middle Eastern women’s, it can be used as a tactic to 

find further problems with the United States outside of the political realm. With Islamic 

values being central to life in the Middle East, it is easy to classify the United States as 

immoral because of women’s fashion, which further propagates the idea that the United 

States needs to be removed from the Middle East.   

 

American Antagonism 

Stereotypes about Middle Eastern women have become highly politicized. 

Currently, Americans try to use the hijab as a way to identify the Muslim population in 

the United States as the “other”. However, if Americans gain a better understanding of 
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the hijab and the conservative clothing of Muslim women, the traditional attire of the 

Middle East will not be viewed as so radical, but perhaps rather, akin to what nuns wear. 

Furthermore, if the Muslim population is not so alienated within the United States, some 

of the animosity Muslims in the Middle East have towards the United States may lessen 

because their brothers and sisters are being treated more amiably. Discrimination against 

Muslim Americans and Arab Americans differs from most racial discrimination because 

it has stronger political motivations and higher levels of fear. It is most similar to the 

discrimination Japanese Americans faced during World War II. Congressman Michael 

Honda was moved to the Amache internment camp with his family as a baby and lived 

there for three years. They were moved there along with 120,000 other Americans 

because of their Japanese ancestry. Honda fears that the same may happen to Muslim 

Americans and in the case of Japanese Americans, “The symptoms […] were racial 

bigotry, war hysteria, and the failure of political leadership.”27 War heightens 

discriminatory behavior and the United States has been involved in military action in the 

Middle East since 2001. Actions such as internment camps seem implausible, but they 

are not a far departure from surveillance methods suggested this campaign season; most 

extreme action is reached by taking gradual steps.  

The false beliefs about the United States and Middle East that derive from dress 

stem from issues of foreign relations and have political repercussions. During President 

Obama’s campaign in 2008, Republican candidates took a tactic of “accusing” Obama of 

being Muslim as a way to dissuade voters. Some Americans still use this as an ad 
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hominem attack when they disagree with President Obama’s policy. At a rally for Donald 

Trump in 2015, one supporter proclaimed and then asked, “We have a problem in this 

country. It’s called Muslims. We know our president is one. You know he’s not even an 

American. We have training camps growing when they want to kill us. My question: 

When can we get rid of them?”28 There is a tendency in the United States to associate 

Islam with terrorism because of the September 11th attacks. With this notion, people 

might think of President Obama as a terrorist, or this is at least what the Republican party 

had hoped. While this ultimately proved unsuccessful, it is unfortunately true that a 

presidential candidate being associated with Islam is a deterrent for Americans. As of 

June 2012, according to research collected by a Gallup poll, only fifty-eight percent of 

the American population was willing to vote for a Muslim candidate. To illustrate how 

negative the climate towards Muslims is in the United States, the willingness of the 

American population to vote for candidates based on other factors is listed: fifty-four 

percent for an atheist, sixty-eight percent for a homosexual candidate, eighty percent for a 

Mormon candidate, and ninety percent or more for a black, Hispanic, Jewish, Catholic, or 

female candidate. The tide in the United States seems to have shifted from racism and 

sexism to Islamophobia.  

Islamophobia was undoubtedly present in the 2012 presidential election season in 

the United States, but it is even more so now in the 2016 presidential election season. A 

Gallup poll was once again conducted in June 2015 to assess the political climate. This 

poll indicates more openness in Americans to a variety of people than the 2012 poll did. 

In June 2015, sixty percent of Americans were willing to vote for a Muslim candidate, 
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fifty-eight percent for an atheist, seventy-four percent for a homosexual candidate, 

eighty-one percent for a Mormon candidate, and ninety percent or more for black, 

Hispanic, Jewish, Catholic, or female candidate.29 This was prior to the Syrian refugee 

crisis taking center stage and the terrorist attacks that rattled the country in the last two 

months of 2015. No official polls have been taken to assess the political climate in this 

regard since, but it seems that a potential shift in the populace has occurred and 

presidential candidates are exacerbating it. Prior to the Paris attacks, only four percent of 

voters deemed terrorism as the most important challenge facing the country.30 Following 

the San Bernardino attack, nineteen percent of Americans found terrorism to be the top 

issue.31 Republican Presidential Candidate Donald Trump has become the face of 

Islamophobia this election season. He has recommended monitoring mosques and a ban 

preventing all Muslims from entering the United States. He also believes that all Muslims 

living in the United States should be registered and tracked. Donald Trump is not a just a 

figurehead, he is an actual viable candidate, having already won the Republican primaries 

in nineteen states and earned 736 delegates.32 It appears that Donald Trump will be the 

Republican nominee. Donald Trump is also not the only one with anti-Islamic 

viewpoints. Following the attacks in Brussels, Belgium on March 22, 2016, Ted Cruz 
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asserted that Muslim neighborhoods should be policed.33 Jeb Bush, a Republican 

presidential candidate until February 2016, who is considered moderate, also suggested 

that Syrian refugees should only be admitted if they can prove that they are Christian.34 

Other Republican candidates, such as Marco Rubio and John Kasich have recently stood 

in defense of Muslims and decried the statements of Trump and Cruz, but their voices are 

not the ones the majority of Republican voters are responding to. At the state level, there 

has been anti-Islamic sentiment as well. In Texas, advertisements are often on the 

television of potential senators that are saying the state should ban the entrance of Syrian 

refugees, even though it does not have the authority to accomplish this.  

Islamophobia is a large concern for Muslim-American voters. The Council on 

American-Islamic Relations (CAIR) conducted a study in January, which indicated that 

seventy-three percent of registered Muslim voters will go to the polls in the 2016 primary 

elections, sixty-seven percent of whom say they are voting for Democratic candidates. 

CAIR surveyed 2,000 registered Muslim voters in California, New York, Illinois, Florida, 

Texas, and Virginia (the six states with the highest Muslim populations). According to 

the CAIR study, the most prominent concern for Muslim voters is the “growing 

Islamophobia in America”. This is an increase from 2014 when Islamophobia came third 

in the concerns of Muslim voters.35 Muslim-Americans have been deeply hurt by 
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comments made by presidential candidates. Suzanne Barakat’s family was killed in the 

Chapel Hill shooting and she responded to some of the remarks made by Donald Trump: 

I want you to look me in the eye and tell me that I don’t belong here. I 
want you to look me in the eye and tell me that my brother, a dental 
student at UNC, his bride, Yusor, of six weeks, also about to join him at 
UNC Dental and her younger sister, who was visiting them for the 
afternoon, were worthy of those bullets because of their faith […] He’s not 
realizing that those same words that are getting him points in the campaign 
are also ones that are leading to potentially lethal outcomes […] What I 
expect from our leaders is one who will uphold our rights, our 
constitutionally given rights.36 
 

The hateful speech that has been used in this year’s campaign has great implications. It 

may help win votes, but it is also fearmongering and encouraging people to forgo 

diplomatic engagement in favor of violence. 

Furthermore, some Muslim-Americans are especially concerned by the presence 

of anti-Islamic rhetoric in the Republican Party, as it is the party they wish to support. 

Saba Ahmed, an attorney and the founder of the Republican Muslim Coalition, finds 

Republican values more compatible with Islam and urges fellow Muslim Americans to 

vote for a Republican candidate in the upcoming presidential elections. She has found the 

rhetoric used by Donald Trump and Ben Carson hurtful, but she does not believe it 

should prevent Muslim-Americans from supporting the party. When asked why some 

conservatives indicate that Muslims pose a threat, she responds by saying: 

Many conservatives don’t know any single Muslim. They only hear about 
Islam after a terrorist attack so they direct all their anger against us. Our 
goal at Republican Muslim Coalition is to have Muslims in key electoral 
states get involved in their local Republican parties and be a source for 
them to understand Islam. Muslim Americans are better off being 
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Republican because Islamic values align with the GOP, such as the state 
of the economy, lower taxes and traditional family values.37 
 

There is a lack of understanding the American populace that must be remedied. There are 

a great number of similarities in the value systems of both Evangelical Christians and 

Muslims and both groups tend to sympathize with the conservative movement. However, 

most anti-Islamic sentiment is coming from the party Muslims would most likely support 

otherwise and the party is alienating a portion of its constituency. Efforts must be 

undertaken to foster an environment where individual voices are heard and groups are 

more accurately represented.    

 

Middle Eastern Antagonism 

The majority of the United States’ critics can be found in the Middle East. 

According to a Pew Research Center survey, the countries with the most unfavorable 

view of the United States, from most unfavorable to least unfavorable, are: Egypt, Jordan, 

Turkey, Russia, Palestine, Greece, Pakistan, Lebanon, Tunisia, and Germany. Only ten 

percent of people in Egypt view the United States favorably.38 Rhetoric by legitimate 

political leaders in the Middle East can often be anti-American. Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, 

Iran’s supreme leader, has commonly referred to the United States as the Great Satan. 
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Following the United States’ nuclear deal with Iran in January 2016, he resumed his anti-

American rhetoric and continue to paint America as the enemy.39  

American influence does not have much an effect on domestic politics in the 

Middle East. A case study was conducted in Jordan, which indicated that American 

support of a candidate does not affect the likelihood of his or her election. Sarah Sun 

Bush and Amaney A. Jamal surmise: 

Evidence from a nationally representative survey experiment in Jordan shows that 
an American endorsement of women in politics has no average effect on popular 
support for women’s representation. Instead, domestic patterns of support and 
opposition to autocrats determine citizens’ receptivity to policy endorsements, 
with policy endorsements of foreign-supported reforms polarizing public 
opinion.40  
 

There is no equivalent example to examine in the United States since Middle Eastern 

countries do not try to influence American domestic policies.   

Contrarily, American dress does not seem to affect politics in the Middle East; it 

only helps to affirm negative perceptions of the United States. While there is no statistical 

support to prove this true, it is likely that American dress does not affect voting in the 

Middle East because Middle Easterners have more pressing issues with the United States 

on a day-to-day basis. Middle Easterners have to deal with drone strikes and the United 

States’ infiltration and support of rebel groups, such as the current support of the rebel 

groups in Syria. Middle Easterners also are concerned with the United States support of 

Israel. Compared to these problems, clothing has little effect on how Middle Easterners 
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will choose their leaders. However, it does give Middle Easterners a reason to be 

suspicious of the whole United States and not just its government. 

 

Ongoing Conflict 

 The most obvious security concern in the Middle East for the United States at the 

moment is ISIL. ISIL was created as an offshoot of al-Qaeda in 2006 and it declared the 

establishment of a caliphate in June 2014. ISIL has demanded that all Muslims move to 

ISIL controlled territory and pledge their allegiance to Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, whom 

became the group’s leader in 2010. ISIL primarily targets religious minorities, especially 

the Yazidis in Iraq. The Red Cross estimates that over ten million people are living within 

ISIL controlled territory. As of June 2015, ISIL possessed 22,000 fighters, but only thirty 

percent are ideologically committed to ISIL.41 ISIL engages in beheadings, sex slavery, 

and terrorist activity. Dabiq is ISIL’s publication and in the ninth issue, it “justifies” sex 

slavery and threatens to sell First Lady Michelle Obama on the market. It even goes on to 

state, “And who knows, maybe Michelle Obama’s price won’t even exceed a third of a 

dīnār, and a third of a dīnār is too much for her!”42 In the twelfth issue of Dabiq, ISIL 

praises the Paris attacks, the double-bombing in Beirut, and the attack on a Russian 

plane.43 ISIL further commends the attack in San Bernardino in the thirteenth issue of 

Dabiq.44 Traditional counterterrorism tactics are necessary for combating ideologues and 
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eliminating leadership, but other avenues can be taken to potentially lessen ISIL’s 

recruitment base for non-ideologues, which compose the majority of its fighters.  

 The greatest humanitarian concern in the Middle East is the Syrian refugee crisis, 

which coincides with ISIL’s advancement. According to the United Nation’s, there are 

4,718,230 registered Syrian refugees, nearly half of which are children.45 There are also 

6.6 million people internally displaced and 13.5 million in need of humanitarian 

assistance as of February 2016. Average life expectancy has decrease by thirteen years 

since 2013 and the economy has contracted by forty percent since 2011.46 The United 

States accepted 1,682 Syrian refugees in 2015.47 Contrastingly, Canada has received 

25,000 Syrian refugees in approxiametly three months.48   Canada even sports a slogan of 

#welcomerefugees.      

Hating Muslims and Syrian refugees only serves to play into ISIL’s agenda. Some 

Americans mistakenly believe that by welcoming refugees, the United States government 

is supporting ISIL and this could not be farther from the truth. Welcoming refugees is as 

much of an attack on ISIL as a drone strike. People who feel alienated are the easiest 

targets for recruitment by terrorist organizations. Eric Gould, an economics professor at 

Hebrew University argues, based on research conducted for “The Economic Journal”, 
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“backlash against Muslims slowed their rate of assimilation, as reflected by higher rates 

of intra-marriage and fertility, and lower rates of female labor force participation and 

English proficiency.”49 People who do not feel integrated into the society they live in are 

more likely to find other avenues for community and are thus more likely to join terrorist 

organizations. According to Jocelyn Belanger, a psychology professor at the University 

of Quebec in Montreal, “When people feel a loss of significance — when they are 

humiliated — that propels them to join a radical group.”50 The United States should try 

its best to integrate refugees into society so that they are not drawn to terrorist 

organizations.  

 Furthermore, maltreatment of Muslims and a rejection of Syrian refugees plays 

into ISIL’s agenda. According to Levin, "Among ISIS' most prominent goals is painting 

the west as being incompatible with the Muslim faith and hostile toward Muslims who 

live there and reject the caliphate.” ISIL’s power lies in the narrative it paints. A United 

States that welcomes refugees and Muslims would tear apart ISIL’s hermeneutic. ISIL 

welcomes conflict with the United States, viewing it as an apocalyptic showdown.51 

The United States has an extensive screening process for refugees, which is 

absolutely necessary, but people passing background screening by a multitude of 

government agencies should be welcomed. In the United States’ history, only three 
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people granted refugee status have attempted to commit acts of terror, none of which 

have been successful since refugees are closely monitored.52 In 2014 alone, 70,000 

refugees were accepted into the United States. For 2016, it is believed the ceiling has 

been set at accepting 85,000 refugees. Between 2009 and 2015, the United States 

accepted approximately 472,500 refugees.53 If these three people came only from half a 

decade, the percentage of refugees involved in terrorist activity does not even reach 

0.0001 percent. It is absolutely wrong to characterize a whole group by a few people 

whom statistically equal zero percent of the population. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Moving Forward 

 (Ignorance) جھالة

 creates confusion and often leads to fear and animosity. This (ignorance) جھالة

affects children and adults alike. Haneen Oriqat, an American girl in San Diego, decided 

to start wearing a hijab in 2001. At thirteen, she wore it to school for the first time on the 

first day of eighth grade at a middle school she had already attended for two years. She 

received stares of uncertainty and fear from both peers and teachers. She says: 

Fear of the other or unknown existed long before September 11th. I learned 
this very quickly. Less than a month after walking into my first day of 
eighth grade as a visible Muslim, the horrific events of 9/11 tore through 
the heart of America. I remember that morning, but what I tried to forget 
was the memory of teachers and students fearing my presence. I was 
thirteen and too scared to tell them that I, too, was mourning the loss of 
American lives.1 
 

Her teacher even admitted to her at the end of the year how she was afraid of her when 

she first came into class. She learned over the course of the year, however, that her 

original assumption was wrong. Oriqat continues to say:  

I didn’t worry as much about wearing hijab. I worried about being 
expected to represent all Muslim women, Muslims, and Islam […] If I 
were going to represent Muslims against my control, then I would make it 
count. I threw myself into extracurricular clubs and activities. By the time 
I graduated, I was known by everyone at school and was even voted ‘Most 
Studious’ for High School Senior Stand-Outs […] As I continued on to 
higher education, I learned that I would not only be forced to defend my 
religion and choice of dress, but also my identity as an American. I am 
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Muslim, but I was born and raised in this country. I am Muslim, and 
English is my first language.2 
 

It is not that people are naturally hateful; people are primarily afraid of something they do 

not understand. It is easy to react in fear and anger after a tragic event and clump people 

that seem similar together. However, it is necessary to recognize that all people of Middle 

Eastern descent are not terrorists nor subversive. Both Muslims and those whom are 

ethnically Arab, Persian, Kurdish, or Turkish can all be Americans as well.  

 Ignorance in the Middle East is also the root of many political challenges. 

Malala’s father, Ziauddin Yousafzai, “believed that lack of education was the root of all 

of Pakistan’s problems. Ignorance allowed politicians to fool people and bad 

administrators to be re-elected. He believed schooling should be available for all, rich and 

poor, boys and girls.”3 People often engage in Anti-American activity as well, not out of 

hate, but out of a lack of knowledge. Poor villagers are often given food in exchange for 

exhibiting political propaganda. In Iran: 

The American embassy was no longer known as the American embassy – 
it was “the nest of spies.” […] People were bused in daily from the 
provinces and villages who didn’t even know where America was, and 
sometimes thought they were actually being taken to America. They were 
given food and money, and they could stay and joke and picnic with their 
families in front of the nest of spies – in exchange, they were asked to 
demonstrate, to shout, “Death to America,” and every now and then to 
burn the American flag.4 
 

These people did not have any personal antipathy towards the United States. They 

engaged in an activity they did not fully understand for food and income. Poor villagers 

                                                 
2 Ibid  

3 Yousafzai and Lamb, I Am Malala. 

4 Nafisi, Reading Lolita in Tehran: A Memoir in Books. 
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were not attempting to cause the international incident that they did. Motivations matter 

and it is important to recognize that there are incentives other than the political economy 

of hatred for people to engage in such activity. 

 

Early Education 

Malala states, “Education is education. We should learn everything and then 

choose which path to follow. Education is neither Eastern nor Western, it is human.”5 

Education is crucial for reform, but the current United States’ public schooling system 

will not serve to reduce Islamophobia as it stands. Textbooks in the United States rarely 

discuss Islam. This can cause children to misunderstand the Middle East and its belief 

systems. Children tend to absorb what they hear and without a concrete foundation to 

build ideas upon, they can take on ideas of others that they do not even comprehend. In 

2007, Elizabeth Brockway analyzed ten world history textbooks used in American middle 

schools and high schools. She concluded that “junior and senior high school textbooks 

used in the United States provided a negatively biased portrayal of the Middle East 

through word use, omission, and the presentation of inadequate information.”6 This is not 

a result of the Gulf War or recent terrorist activity; there has been a consistent void of 

education regarding the Middle East in the public school system. Stephens found the 

same thing in 1981 and argued, “many of the current Western misconceptions about the 

                                                 
5 Yousafzai and Lamb, I Am Malala. 

6 Bowling Green State University. The Portrayal of the Middle East in Secondary School U.S. 
Textbooks. Elizabeth M Brockwood. May 2007. 
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Middle East are the result of early intellectual vacuums in schools.”7 Improper education 

leaves children susceptible to developing negative assumptions and stereotyping a 

population. 

Efforts to remedy this in the United States have been found in recent years, but 

more needs to be done to make a thorough education on the Middle East standard in 

secondary school curricula. Even in states such as Connecticut, which is considered to 

have one of the best public school systems in the country, education on the Middle East is 

not well-rounded. One of the themes of the standard high school modern world history 

class is “Conflicts in the Middle East (major conflicts defying many efforts to create 

peace in region).”8 Yes, this is a vital aspect of studying the Middle East, but it fails to 

consider the negative effects of United States involvement in the Middle East and discuss 

many of the positive changes that have occurred in the Middle East. The only reference 

made to this is listed in an optional section if there is time at the end of the year and it 

only asks students to consider in any situation, not only in the Middle East, if attempts to 

resolve conflict have created additional problems. This is a great area for conversation 

that would be useful, but it should be a part of the strict curriculum guideline rather than 

just a possible option that will likely never be reached. However, at least in the middle 

school level world regional studies courses, there is more opportunity for positive 

discussion regarding the Middle East, with looking at ancient Middle Eastern society and 

Islam.9 Even still though, these are only suggestions for the curriculum and it does not 

                                                 
7 Stephens, R. (1981). Middle Eastern Studies. Bulletin (British Society for Middle East Studies), 

8, 2, 90. 

8 Connecticut Elementary and Secondary Social Studies Frameworks. 

9 Ibid. 
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indicate what will be taught about Islam. Jihad could still easily be the focus over the five 

pillars. At no point is there discussion of the Middle East during the Middle Ages in the 

public school curriculum, which is arguably the most important time period in its history 

as it was the Middle East’s golden age.  

Looking at the Texas middle school curriculum, the Middle East is not even 

directly referenced; it is referred to as Southwestern Asia, while geographically accurate, 

it seems to try to avoid the topic of the Middle East.10 Outside of Mesopotamia, the only 

focus on the Middle East in high school is on ongoing conflict, sharia law, and “the 

development and impact of radical Islamic fundamentalism on events in the second half 

of the 20th century, including Palestinian terrorism and the growth of al Qaeda.”11 If 

radical elements of religion are going to be taught, the basic fundamentals that most 

people practice need to be taught as well. Difficult topics regarding the Middle East such 

as these should not be avoided as they are relevant, but to only teach about the crises a 

region has witnessed and strict fundamentalism is not a representative approach to a 

complex region.  

The primary concern in the Middle East at the moment is not so much curriculum 

as it is keeping children enrolled in school. According to the UN, universal education in 

the Middle East was an attainable goal only several years ago, but now thirteen million 

children (one in four children) are not attending school due to conflicts ravaging the 

                                                 
10 Chapter 113. Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills for Social Studies Subchapter B. Middle 

School 

11 Ibid. 
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region.12 Furthermore, there are an estimated 8,850 schools in Iraq, Libya, Syria, and 

Yemen that can no longer be used either because they have been destroyed or because 

they are sheltering displaced families.13 Anthony Lake, the executive director of The 

United Nations Children's Emergency Fund (UNICEF), states:  

In the midst of violence and instability, school is a place of learning and 
opportunity, a sanctuary for healing and health, and a haven of normalcy 
and hope for the future. Education not only increases the chances that, 
someday, children will be able to support themselves and seek a better life 
for their families; it also provides them with the skills to rebuild their 
societies. And it can instill in them a desire to seek reconciliation when the 
conflicts have been resolved and the catastrophes have ended.14 
 

Schools are an area where children can develop the skills they need to resolve domestic 

conflict. Cross-cultural education should eventually be provided, but that is not fitting of 

what the need in the region is right now. Countries that are relatively conflict free could 

work on such endeavors, but they are primarily committed to creating stability in 

neighboring countries and aiding them in their primary needs. 

 

University 

While rather late, it seems that the best place for these presumptions to be 

dispelled is on a college campus. However, not everyone has the opportunity to attend a 

university and students are not necessarily receptive to engaging new people. The 

Journal of College Student Development argued that when Muslim women arrive on 

                                                 
12 United Nations, “Education Under Fire,” September 3, 2015, 

http://www.unicef.org/mena/Education_Under_Fire.pdf. 

13 Ibid. 

14 Anthony Lake, “Education in Emergencies,” Project Syndicate, July 3, 2015, 
http://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/oslo-education-summit-conflict-area-schools-by-anthony-
lake-2015-07. 
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American college campuses wearing the hijab, they are quickly stereotyped and that most 

college students see the hijab as Muslim women affirming their inferiority to men.15 

Americans students feel this way because they are uninformed of the purpose of the 

hijab, which is to honor God, not to serve men. According to Project Muse, in an analysis 

of the experiences of women who veil on college campuses, “misinformation or a lack of 

sufficient information maintains alienating stereotypes and misconceptions.”16 College 

campuses, however, provide the perfect opportunity to educate people about the hijab and 

conservative dress in the Middle East, as students tend to be exposed to people from a 

much broader variety of backgrounds than they previously have been. Muslim students 

need to be active in educating their peers and not shy away from discussions involving 

their clothing. However, non-Muslim students must be careful to not make hijabi women 

a novelty or make them representative of all Islam. Students need to engage with one 

another to learn individual stories. Some stereotypes are hurtful, but female students must 

make it clear why they wear the hijab if they wish to dispel the negative presumptions. 

Professors, who teach subjects involving the Middle East, must also teach their students 

about the cultural and religious values surrounding the style of dress. The Baylor 

Interdisciplinary Core does an excellent job in its World Cultures II course educating its 

students about the Middle East and dispelling the stereotypes of Islam, especially those 

surrounding the hijab. Unfortunately, not all young adults have the opportunity to attend 

college and to be immersed in another culture or cultural studies. Furthermore, world 

                                                 
15 Cole, Darnell, and Shafiqa Ahmadi. "Perspectives and Experiences of Muslim Women Who 

Veil on College Campuses." Journal of College Student Development 44.1 (2003): 47-66. Web. 17 Apr. 
2013.   

16 Ibid   
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history course that emphasize the Middle East do not tend to factor into a university’s 

core curriculum. It should not be necessary that all students attend college or focus on 

international relations to get this experience; education needs to come from different 

sources than just the school system. 

On the other side of the challenge, Middle Eastern students can be exposed to 

American female fashion from a different perspective at American colleges. American 

women also study at universities in the Middle East, which allows American women to 

engage with a much broader range of the Middle Eastern population. Firstly, American 

females can demonstrate that most women in the United States do not dress like 

celebrities such as Lady Gaga or Snooki. Secondly, American women will have the 

opportunity to discuss why they do not choose to cover their whole bodies and why 

others do chose to do so. Students need to seek out opportunities available to learn from 

each other and understand the perspective of the other’s culture. Students take the values 

and knowledge they gain in college into the larger world when they graduate and if they 

are properly educated, they can help fight the stereotypes surrounding women’s clothing.  

 

Community Outreach 

People need to be open about sharing their experiences and reform needs to 

happen in the public school system so that the same type of education that occurs in a 

college lecture hall can occur in a high school classroom as well. One way this can 

happen is by students who have had the opportunity to go to college and to learn the truth 

about the Middle East and Islam creating textbooks that will properly educate young 

students. People should be actively involved in school meetings and community centers 
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to institute reform. Those with the background should hold talks at libraries and actively 

engage in raising community awareness. Furthermore, Middle Eastern Americans and 

Muslim Americans should be active members of their communities.   

Hosai Mojaddidi, a Muslim woman in Irvine, California, firmly believes that 

Muslims spending times with their neighbors can help dispel negative stereotypes. She 

says:  

We should be going out and meeting our non-Muslim friends and 
neighbors and just putting them at ease because the media has taken over 
in terms of our narrative, and they've really just maligned us in so many 
ways by making us seem to be these negative, violent people who are just 
bloodthirsty, and we should - everybody should be afraid of us. That's not 
at all true, and anybody who has Muslim friends, they'll know that.17 
 

Official education can only do so much. Getting to know people is what will help make 

positive change happen most of all. Queen Rania of Jordan asserts, "As Muslims we need 

to stand up and speak out about who we are. If we want to defy stereotypes we have to 

start defining ourselves and we're not going to do that just by sitting quietly at home 

expecting people to just get it."18 A group of people is much more difficult to alienate as 

“other” when members are recognized as individual human beings. An understanding of 

others’ life experiences needs to be developed.  

In December 2015, a national awareness campaign launch by the Ahmadiyya 

Muslim Jama’at was taking place in Canada asking non-Muslim women to try on a hijab 

to try to gain an understanding of why some Muslim women choose to wear it in 

response to the Paris terrorist attacks. The campaign was symbolized by the hashtag 

                                                 
17 Edition, “Muslim Women Who Wear Hijabs Are Fearful Of Backlash After Attacks.” 

18 “Queen Rania Takes on Stereotypes,” BBC, July 25, 2008, sec. Middle East, 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/7524933.stm. 
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JeSuisHijabi and hundreds of women participated. The purpose of the campaign was “’to 

open dialogue with Canadians across the country’ and to make people comfortable asking 

about the hijab, its role in the faith, and why some Muslim women choose to wear it.”19 

Women in Canada are trying to fight the misconception that women are forced to wear 

the hijab and that it is “anti-liberation, that we’re told to wear the hijab by our fathers, 

brothers, and husbands.”20 Similar outreach is needed within the United States. 

Individuals must take it upon themselves to reach out, whether it be to make a Muslim 

neighbor feel included in the community or to dispel the fear someone may have about 

having a Muslim neighbor. 

 

 Traditional Media 

Media plays a large role in shaping public opinion, but is highly biased. A slight 

bias is only natural, but opinions often tend to be presented as facts, and this can be 

dangerous. However, there is great potential for media to be enlightening. There are a 

number of sources that are reliable, but it is easy to be misled by those that are not. A 

British study issued recommendations for how media can play a more constructive role in 

the future. Article 19, a human rights organization, believes that media should: create 

guidelines regarding derogatory language, illustrate better sources for quotes and 

statistics, demonstrate historical context, and draw on a more comprehensive picture of 

                                                 
19 Buzzfeed: Here’s How Canadian Muslim Women are Breaking Down Stereotypes about the 

Hijab 

20 Ibid 
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populations.21 In a society where free speech is a constitutionally given right, there is no 

way to enforce this, but an enhanced media ethic should be developed within the 

community. Perhaps a system evaluating the credit of sources could be created and 

distributed, but there is not an obvious answer as to whom should be responsible for 

developing it. 

Even within current media though, there is an opportunity for positive impact. In 

the United States, the #LikeAGirl campaign began in 2014 and has continued to evolve. 

It first showed as a television ad in June 2014. In it, people were asked to do things “like 

a girl,” which involved them doing things weakly. However, the ad then asked young 

girls to act “like a girl” and they ran fast and played hard. The purpose of the ad was to 

show “The implication: To do something “like a girl” is to do it badly, but that negative 

connotation is something that is only learned over time. Therefore, it’s something we can 

change.”22 A shortened version of the commercial then aired during the 2014 Super 

Bowl. #LikeAGirl has since evolved into a Twitter campaign and been revamped for 

subsequent Super Bowls. Action has been taken to create a more representative 

presentation of American women in the media, but more needs to be done. A similar 

advertisement could be used to show what it to be an American and show people from 

diverse backgrounds practicing religion in their own way or dressing in a variety of 

cultural styles. 

  

                                                 
21 Article 19 (2003), What’s the Story? Media Representations of Refugees and Asylum Seekers in 

the UK, The Global Campaign for Free Expression, London. 

22 Alanna Vagianos, “The Reaction To #LikeAGirl Is Exactly Why It’s So Important,” The 
Huffington Post, February 3, 2015, http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2015/02/03/why-like-a-girl-is-so-
important_n_6598970.html. 
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Social Media 

Social media is a relatively new platform that can often generate hate and an 

information bubble, but it also is a great opportunity for cross-cultural education and 

global engagement. According to Common Sense Media, a non-profit organization, 

American teenagers spend an average of nine hours on social media every day and kids 

between eight and twelve, spend approximately six hours on it.23 Looking at the overall 

American population, usage time is significantly lower, but still stands at 1.7 hours.24 

Looking globally, there are over 1.79 billion social media users worldwide, which makes 

it a tool to reach a significant portion of the population.25 Social media usage in some 

Middle Eastern countries comes in higher than it does in the United States. In the UAE, 

users typically spend three hours on social media daily and Saudi Arabian users come in 

just behind at 2.9 hours.26 With this significant amount of time spent on social media, 

many people are receiving their news from sites such as Facebook or Twitter. 

Information is already limited to an extent by “friends” and those whom one chooses to 

follow. It is further constrained by algorithms filtering what appears, which can lead 

people to only ever see one side of a situation, the one that is most aligned with what they 

believe. In response to a journalist, Mark Zuckerberg, founder of Facebook, stated, “A 

squirrel dying in your front yard may be more relevant to your interests right now than 

                                                 
23 Hayley Tsukayama, “Teens Spend Nearly Nine Hours Every Day Consuming Media,” The 

Washington Post, November 3, 2015, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/the-
switch/wp/2015/11/03/teens-spend-nearly-nine-hours-every-day-consuming-media/. 

24 “Social Media: Daily Usage in Selected Countries 2015 | Statistic,” Statista, accessed March 18, 
2016, http://www.statista.com/statistics/270229/usage-duration-of-social-networks-by-country/. 

25 Ibid. 

26 Ibid. 
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people dying in Africa.”27 It is on this foundation that the Facebook Newsfeed was 

created. Google also uses a similar system for searches. Google uses fifty-seven different 

signals to determine what results appear for the user.28 This results in what is referred to 

as a “filter bubble.” According to Eli Pariser, chief executive of Upworthy, “Your filter 

bubble is your own personal, unique universe of information that you live in online. And 

what's in your filter bubble depends on who you are, and it depends on what you do. But 

the thing is that you don't decide what gets in. And more importantly, you don't actually 

see what gets edited out.”29 This often bars people from seeing opposing viewpoints if 

they do not deliberately seek them out. This unfortunately limits the potential of social 

media campaigns; they are most likely to reach people whom already support the cause. 

Algorithms will need adjustment for online advocacy to reach its full potential. 

There have been a variety of social media campaigns launched to educate the 

populace on women’s rights, female identity, and cultural differences. They also serve to 

inspire people from a variety of backgrounds. Haneefah Adam, a twenty-four-year-old 

woman from Nigeria, has created an Instagram account entitled Hijarbie. On it, she poses 

a Barbie doll in fashionable outfits with hijabs that she sews at home. She says that the 

looks are inspired by every day looks of women whom wear hijabs. She believes that 

hijabs represent modesty and unique identity. Adam hopes that account will “create a 

positive awareness and impact.”30 She also says, “I want Hijarbie to inspire the Muslim 

                                                 
27 Eli Pariser, “Transcript of ‘Beware Online ’Filter Bubbles,” accessed March 19, 2016, 

https://www.ted.com/talks/eli_pariser_beware_online_filter_bubbles/transcript. 

28 Ibid. 

29 Ibid. 

30 Buzzfeed: This Hijab Barbie Instagram Account is Beyond Inspiring 
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girl child. It’s about having a doll that looks like her, that represents her own cultural and 

religious background.”31  

 

 

Figure 7: Hijarbie 

This mirrors the recent push in the West for Barbie dolls that are more reflective of what 

average females look like. In February, new Barbie dolls of different shapes, sizes, and 

ethnicities were officially released. There are contrasting views about whether this was 

beneficial, but it is representative of the fact that there has been recent pressure and action 

to address the public portrayal of women and their representation.  

 Another social media campaign began in January 2016 following remarks from 

British Prime Minister David Cameron that Muslim women are submissive. Muslim 

women have used #TraditionallySubmissive on Twitter to demonstrate their 

accomplishments. Women can be seen accomplishing things such as graduating school, 

holding a black belt in karate, and working in medicine. Shelina Janmohamed, the author 

of “Love in a Headscarf”, said Cameron’s statement is “just making things harder for 

                                                 
31 Ibid 
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Muslim women. That’s just one stereotype about Muslim women, it’s not how we all are. 

We are vibrant, diverse, we’re talented and we have opinions. The prime minister is 

always saying we need to take up British values, so I responded in the most British way I 

could – with sarcasm.”32  

 Social media campaigns are not only undertaken by average citizens. Queen 

Rania of Jordan created a YouTube series in 2008 addressing stereotypes people have 

about Arabs and the Middle East. "I do feel that our world is in a bit of a crisis at the 

moment," she says. "Violence has overtaken dialogue and compassion has lost out to 

anger. I'm hoping this will become a channel of communication between East and West 

because I very much think our world is in dire need of that.”33 She openly engaged 

people’s concerns regarding women, terrorism, and a variety of other topics. She 

acknowledged faults within Middle Eastern society, but also shined a light on positive 

aspects that are often unseen in the West. Creating a dialogue between cultures is vital 

and social media presents a new medium to do this in that has a potential to reach an 

extraordinary number of people.  

                                                 
32 Popular and Why, “‘Traditionally Submissive Muslim Women’ Say Who Us?” 

33 “Queen Rania Takes on Stereotypes.” 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Conclusion 

 Dress is a personal statement. It is reflective of varying cultural traditions, 

religions, and personal preferences. Women are far too often judged by what they choose 

to wear. American women are not immoral because they decide to wear a strapless dress 

and Middle Eastern women are not terrorists because they choose to wear a hijab. These 

beliefs emerge in a climate of fear. Stereotypes reinforce Islamophobia and anti-Western 

sentiment, which contribute to the tense relationship between the United States and 

Middle East. The media depicts life as a collective female experience and it is not. 

Individual women have their own stories and desires. Efforts must be undertaken to 

dispel these false judgments. Education is a necessary step, but alone, it is not enough. 

People need to actively engage with people from unfamiliar cultures to truly understand 

another’s vantage point. Improved cultural understanding is imperative for more 

efficacious foreign relations.
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